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ABSTRACT 

The concern of this study is the problem of the meaning and 

validity of religious belief. The method used to investigate 

this problem consists iil an analysis 0 f the structure 0 f hWllan 

cognitional activity based on the epistemology of Hichael Polanyi. 

Al' ter a critique of the dominant ideal of critical-objective 
c:;> 

k.novlledge, the analysis continues by outlining Polanyi's proposaI 

for understanding human knov:rledge. This maintains that knov'ling ia 

an activity combining two kinds of l:'>l1owledge: aIl explicit h:.llO\vl-

edge is dependent on a tacit base. This IJrovides a foundatioll for 

validating a kl10wledge of reality directed tovlard the ult:.mate. 

An extrapolation beyol1d this structure discloses the grounds 

for the mealling and validity of .religious belief as a "brealdng 

out" toward the sacred. These grr'.l.l1ds then permit a clarification 

of the levels of meaning included in theological understanding alld 

a means for assessing the proposal in light of current philoso

phical and theological positions e 
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I. THE SCOPE AND LIMITS OF THE PROBLEM 

One of the Most urgent problems facing the religious be

liever today is belief itself. Unlike the problems of even a gen

eration ago when the MOSt pressing concern May have been to mod

ernize literalistic or fundamentalist interpretations of tradi

tional doctrines, the contemporary predicament goes deeper still. 

In an era dominated by a scientific conception of reality, rel

ativized by a historical consciousness, and closed in by secular 

preoccupatio~s, religious belief appears to be so Many meaning

less words and outmoded gestures. The contemporary challenge to 

religious belief is th us radical: the very foundations of belief 

are at stake. This fundamental problem is the object of this in

quiry. 

The scope of this study, then, consists in the attempt to 

provide an explanation which can establish the meaning and va

lidity of religious belief and theological understanding. The 

investigation is limited, however, to the exposition of a method 

for aChieving this aime The issue, in other words, is not any 

particular religious doctrine or the "objective truth" of any 

specifie religious tradition. References will indeed be made to 

religious beliefs and theological positions, and furthermore 

these will be drawn predominantly from the Christian tradition. 

1 
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Whenever such instances are presented for consideration, they are , 
to be tD1;:en as illustrCl.tive, rather than constitutive, of the prob
lem. Such a limitation of the analysis to a general exposition 
of the foundations of religious belief hopefully may permit a 
potelltial extensiol1o'f its results beyond the limit8 of our spe
cific illustrations by theologians from other religious traditions. 

Posing the question at this radical level, however, raises 
a complementary question: On wIlat basis are l'le to base our in
vestigation? The import of this difficulty can be clarified by 
cOlltrasting i t ï/ith a typical methodological inquiry. In the 
natural lJciences, such as physics, both the object and the methods 
for understanding the object are already given and presumed to be 
valide Here a methodology theoretically expresses a logically con
sistent accoullt of the procedures of the science. Clearly our C011-

cern cannot be termed methodological in this typical sense. Since 
the meaning and validity of religious belief is in question, the 
problem is one of foundational theology. 

This means, first of 0.11, that we envisage the problem as a 
philosophical one. In order to ground theological understanding, 
we must reflect beyond typical explicit formulations of methodology 
to a more fundamental level which accounts for the activity of. the 
human mind in upholding a methodology. Yet, because of the prob
lematic, it is not simply philosophical, for it has a theological 
preoccupation and undoubted theological implications. Our pro
posaI, then, i5 to anaIyze the cognitional activity of man, in
cluding how he Imovls and what he knows, and to explore this in 
such a way that the meaning and validity of religious belief might 
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be established. Finally, upon this basis a schematic outline of 

the method appropriate to theological understanding May be in

dicated. The problem should thus be understood in this reciprocal 

way, where the validity of religious belief is assessed by means 

of a foundational analysis and the foundational inquiry is guided 

ultimately by the attempt to clarify a theological problem. 

Since the proposed foundational theology will be developed 

by means of a reflective analysis on human knowing, the precise 

way in which this is undertaken is of considerable importance. 

To carry out this task, we have adopted and adapted the theory of 

knowledge articulated by Michael Polanyi. 

A few words may be appropriate at this juncture to indicate 

briefly some of the reasons for using POlanyi's analysis of human 

coU@itional structure and his incipient ontology. As is weIl 

lcnovm, there has been and, to sorne extent, there still is a con-, 

fusion as to the relationship of the physical sciences to the life 

sciences, an ambiguity concerning the role of the social sciences, 

and an uneasy feeling flowing through the human sciences. Much 

of this is due to the acceptance, impacit or explicit, of physical 

science \vîth it seemingly clear and distinct kind of knowledge as 

the paradigm case 0 f knowledge and measuring other kinds 0 f "knowl

edge" by this criterion. The revolution within physics earlier 

this century had precipitated a vigorous re-examination of these 

assumptions. The meticulous and arduous development of logical 

and linguistic thought represents one major aspect of this re-
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examination. Another is to be found in the emphasis on the human 

as a distinct sphere of knowledge apart from objective, scientific 

knowledge proposed by some existentialist philosophers. These 

two "poles" have dominated speculative thought for most of this 

century. What seems to be emerging now is a convergence. Exis

tential-phenomenology is becoming more involved vdth the question 

of language; linguistic thought is beginning to recognize the 

existential and ontological meanings of language. 

In the midst of these movements stands l-iichael POlanyi, whose 

career as a scientist and whose peculiar concerns in analyzing the 

truth which the scientist seeks and the functions which the scien

tist performs have enabled him to analyze the situation outside 

of current vested interests and to propose a theory of knowledge 

that we believe has grappled with the issues raised by both move

ments. In stating this we are not, of course, implying that 

Polanyi is the only one who has attempted this. Rather, it in

dicates simply that \Ve have found the proposaIs of Polanyi 

stimulating and would like to explore their implications for theo

logical understanding. 

The program Michael Polanyi has developed he calls "personal 

knowledge." It has as its central thesis "the fact that we can 

know more than we can telllr1 or, more technically, that knowledge 

lMichael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday & Company, Inc., Anchor Books, 1967), p. 4. For the 
sake of brevity, subsequent references to Polanyi's writings will 
be cited, after the initial ent~y, by title alone. 



5 

can never be totally focal, but must rely on a subsidiary base.2 

This subsidiary base, which has later been developed and expanded 

by Polanyi as the tacit dimension, resides in the person, indeed 

could be called the person insofar as he has assimilated his 

culturels tools--be they skills, words, logics, or theoretical 

disiciplines--and by dwelling in them is enabled to relate !2 re

ality. Knowing is a process of life, and in man it takes that 

particular form of process we call history. Knovdng is thus an 

activity that we do, which we perform, by opening ourselves to 

being and its ever expanding horizon and at the same time and 

through the same pro cess by becoming ourselves. 

This brief description encapsulates Polanyi's position. In 

the course of our exposition, we shall attempt to explain what 

this means and particularly what it implies for theology. There 

will be, accordingly, no attempt to detail the development in 

Polanyils thought. His early, more exploratory works will be 

discussed only insofar as they contribute to the clarification of 

his mature position. This appears in publications during the 

mid-1950's, especially in PerSOna' Knowledge, and in his later 

works. 

POlanyi himself hints at many points that his theory of per

sonal knowledge has applications beyond those he explicitly formu-

2Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical 
Philosophy (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, Torchbook 
edition, 1964) ch. 4. 
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oz 
lates, including theology.J As an aid in developing Polanyi's 

thought in this direction, we shall rely on works by theologians 

that have sorne affinity here. These will come primarily from 

the Catholic theological tradition and are generally termed 

"transcendental Thomists." The development of Polanyi's thought 

vdll be aided by these theologians not so much because they are 

Thomists (which has, in any case, been questioned), but because 

they have brought some of the insights of modern and contemporary 

philosophical thought into the theological task. Most significant 

among these js i Karl Rahner, from whose early work, Hearers of the 

~,4 the title of this present endeavor has been adapted, and 

Bernard Lonergan, on whose reflections the notion of foundational 

theology is dependent o 5 It should be emphasized at this point that 

these supplemental authors will be aids in developing some of 

Polanyi's insights; their thought as such does not form the basis 

of our investigation. 

3See , for example, The Tacit Dimension, p. 92. 

4Karl Rahner, Hearers of the Word, transe by M. Richards 
(New York: Herder & Herder, 1969). 

5Lonergan's long-awaited work, Method in Theology, has just 
been published and, unfortunately, was not available for our 
study. It would have been a particularly helpful resource for 
clarifying our ideas in the section, "Theology As Understanding," 
in Chapter V below. An indication of the intent of this work ap
peared earlier in "Functional Specialties in Theology," Gregorianum, 
L (1969), 485-505. 
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Having marked out the boundaries of our study, we May now 

briefly provide a glimpse of the direction we shall travel by 

considering first the destination. Our ultimate goal is to pro

pose a schematic outline accounting for the methods operative in 

theological understanding. Such a proposaI, however, demands 

at least two further clarifications. In the first place, not aIl 

would agree to what the term "theologylt refers (if, indeed, they 

thought it could legitimately refer). In fact, theological 

claims May be, and have been, approached from perspectives as 

diverse as anthropology, psychology, sociology, history, and 

philosophy, in addition to whatever May be its own proper stand

·point. And secondly, depending on how one faces the first question, 

any applicable method would be corrëspondingly altered. 

If, for example, theology were conceived to be a historical 

discipline,bent on analyzing and elucidating a corpus of sacred 

canonical writings along with their classical commentaries, the 

appropriate method would be the criteria of historical scholar

ship. But as the "history of historylt clearly shows, the se 

criteria have changed. Thus the hermeneutical problem must be 

investigated. As soon as this is begun, however, theology can

not be simply a historical endeavor: interpretation is necessary 

for analysis. Eventually therefore a systematic exposition must . 

be included in the theological task. 

On the level of systematic presentation, moreover, the prob

lem of method becomes heightened, for here the specifically 

theological form of understanding comes to the fore. The Medieval 
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guaestiones disputatae are classic examples presupposing this 

form of understanding. Their purpose, according to St. Thomas 

Aquinas, was 

less to push error out than to lead listeners into 
the truth they strive to understand. Accordingly 
they must be carried by reasonings in order to get 
to the root of the matter, and helped to see for 
themselves how what is asserted is true. Other
wise, if the appeal is to merely bare authorities, 
then aIl the teacher does is to certify to his lis
teners that such in fact is the answer to the prob
lem; apart from this they have gathered no reason 6 
for it and no understanding, and so go empty away. 

Just what are these "reasonings" which will get the inquirer 

"to the root of the matter" so that he will "understand" and 

not "go empty away"? 

It is clear that when theology is held to be.the systematic, 

theoretic explication of a community's faith, the problem of 

theological method must be explored at the foundational level. 

It would not be sufficient, for instance, to indicate how the 

systemati.c endeavor must be done in accordance with the findings 

of historical schOlarship, while at the same time exerting its 

own influence by providing certain insights to aid in the task 

6 uaestiones uodlibetales 4, 18 as quoted in the "Introduc- "/ 
tion" by Thomas ilby to the Summa Theologiae, ,1 (la,l), (New C . / 
York: McGraw-H Il Book Company, 1964), p. XXi. Polanyi makes 
a similar appraisal of the theological task as the attempt to 
understand: "Theology pursued as an axiomatization of the 
Christian faith has an important analytic task. Though its re-
sults can be understood only by practising Christians, it can 
l}reatly hell' them to understand what they are practising" 
(Personal Knowledge, p. 282). 
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of clarifying the sources. Rather, the very possibility7 of 

dOing theology on the systematic level must be clarified. Only 

consequent to this task can there be any legitimate attempt at 

a systematic exposition. 

This, then, is the meaning of "foundational theology" in

tended here. It is the attempt to found the theological enter

prise through a radical description and explanation of the way 

we know. 

In order to achieve this ultimate goal, we must begin with 

an analysis of human knowing. For this task we shall follow the 

lead of Michael Polanyi. Hany of the component elements of 

Polanyi's reflections become more understandable when they are 

set in perspective by what may be termed his primary motivating 

force: This is Polanyi's conviction that critical reason and 

its concomitant passion for "objectivity" in knowing have hidden 

assumptions which are self-contradictory. A critique of critieal 

reason is thus ealled for. Exposing such commonly held assump

tions will allow us to proceê.d in the analysis of human knowing 

without being bound by any of their unwar~nted claims. 

Following this we shall then provide an introductory pres-

7As a cautionary note we wish to emphasize again that this 
does not involve the question whether or not any specifie religious 
doctrine or tradition is objectively true. The "possibility" 
intended here is that, since there are in fact religious tradi
tions making certain claims, the basis on which they make these 
elaims and the meaning these claims intend are open to investiga
tion. The point th en becomes this: Can religious belief as 
such be substa~tiated, at least insofar as an intelligible ex
planation of it can be offered? Or is the experience on whieh 
the tradition has grown so utterly. unique that the very attempt to 
clarify the basis of religious belief--because of the limitation 
of the human mind, for example--is a pointless venture? 
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entation of the basic elements of knovdng, including the tacit 

dimension. After this 1s outlined and clarif1ed, a way of val

idating knowledge must be proposed. Personal decis10ns must be 

capable of beingsustained by valid affirmations if one is not to 

fall into subjectivisme The use of words, the meanings intended 

by the user, ruld their reliability for understanding real1ty \vîll 

have to be clarified. AlI of this takes place within a context 

that is open and progressing. In man it is historical. This 

movernent and its justification must be developed. 

These investigations will enable us to turn next to that which 

we know: reality. Through the disclosure of the structure of 

tacit knowing, we shall find ourselves related to a multi-dimen

sional reality. No level is reducible in an intelligible way to 

a lower level. This correspondence between the structure of know

ing and the levels of reality opens us to the panorama of the 

logic of emergence, where reality is understood and revealed to 

us in ever new ways. Knowledge is thus the discovery of intel

ligibility on our part and at the sarne time submission to what 18 

there, leading eventually to our dwelling in it. 

Man's historically constituted knowledge provides him access 

to reality; his community of faith provides access to transcendent 

reality. Based on his mode of knowing, this access must also be 

historical. We shall thus find that the meaning of faith, de

r1ved from the tradition in which the believer dwells, is still 

only fragmentary. In this sense it is partially analogous to a 

novice's understanding of theoretical physics. It is only par-
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tially analogous, however, because the novice May progress to the 

point where he comprehends the meaning of his discipline. The 

logic of emergence will show, on the other hand, that we can com

prehend intelligibly only that which constitutes our level of be

ing (including the levels below, of course). This means that the 

meaning of religious belief cannot be comprehended by man with 

full intelligibility. 

Thus any meaning which religious belief May have must come 

from a source beyond man and can be understood only by partaking 

of that source. Bince man is still on his way t?ward attaining 

that point, "God" remains for us as one unknawn. The situation 

here is somewhat analogaus to the attempt ta analyze human life 

as a tfmachine." Certain valid insights and benefits are derived 

from relying an this madel, but that which is specifically human 

escapes this form of intelligibility. Bimilarly we shall find 

that only by dwelling in a religious community will faith enable 

us ta live by a form af understanding not yet fully intelligible 

to us. Finally, these clarifications will allow us ta outline 

the kind of understanding theology seeks and to indicate briefly 

the way in which theology tries ta achieve this. 
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II. TI-IE CRITI(lUE OF CRITICAL HEASON 

This inquiry i11tO the foundations of religious belief has Cl 

goal similar to that of the authox' Vlhose thought 'l:"li11 be used in 

developing t11is progrum. IvIichael Polanyi, I"/hen fClced with the 

crisis science VIas undergoing earlier this century cOllcerning its 

foundCltiol1s, resolved to meet this challenge.' Not unlike the 

theological problem 'l'le are here investigating, he fOtli.ld that the 

effort called for a radical examinatioll and e:i'::planatioll of our 

knowing process. 

In most of contemporary science, logical positivism, as the 

theoretical explanatiol1 of its f01ll1datiolls, no longer enjoys the 

prestige i t did thirty years ago. Nothing, h0\1evel'" , 13eelilB to have 

taken its place. Pola.nyi notes, for instance, Ernest Nagel' B 

1961 account of science in The structure of Science. In it Nagel 

ac1.mits that we do not ImoVl whether or not the current premi13ses 

of science are true, and furtherlllore that if we tried to justify 

them \Ve vlOuld find most of the premisses doubtful. "In effect," 

Polanyi explainl3, "Nagel implies that we must save our belief in 

the truth of scientific explanations by refraining from aslùng 

what they are basad upon.,,2 Such a view, 'which holds that science 

1See , for example, the Introduction to the 1961!- edition of 
Science. Faith and Society (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
Phoenix booh:s, 1964), PP. 7-19. 

2I·lichael Polanyi, "The GrovJth 0 f Science in Society," in 
Kl1O'\vinp; and Being, ed. by Harjorie Gx'ene (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1969), p. 73. 

12 
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does not need or is not capable of any sort of philosophical 

justification, may be a carry-over from the earlier era of pos-

itivism. But whatever the reas011, u111ess we wish "to reduce 

modern physics to a sort of mystic chant over an unintelligible 

Universe,,,3 the problem of the human mode of knovling must be ex-

amined. 

In order to achieve an understanding of science both explan

atory and capable of justifying the endeavor, Polanyi discovered 

that he had to modify the commoll1y accepted notion of YJlovrledge, 

\'Ihich in turn had implications far beyond the domains of science 

as such.4 Accordingly, if we are to develop a way of dOing 

theology based on POlullyi's thought, Vie must first examine the 

ideal of knowledge, along vrith sorne of its implications, which 

Polanyi rejected. Agaillst this backdrop Polanyils thought pro

gressed and through it our understanding of his thought should 

become clearer. 

At The Ideal of Total Objectivity 

Western man haa labored IDlder a conception of knowledge that 

has demanded complete and toto.l objectivity. This is, of course, 

a generalization. One might wish to recognize figures such as 

3Alfred Horth Whitehead, Hodes of Thought (New York: Cap
ricorn Books, 1958), p. 185. 

4Personal Knowledge, p. xiii. 
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Augustine or Kierkegaard who in various ways reacted against this 

idea1. But the signifîcant point is that they did so within a 

framework of this idea1 and have not offered a viable alternative. 

Thus whi1e one May have 100ked for "the rea11y rea1" or "the c1ear 

and distinct idea,t1 or rebe11ed against this and insisted that 

"subjectivity is truth," the idea1 as such had remained constant.5 

The rise of modern science, moreover, has insti11ed a method

ica1 rigor into this idea1. Now not on1y was the know1edge to be 

exp1icit and objective, but a1so the very means for achieving this 

know1edge were precise1y set forth. Everything that was to be 

IDlown about the wor1d cou1d now be knovm through exact operations, 

open to a11 for verification, and cou1d be expressed in unequivoca1 

language. This was imp1icit in the Newtonian wor1d-machine and 

was exp1icit1y proffered by Laplace. 

A key e1ement in this method is its critica1 stance. What

ever cou1d not stand the test of sorne criterion, usua1ly e~pi~eal, 

was rejected as dogmatisme At its best, this critical stance 

paved the way for genuine advances by clearing away sorne cherished 

authoritative, but unfounded, assumptions. But when 1eft uncheck

ed, it 1ed the way to radical scepticism and chal1inged the very 

5This assessment is based on Marjorie Grene's The Knower and 
the Known (London: Faber & Faber, 1966) in which she has defended 
this thesis through an appraisa1 of Aristot1e, Plato, Descartes, 
and the rise of modern science--aI1 in view of Po1anyi's thought. 
See for example the fo110wing conunent (p.13): "Both the ideal of 
reason as ana1ysis, in each of its guises and disguises, and the 
revoIt against roason by more subjectivist phi10sophers, have re
mained, whether as acceptance or rebe11ion, \vithin this single 
conceptua1 frame. ft 
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foundations of knowledge. 
While this idea1 of completely objective and detached knowledge vdth its critical spirit has been predominant in the sciences, 

it has managed to permeate and affect aIl intellectual endeavors. To the extent that a particular discipline was able to emulate 
physics, to that extent was it deemed successful. One need only recall the origin of the social. sciences or the difficulty bi
ologists encounter when they attempt to introduce the notion of 
1Ilifefl into their science in order to see the point. 

Within this context, finally, a dichotomy has arisen. If, 
on the one hand, the stress is placed on that which is factual 
in an empirical sense, aIl else that man experiences devolves to 
the realm of the non-cognitive. If, on the other hand, the 
meaningfulness of the concretely existing individual's experience is stressed, aIl that which is merely fact becomes absurdo These pOles of positivism and existentialism both agree to and uphold 
this fact/value dichotomy, though obviously from different per
spectives and for different reasons. 6 As a result of the ideal of completely objective lQlowledge, value (since it must be con
ceived as essentially sUbjective in this context) can no longer 
qualify as an object of knowledge. 

This has effectively meant that religious thought had to 

6For a similar appraisal of the contemporary scene, see Jerry H. Gill, HThe Tacit structure of Religious Knowing," International Philosophical ~uarterly, IX (1969), 534 and Walter Kaufmann, Critique of Re iyion and Philosophy (New York: Harper & Brothers, PUblishers, 1958 • 
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accept the status of being non-cognitive, or else assume a quasi

fundamentalist position by accepting reveléd;ion as an empirical 

datum and working froID there. This is exemplified, in the case 

of the former, by Liberal Theology, the IvIodernist l1ovement, and 

in the theology of Rudolf Bultmann; and, in the case of the latter, 

it is exemplified in much of conservative Roman Catholic thought 

and in the theology 0 f Karl Barth. 

Buch, in brief, is the dilellll11a7 0 f htunan l:nowledge as a.nalyzed· 

by Polanyi, along vrith an indication of its implication for ut

terances about l"eligious belief. In the course of his attempt to 

provide an alternative vierf of Imovlledge ;"fhich is able to ovel"-

come thio dilemma, Polanyi has poillted to éJ. fundamental logical 

difficulty and to some further consequences that result frolil hold

ing to an ideal of complete objectivityo Aftel" presenting Polanyi's 

critique of thi8 ideal, we ahall be in a favorable position to 

provide a prelimillary s.ketch of Polanyi' s ovm unc1erstanding of 

the human mode of knowing. 

B. The Logical Impossibility of the Ideal 
of Total Objectivity 

In order for anything to count as tfobjective fl Imovrledge 

there must be a set of data which can be il1terpreted rather l"igor-

7Polanyi has elaborated thio further in the context of hi8 
ovm thought as the "objectivist dilemma" (see Personal Knowledp;e, 
p. 304ff), \'Thich, if \'Te may anticipate, x'efusec to accredit the 
persona1 involvellent of the lmovler, leavil1g a void between one' s 
"cubjective beliefs" and an actual otate of D.ffairs. 
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ously by smle ,set nethod, thereby minitlizillg the subject 1 s 

cap8.city for distortion. And in order for this Imowledge to be 

totally objec'cive, the subject Yiould have to be completely de

tached and Vlould have -Co have Cl set 0 f data capable 0 f eX1)lainil1g 

all of nature. 

With the riee of modern science men began to feel that they 

l'lere non capable of such a feat. Thal1.1:s to the D.nalytic rigor 

of the ewlJirical method and Eer/ton 1 s sy-.athetic represen tation 0 f 

resultn achieved u1J -Co tllat til:.le, 1..13.11 1 S hopes l'an" high. Laplace t s 

forLlulation 0 f idoal Dcionco in c..bsolu-ce det~aclUll.ent, '\111ero C~ 

Universal Hil1d vmuld pODsess c.. l:no".'Iledge of the 10coS.tion of aIl 

po..rticles 0 f llature :.l11c1 theil" interacting forces CL:ad rrould theu 

he able to COr1:l?ute everytllillG IJ<"l.st and p,j. ... esen-G, is pel"'lw.ps the 
n 

J:1ost explici'c formulation of this ideal. o But nllether fOl"mulated 

or not, some such understanding of the nature and fUllctiol1 of 

science and, Bore generally, h:.nowledge has he Id SVlo..y througllOut 

the IJoclern eJ1D.. 

A close scrutil1y of thü:; ideal of toto..lly objective l:.llO'\'iledge 

reveals, hov:ever, ·I:;hc..t :Lt cannot possibl~l he o.chieved. The fo..ct 

that the ideo..l nevortheless has succeeded in cnptivating menls 

minds up to the present can o:,lly, be nccounted. for, ,:-:.ccol"di21G ta 

POlanyi,9 lys the hidden 8.sstlL1ptiOll yùej,:"eby the suppo sed Uni versc.l 

o 
uPolo.nyi notes tho..t cOllteIllJ01"'o.ry phYCj.CD \":oulc.1 l:lodi fy tIlis, 

but it does :ùot effectivel;'l reduce it~~ scolJe (Pel"'ô0112,1 Kilo,";1 ed~e, 
p • 11+0 11. 2). 

9Persol1al Y"lo'\vledp;e, ]? 140. 
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Hind \'lOuld t.:tcitly suppl~l meaning to the observed and computed 
data. This is the fallacy of every reductive explallD.tion when it 
claims to e::cplD..in ob;jectively such things <-113 IJal1, art, 01" religion: 
i t li.1Ust first assume the thing i t is explD.ining. Yet the assumptiol1 
is more thun the clailil allol'J'S. In order fOl" i t -Co have the 
semblance of validity, the ideal of to-Gi.,;.lly objective Imowledge 
must mak.e a subtle substitution of our kllorrledge of l)hysics for 
OlU" 1:J:l0\'fledge of éùl other experiences DB '\"[ell. "Once you refuGe 
this deceptive substitution, you il1uuediD..tely see that the Lc..place.:m 
mind understand13 lJx'ecisely 110tlrlng and th.:;.t vlhCl:~ever i t l-:l1orw 
meD.ns preciaely no -Ching. 11

1 ° 
Tld,z fallacy cau be illustrClted even lJOre clearly by mean3 

of the relationchip 0 f physics and CheliUGtl"Y to engineering. 
Polanyi 0 ften ual:ec use 0 f this example in hi[; L1rglment agcdnst 
reductive schemes. 11 The salient feature of this illustration 
is that it sho\'1s that the ideal of totally objective l:no\'lledge 
cG,n:not be valiclly app1ied to certain entitiez ev en though the frmùe 
of reference remains 011 the inClllimate level. 

10~., p. ILI.I. 

11For a ,saLl1üillg of Polanyifs treatment of thii~ point, see the fo11o\'ling: "Life Tran,scending Phy,sic,s CLnd Chemstry, Il Chemical and El1cdneerin· News, nv (August 21, 1967), 5!f--GG; in h.l101tling étJ1d eine, "'rncit l owing: Its Bearil1g 011 Some P.roblel~1S of Philosophy,U Pl'). 159-180, "The structure of Con,sciouGl1ess," pp. 211-22L~, ~111d "Life' s Irreducib1e StJ. ... ucture, If PIJ. 225-239; The study of 1-12.12 (Chicago: Ulliver.'3ity of Cllic.::..go Press, Phoenix bool:::;, 1963), "Lecture II''; ,':Ind The Tacit DiL1ells; on, ch. 2. 
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Thus let us imagine a machine--such as a typewriter--which 

has been subjected to an exhaustive physical and chemical analysis. 

And let us next suppose that we have the results of this analysis 

before us: a set of charts and mathematical formulae describing 

the ,complete physical and chemical makeup of the typewriter. 

Such information would be totally worthless if our concern was 

ïidentifying what these elements composed or what purpose their 

jOint constitution served. In short, this completely "objective" 

knowledge of the typewriter could not tell us that we were dealing 

vJith a typevœiter. "So it folloVis that the Laplacean IvIind would 

be subject to the same limitation: it could not identify any 

machine nor tell us how it works. Indeed, the Laplacean Hind 

could identify no object or proc~ss, the meaning of which consists 

in serving a purpose.,,12 Needless to say, the difficulty is only 

compounded when such items as life, man, or history are intro

duced.13 

By shifting our focus now to the demruld for clearly explicit 

formulations in this ideal of totally objective knm1fledge, vve can 

12The Study of Han, p. 49. 

13test this be misleading, it must be noted that Polanyi 
does not imply by this argument that entities, which have a 
purpose beyond that def1ned by physics, have no relationship to 
or dependence on their physical makeup. On the contrary, as we 
shall see, such entities are thoroughly dependent on physical 
and chemical laws. Polanyi's point here i6 simply that they can
not be accounted for solely by this means and the ideal of 
knowledge which implies they can is mistaken. 
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see further its incapacity to account for sorne traditional 

philosophical problems, specifically the problem of universals 

and discovery. This does not underscore the fallacy of the 

completely objectivist framework as did the above analysis by 

Polanyi, but it does indicate some of its characteristic weaknesses. 

The fact that we do apply class concepts to things quite 

regularly and (almost invariably) accurately and that these things 

are varied in their particulars has never been satisfactorily 

explained by Western thought. The reason for this, in Polanyi's 

understanding, is the demand for absolute clarity in specifying 

how we come to know and use universals and the attempt to elim

inate the indeterminate elements involved in recognizing a par

ticular instance as a member of a class. This attempt Polanyi 

feels is misguided. 14 Only when we remove ourselves from the 

grasp of an objectivist framework can we understand the legiti

macy of our use of universal terms. 

A similar'difficulty manifests itself in the problem of 

discovery. This is particularly surprising in light of the fact 

that science itself thrives on discovery. Yet, while scientists 

continually do their worlt and propose their creative innovations, 

philosophers have been unable to provide the precise canons that 

14"Logic and Psychology," American Psychologist, XXIII (1968), 
35-36. See also in Kn0}F-ng aRd Be~n~, "'l'he unaccountable Element 
in SCience," pp. 105-10 and fTacit nowing: Its Bearing on Some 
Problems of Philosophy," pp. 165-168. 



21 

would accoWlt for this. Indeed, the inductive process as such 
provides only degrees of probability and what items or data are 
to be truren into account in this process are hardly specifiable 
at aIl. 

POlanyi's diagnosis ~lnds that the cause of this difficulty 
lies in the demand for absolute clarity and the complete explicit
ness of Inlowledge. The problem of providing a totally explicit 
account of the process of discovery has accordingly been present 
since the beginnings of Western thought. According to POlanyi's 
illterpretation, it is precisely this assumption that leads to the 
paradox of discovery uncovered by Plato in the ~.15 If aIl 
knowledge is explicit, then we could never truly discover anything 
new. Without having the slightest clue as to what Vie were look
ing for we could not discoV'er it even if we chanced to come a
cross it. In Polanyi's estimation, then, Plato indirectly dem
onstrated in his ~ "that if problems nevertheless exist, and 
discoveries can be made by solving them,. we can knoV! things, and 
important things, that we cannot tell.,,16 Again it is only when 
we remove ourselves from an objectivist framewo~k that we may be-

15The relevant passage is BOD where Meno asks Socrates: "Why, on w'bat lines will you look, Socrates, for a thing of whose nature you know nothing at aIl?" The context here is our knowledge of virtue, but Plato's problem 1s generally applicable to aIl our knowledge. The significant point for Polanyi becomes, then, not Plato's "answer" of "remembrance" (the meaning of which he leaves to scholars versed in Platonic thought), but the very posing of the question in this manner along \rlth its consequences for understanding Inlowledge. 

16The Tacit Dimension, p. 22. 
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gin to appreciate our valid ability to make genuine discoveries. 
For Polanyi the most significant consequences resulting froID 

the ideal of totally objective YJnowledge are not primarily the 
realization that it rests upon assumptions which are logically 
self-defeating, nor simply that such an ideal falters in explain
ing factors in.the everyday experience of Most men. In addition to this, and in Polanyi's estimation far more serious, are the 
consequences that flow from this ideal when it is used as a guide to understanding specifically human affairs. 

C. Sorne Consequences of Holding to the Ideal of Total Objectivity 
The preceding discussion has outlined POlanyi's reasons for rejecting the ideal of knowledge that would demand complete 

objectification and detachment in a critical spirit. The ideal, 
insofar as it is seemingly embodied in the scientific endeavor, 
is dominating our civilization. This means that, in addition to 
these theoretical difficulties which have been uncovered, this 
tendency is obviously having other effects beyond that of a way 
of conceiving the nature of science. Here much more serious con-sequences result, for as Polanyi points out, "these false ideals do no harm te physicists, who only pay lip service to them, but 
they play havoc with other parts of science and with our Vlhole 
culture, which try to live by them.,,17 In order to understand 

17"The Creative Imagination,1t Chemical and Engineering News, XLIV (April, :.1966), 93. 
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this pervasive influence, it will be helpful to i1lustrate this 

mechanisl1l as it has been traditionally set forth for the physical 

sciences before we look at the impact it has had on our cultural 

milieu. 

If one vrere ta attempt ta characterize the prevc:dling mood 

of the scientific enterprise, it could be done by describing the 

task of science as a coherent description of experience. This 

means that a particu1ar natura1 phenomenon is regarded as a scien-

tific "fact" insofar as it is a manifestation of sorne general 

pattern or t11avv." Furthermore these genera1 explanations have as 

their purpose the desire to fi Sillplifyfl" or make more manageable 
r-

our deal~ings vlith natural phenomena, thereby maldng competing 

descriptions alternative ways of dOing the same thing; but usual-

ly one of these varying descriptions is chosen by the scientific 

community because it is the most convenient (or "simp1est tt ) Vlay 

of dealing with any particu1ar set of phenomena of our experience. 

The question as to whether these exp1anations are "rea.l" or tttrue" 

is ignored, because, it is supposed, the method does not al10w 

such "metaphysical speculationsfl to arise 1egitimately.18 

The rationa~ for adopting this stance is to reduce as much ~/ 

18This i6 the sort of description Polanyi often gives con
cerning the prevailing understanding of the nature of scientific 
know1edge in his writings. For typical examp1es, see "From Coper
nicus to Einstein," Encounter, V (September, 1955), 56 and ~ 
Study of Man, p. 20. Obviously, since POlanyi's intent i6 to en
capsulate the dominant tendency, there is an oversimp1ification 
here which does not sUfficiently distinguish between a strictly 
positivistic view (and its variants) and an instrulllenta1i6t view, 
though Polanyi himself usua1ly has in mind positivisme This is 
quite understandab1e because P01anyi is not trying to present the 
merits of the dominant view of science, but to argue for his own 
"realist" view, sometimes in an openly polemical style. For a 
more ba1anced and very clear sunilllary of the se varying interpreta
tions, see Ian G. Barbour, Iss in Science and Heli ion (Engle-
wood Cliffs, N.J.: Prelltice-Hall, Inc., 19 2-171. 
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possible the personal or "psychological" factor brought into the 

picture by the scientist himself. As we have seen in the previous 

section, this led to the attempt to view science (and implicitly 

aIl knowledge) as a factual or objective mode of inquiry, while 

more subjective or value-1aden judgmel1ts were reserved to other 

modes of appreciation or feelil1g. 19 The resu1t is a. circular 

and self-justifying pattern which continually strives for greater 

objectification by appealing to experience at the expense of the 

personal involvement of the practicing scientiste 

When this emphasis on factua1 experience ,",/D,S pushed to i ts 

extreme formulation ear1ier in this century, sciel1tific theories 

were so intimately 1inked with such "objective" experience that a 

scientist was expected to drop any theory the moment sorne factua1 

obeervation conflicted with it. The pervasive hold that this view 

still has on our popular culture can be illustrated by the not 

uncommon expression of surprise that registers on the faces of 

undergraduate students when they are told that the idea "that a 

scientist immediately drops a hypothesis the moment it conflicts 

with evidence ia a pure myth.,,20 

A simi1ar expectation ia manifested in the contention that 

any new scientific development is only a "working 'hypothesis" which 

will be eventually replaced when new facts so warrant. To this 

19See Polanyi, "On the Introduction of Science into 110ral 

Subjects," The Cambride;e Journal, VII (January, 195/·1·), 197 and 

"From Copernicus to Einstein," 62. 

20Polanyi, "Scientific Beliefs," Ethics, LXI (1950), 29. 
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point Polanyi lllakes the follovr.i.ng observation: 

This ••• is either meaningless or untrue. If it lllea.ns -Chat a scientific proposition is abandoned whenever some neVl observation i13 acceptecl ~1.S evidellce against it, then the statemel1t is, of course, ·cautologous. If it suggests that any nev! observation vrhich formally contradicts a proposition leads to its aballdol1ment, it is, equally obviously, false. 21 

Thus to calI a scientific theory a "worldng hypothesiz" in the 
first sense is to make a vacuous claim. But more important for 
our purpose is the recognition that if this in ta1;:en literally in 
the second sense, it is a fal.se way 0 f understandillg Gcientific 
developlllent. 

The primul"'y reason for this COl1cerns the ass'LUuptiol1 of the 
mechanical çUld automatic aplüic<'i.tion and correlation of scientific 
theo1"ies and canons with experience. This Ll.utomatic, indeed blind, 
applicn tion is illllJOsl3ible to achieve in practice. Vlhen to diomis13 
the result of a .particular experimel1t \'Illich seems to contraclict 
prevailing SCiell'Cific viens as ffi'l inaclequate experiment, or to set 
it aside temporarily 0..13 ml anomaly, or to plu"sue it vigorously as 
a significant achievement Y/llich may qualify it to overturn pre-
va:Lling scientific models--all these require judgments l'lhich 110 
explicit set 0 f scientific norms or ruleG "rlll ever specif.y. And 
this meano then that values of sorne sort o.re involved even in SOLle 
of the 1:lOSt trivial of. scientific activities. 

This 110111 llleans vIe have come full circle from the cOE1110nly 
aCcelJted l.mdersto.nding of science. Polal1yi holdc 'èho..t every 

21S cicllce, Fo.ith o.nd Society, J? ?O 
'-./ . 
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scientist shares a set of premisses22 or accepts a paradigm23 

which functions as a context, normally inarticulate, within which 

scientists do their work and apply their explicit criteria. 

This is illustrated in subtle manner, even if we were to 

look at the way a typical case of verification is analyzed accord

ing to the common understanding of science. What is generally 

chosen as an example of verification by textbooks is not at aIl 

in question. Thus what is really being illustrated by the example 

is a practical demonstration of a law, not its critical verifica

tion. The predominant view of science, in short, by trying to 

discount the scientist's acceptance of a set of premisses and his 

personal judgments within it effectively blocksout genuine veri

fication. 24 

That the personal judgment of the scientist is of prime 

importance and goes beyond simple explicit rules is made even 

more manifest when the failures of scientists are considered, 

particularly when practical consequences follow. When such fail

ures occur, the scientist is normally judged incompetent or at 

22personal Knowledge, pp. 160-171. 

2~The term is from Thomas S. Kuhn, but it fits in weIl with 
Polanyi's understanding of the function of tradition in the scien
tific community. See Kuhn's The structure of Scientific Revolutions 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, Phoenix books, 1964), es
pecially pp. 46-50 where he argues that paradigms, in addition to 
explicit rules or canons, guide the process of normal science. 

24uFrom Copernicus to Einstein," 61. 
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leD.st to have acted l'oorly in the situation. Apl'eé::..l to the proper 
execution 0 f scientific x'ules cllllnot justify his mistalw. "The 
sciel1Jei.'Jt' s task is not -Co obsel"ve any allegedly correct procedure 

2 r-but to get the right resulte." :J 

Contained in such an appraiGal of scientific activity is the 
notion that science deals vIi th re81ity, honever this terra be uucler-
stood. The contention of much speculation earlier this century 
011 the purpose of science regarding this point seems very etrange 
today. Consider, for example, Poincare's critique of Galileo's 
claim for the reality of the heliocentric theory, or Duhem's 
further clcdm that the adversaries 0 f the Copernicans Viere the 
ones who tl"uly wlderGtood the nature 0 f scientific assertions! 26 
While this has wlquestionably beeu Jehe predominant view of science, 
it is very lD~ely correct to say that today it is chrulging. 27 

Those who px'acticed science first-hand probably \'lere never fully 
spellbolUld by the traditional view--at least not in the practice 
of their profession. Nevertheless the traditional notions about 
science have beeu around for so long that they are still exercizing 
profound authority. This is true both with respect to the life 
sciences and to culture in general. 

25,s,cience. Faith and Society, p. 11·0. 

26These quaint vierm are discussed 1)y Polanyi in "The Creative Imagination," 86. 

27See the introduction entitled "Dach:ground Pl"ospect" to the 1964 Phoenix book editiol1 of Science. J?aith and Society, pp. 12-13, wllere Polanyi points to saveral philosophers and scientists Vlho all eXJ?ound vieVlS similar to llis on the nature of science, though i11-dependelltly and from different perspectives. 
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For qui te some tiLle there hets been a gl"owing recog.l1i ti.on 0 f 
our inabili ty to deal \'Ji th thD.t v/hich Vie cOl1sider characteristically 
human. J?or example, as early as 1931 Pierre Teilhard de Cha.rdin 
l"emarked that "man in 11is essential characteristics has besn omitted 
from all scientific theories of na.ture. rr28 This lack of adequate 
conceI>tual tools, un fort'lll1ately, still perllleates our culture, and 
its effects are to be seen surrounding us everywhere. Technology 
has advanced at a pace berTildering to us. We do not 1:..now how -Co 
us it; so l"J.uch 50 that lilDn has practically becollle its servant. Of 
0.11 that is still mysterious to us in the world, our ovm self
understanding probably ranh:s highest. In fact the very way VIe think 
DJ.ld live in the vlOrld we have created \'Iill usually prevent sucll a 
question about ourselves froLl ev en arising in our consciousness. 
If, in some unguarded moment, we do begin to wonder vrhat our place 
in this lilaze \'le calI Western Civilizatioll is, Vie are illclined by 
OU1" cultural setting ei ther to dismiss the question as meaningless 
or perhaps to set the "real \'lorld out -chere" aside tempol"arily 
w11i1e VIe spend sorne time reflecting 011 this flreligious" question 
the next time vve go to church. 

Even though these 1i11e13 may be con,sidered overdrawn, i t 11ever
theless remains true that the possibi1ities for authentica11y 
understanding man are marginal if we try to remain at the sarne 

28"The Spirit of the Earth," in Human Energy (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc. 1969), p. 20. 
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time scient~. Here one of the ~lajor contentions of Polanyi be

comes clearly visible. The dominating hold of traditional con

ceptions of scientific knowledge is one of the prima l'y contrib

uting factors te this Western schizophrenia. 

Historically the basis for this was laid by Cartesian dualism, 

followed up by Newton's incorporation of mechanistic atomism in

to his scientific world-view. Reality was now "inert"--a basic 

assumption for the applicability of Newtonian science. As time 

went on the "spiritual" qualities that May have been once deemed 

necessary for understanding life, particularly human life, were 

dropped from sight. Such assumptions were no longer necessary to 

explain things scientifically. In the last resort it became com

monly accepted that a reductivist scheme was sufficient to explain 

everything. As a result the Cartesian-Newtonian world-machine 

was devoid of life.29 

Nor has this conclusion been effectively changed by the 

revolutionary insights of Darwin. "On the contrary," Dr. Harjorie 

Grene remarks, 

what was so triumphantly successful in Darwin's theory was 
precisely its reduction of life to the play of chance and 
necessity, its elimination of organic categories from the 
interpretation even of living things. True, modern Darwin
ians are attempting, in a confused and confusing way, to 
deny, or to rectify, this reductive tendency; the fact re
mains that Darwinism as a comprehensive theory is reductive, 

29Grene, The Knower and the Known, p. 14. 
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and still essentially Cartesian, in its interpretation of 
the organic world. Not, indeed, nature in the eighteenth
century sense, not nature as ~ machine, but nature as a 
mechanically interact1ag aggregate of machines: that is 
the Darwinian vision.~ 

The model of evolution here assumes that whatever is evolving is 

to be taken univocally and minimally. There are no permissible 

categories which would allow for developm.ent in the sense of 

Itemergence lt of "higher" forms. The mean.ing of development in

stead becomes modification through chance variations (as in the 

arrangement of genes) and necessary natural selection over a period 

of Many generations (by eliminating less well adapted variants 

through environmental forces). Modern biology has, for the Most 

part, moved within such a lifeless circle.31 

Thus as a result of the commonly accepted scientific para

digm--in the sense used earlier--biologists cannot deal with those 

phenomena which seemingly would be of primary interest, namely 

living organisms and purposive behavior.32 There simply is no 

30Ib..; d 185 ~., p. • 

31Ibid" pp. 190-191. 

32Ibid., p. 239. See also her essay, "The Logic of Biology," 
in The of Personal Knowled e (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1961 , especially PP. 201-202, where she analyzes N. Tinbergen's 
The Herrin~ Gull' s World which purports to be an "objectivj st" .. a-c
count Of t ~s spec~es. Yet it is shot through with assertions and 
observations that go far beyond any merely phenomenal description 
of these birds (implying by this that it is a much better work). 
Grene concludes, "in short, Tinbergen, for aIl his objectivistic 
fai th, gi ves overwhelmingly the impression 0 f a man who Imows not 
so much the physics of muscle contraction or the chemistry of nu
clear proteins, as sea-gUlls, and that in a personal way that is 
different from Imowing physical or chemical phenomena or even from 
knowing buttercups and worm$." 

, 1 
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valid way of accounting for such factors, since~ hierarchically 

conceived categories and any teleological assumptions have to be 

brought in from the outside. If they are brought in out of sorne 

recognition of an inadequacy in the existing framework, such 

notions simply "hang" without any logical network connecting them 

within the discipline. In short, argues Polanyi, the predominant 

view of biology has a note about it that seems to be false in 

terms of our experience. Moreover, it is in fact impossible to 

carry out an objectivist type of biological study in practice as 

we have seen above. 

These considerations clarify greatly the reasons why man him

self would be problematic for modern science. In the perspective 

of Polanyi's analysis, it is not at all surprising that man, as 

seen through current scientific conceptions, is a sophisticated 

automat'on"J' for "a strict behaviorism ~s the logical terminus of 

looking at man in a completely detached manner, in accordance 

with the accepted ideal of the scientific method. n33 Learning 

becomes a series of random responses to external conditions which 

eventually and fortuitously hits upon a correct response, there

by enabling the subject to repeat the response upon the experience 

of similar conditions. A completely objectivist and mechanical 

model of learning is thus thought to be provided. Yet it makes 

tacit assumptions unwarranted by its stated aims. A behaviorist 

theory can only exploit very crude models of learning, for in 

33"On the Introduction of Science into Moral Subjects," 195. 

! 1 
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complex situations the recognition of repeated states of af

fairs and the decision to adopt a previously learned response 

calI for a discrimination that no formaI inductive system has 

ever been able to specify.34 

Further, since the intent of this type of an approach is to 

rule out any dealings with categories beyond those empirically 

observable--that is, categories such as "mind," "person," or 

"evaluation"--the logical, but strange, conclusion is drawn that 

such things as "persons" (insofar as they intend to refer to a 

reality in itself) are not real. Or, as Gilbert Ryle has put it, 

"overt intelligent performances are not clues to the worY~ngs of 

minds; they are those workings.,,35 By accepting the reigning 

paradigm of objectivity and by not vdshing to fall into Cartesian 

dualism, Ryle logically denies the reality of "mind." Yet this 

analysis suffers from the sarne flaws as the typical behaviorist 

modela of learning. In and of themselves, particular acts of 

34See Personal Knowledge, pp. 369-373 and "Problem SOlving," 
The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science, VIII (1957), 
90. 

35The Concept of Mind (New York: Barnes & NOble, Inc., 1967; 
original edition 1949), p. 58. It is instructive to note at this 
point a recent compilation on this problem from the perspective 
of the language-analysis school, entitled The Philosophï of Mind 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1962). n his 
introduction to the volume, the editor, V. C. Chappell, proposed 
to integrate the collected articles by viewing them as possible 
responses to the problem of solipsism, which he regarded as log
ically plausible, but somehow faulty since solipsism is unac
ceptable. In his development of the solipsistic argument, Chap
pell continually equates "knowledge" Vlith "absolute certitude." 
Chappell's introductory scheme thus indirectly substantiates 
Polanyi's contention that from an obj~ctivist framework "other 
mindsfl become problematic. 
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some "mind" would be meaningless unless observed from a larger 

con text 0 f po in ting to the reali ty 0 f some/one per forming them; 

and this in turn implies that we do not focus on the "workings" 

directly, but only insofar as we subsidiar:i.ly assume them to be 

manifestations of some personts mind, which is what VIe know 

primarily.36 

At this point an objection could be raised about the validity 

of Polanyi's analysis o If his appraisal has sorne merit, then 

why have so many been held under the sway of an objectivist 

framework? That is, what has prevented behaviorists, for example, 

from uncovering their supposed inconsistency? Ultimately an at

tempt to answer this brings us to the central nexus of Polanyi's 

position and can only be justified by the argument as it unfolds 

throughout this work. For the time being it vdll perhaps suf

fice to note that our articulate framework, like the air we 

breathe, engulfs us, and we rarely, if ever, notice it. "Our 

most ingrained convictions," Polanyi writes, 

are determined by the idiom in which we interpret our ex
perience and in terms of which we erect our articulate 
systems. Our formally declared beliefs can be held to be 
true in the la st resort only because of our logically 
anterior acceptance of a particular set of terms, frQm 
which aIl our references to reality are constructed.)"( 

36The Study of Han, p. 65; "The structure of Consciousness," p.216. 

37Personal Knowledge, P. 287. For a different perspective on 

this same insight, see Michael Novak's provocative study, ~ 

Experience of Nothingness (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 

1970) wherein he argues that we aIl live within a world structured 

by some "myth" and can only come to this realization at the brink 

of "nothingness" when we recogniz.e ourselves as being made by the 

myth Vie choose and erect. Obviously, this experience does not 

come to aIl. 
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The problem thus lies at this logically anterior threshold, not 

\rlthin the behaviorist or the Polanyian positions in themselves. 

And here is precisely the heart of the matter: an objectivist 

view cannot allow such a problematic, for by so doing it would 

in this very admission cease to be objectivist. In short, an 

objectivist view would have to admit the personal involvement 

of the knower in the knowing pro cess through which he structures 

his reference to reality. 

Such a move to a new articulate framework which would acknowl-

edge personal ideals has been effectively forestalled by the 

objectivist mentality through a subterfuge Polanyi calls "pseudo

substitution." This is a practice 

used to play down man's real and indispensible intellectual 
powers for the salte of maintaining an "ob1'ectivistll frame
work which in fact cannot account for them. It works by 
defining scientific merit in terms of its relatively trivial 
features, and making these function in the sama8

way as the 
true terms which they are supposed to replace.~ 

If we return for a moment to the behavioristic theory of learn

ing, the significance of this criticism vdll become clearer. We 

have already seen how the examples of learning which are used 

are very simple ones. Moreover there is an ambiguity in the 

"impersonal" terms which alloVis the observer to suppl Y implicitly 

to the activity components which the terms themselves fail to 

include. A "stimulus" and a "response" are so only in a context 

38personal Knowledge, pp. 16-17. Another description of this 
provided by Polanyi states that pseudo-substitution "consists in 
using objectivist terms which are strictly speaking nonsensical, 
and pseudonyms for the mentalistic terms they are supposed to 
eliminate." See "On Body and Mind," New Scholasttcism, XLIII 
(1969), 204. 
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which supplies meaning é..uld value, an implied IIrightness." Taken 

literally, Buch objectivist terms \'lould 110t talIt about "learninglt 

at aIl. Because the experimenter tacitly supplies meaning to 

otherwise ré..l.lldom activity, the "open texture" of '\:'lords such as 

stimulus seemingly wo1"k. But they fUl1ction no better (actually 

vlOr8e, Polanyi is arguing) than the me!:talistic terms they are 

thought to replo.c9.39 The sama thing holds true \Vith the 8cien-

tific enterprise itself. A terro Buch as "simplicitylt is used in 

place 0 f a more personal terLl such as the "ra tionali tyfl 0 f a theory. IrO 

Even the critical stance itself has been subsumed into this network. 

What is it that science doubts? Certainly not everything. Only 

those things are to be doubted 'o'/llich should be reasonably doubted. 

But \'/hat cOllsti tutes reasonable doubt? lTothing we could explicitly 

fo1"mulate vlould aver coyer the range of 1T2.1id O-lJplications of a rule 

of cloubt. Scientists' implicit beliefs spill over to allo\'! a seeill

il1g1y objectivist apprail3al of doubt to operata in practice. ll-1 

A logical corollary of this w'hole moveLlent led to the 

denio.l 0 f hULlD.n values--D.t least inso fClr as they i:ught be ex-

plicit.ly profesDed. The idiolil of scientific thin,king had so 

dehul1anized our 1=>ercept:1.o11 0 f reaŒ.ity 'chat eve11 the mont comm.on-

ly held vo..lues had to be transformed i11tO Gom.e sort of tecllni-

39perSOlléO'.1 Knowledge, Pp. 371-372 and "On Body 8.nd Hind," 20LI·. 

II-OII:l?rOl:l COIJernicuc to Einstein, Il 6,3. 

lj-l uThe ,stability of Beliefs," The British Jourll'"1.1 for the 
Ph i 1osophy of Science, III (1952), 217 Clnd 227. 
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cal and objectifiable language. Polanyi haa described this 

process in very caustic terms: 

Indeed, by leave of the sociologist it vdll become once 
more respectable to know good and evil, and even to love 
the one and hate the other, provided only you always re
member to express yourself decently in scienti~lc terms. 
The public, which has learned to dis trust its traditiollal 
morality, is only too happy to receive its substance back 
from the sociologist's hand in a scientifically branded 
wrapping.42 

So long as the moral values which these scientific expressions 

are attempting to replace are implicitly retained, such a pseudo

substitution may actually allow these moral values to function-

and to function weIl enough to effect significant reform as in 

the cases of Bentham and Dewey.43 Vlhen this is the result, how

ever, the replacement of moral ideals by scientific expressions 

is primarily verbal. Effective restraints in the society pre

vent this from being fully realized. This is especially true 

in England ruld the United states, because their strong religious 

traditions and their long history of democratic civic insti

tutions operated as hidden forces throughout the period of the 

liberal:scientific era.44 

Thus the critical-objectivist movement begun during the 

period of the Enlightenment ended the dominance of ecclesiastical 

42"Science and Conscience," Religion in Life, XXIII (1953), 54. 

43personal Knowledge, p. 234. 

44The Logic·of Liberty (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1951), pp. 98-99. 
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i11sti tUtiOllSo.l1d pal"ticulc.rly -cheir holcl 011 the intellectual 

fl"'ameYlOl"lŒ in moral uatters. The moro.l vc.lues ;::tl"'oused by 

Christiunity llevertheless sl)illed over into seculo.r culture. 

As we have indicated, this led to lllany immediate l"'eforns and 

developmellts in social conditions. But vlhat h<:q)pellS when there 

are 110 effective res'Graints holding i11 checl.:. the critical spirit? 

Or what happens when the desire for critical lucidity is over-

cOlle by the moral drives it has unleashed? Here the 1ll0St serious 

and damaging consequence of the critical-objectivist framevlOrl>. 

is brought to light: modern man has beeu 'Gorn betYleen these 

two pressing but evel" more obviously conflicting ideals--critical 

objectivity and moral perfection. As they have become in-

grained in his cultural life in the course of time, they have 

also fused into various coubinatiolls '\7hj.ch were inherently un-

stable because they VIere at bOttOlil self-colltradictory. 

This process has led to a state of affairs Polanyi calls Huoral 

inversion. H45 Sy mea11S of this intellectual construct Polanyi 

~-5This term \Vas first used by Polallyi, l believe, in The LOBic 
of Liberty, p. 106. Ile ho.d developed the idea earlier, hO\'lever, 
in Science. Faith and Society (see especially PP. 7~·-80) v/llere he 
maintailled that a free society flourishes by dedicating itself to 
transcendent ideals and that totalitarianislll and nihilislil were the 
logical outcome of a totally critical stance, unleashing moral 
passions which !lad no intrinsic value or stability and which evell
tually turned 011 their authors. For Polo.11yi ' s further develop
ment of this idea, see the followillg works which s11o.ll be used in 
the subsequent explication of this aspect of his theory: 1ISciellce 
and Conscience, Il 1+7-58; "The Hagic 0 f Harxism," Encounter, VII 
(Decembel", 1956), 5-17, lo.ter substal1tially incorporated il1tû· 
Personal K110Vlledrje, pp. 227-232; Personc.l El1ovrledge, pp. 22LI--2~.5; 
in Knowing and Being, "Beyond Nihilif.lll1," pp. 3-23, "The Hessél.ge of 
the Hungarial1 Hevolution," pp. 2LI--39 , and "The TYIO Cultures," pp. 
40-46; "History and Hope: An Analysis of Our .:.'!..ge,1I 'Virginia 
§uarter1y Review 1 X.t"'LXVIII (1962), 177-195; "On the Hoderll Hil1d," 
J!;ncounter, XXIV ~Hay, 1965), 16-20; and The 'racit Dimension, pp. 
55-63, 80-87. 
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proposes both a conceptua1 too1 for ana1yzing modern ethical 

movements and an interpretation of po1itical theories. It is 

thus useful for examining two other\nse unrelated tendencies in 

the modern wor1d, namely the abso1ute individua1ity of men 

1eading in its extreme expression to nihi1ism and the absolute 

authority of the state for the good of a11 1eading in its extreme 

expression to totalitarianism. Both of these movements are the 

10gical terminus, though vdth differing emphases, of a moral 

inversion. 

The persona1 variant of this phenomenon, like its po1itical 
~ 

c~terpart, may be described as a hidden moral sensitivity 

operating through an openly dec1ared immora1ity. The focus here 

is different, but the underlying dynamics are simi1ar. The 

search for critica1 lucidity re1egated mora1ity to materia1istic 

interpretations. Yet when this was seen as unsatisfactory be

cause of the quest for objectivity and inte11ectual honesty, 

this was consistently pressed to its extreme breaking point and 

as a resu1t à flood of moral passion was let loose in the name 

of social or personal goals that were fe1t to be capable of im

mediate achievement. On the persona1 level this has 1ed to 

nihi1ism and modern day existentia1ism. The Russian inte11ectu

als of the 1860 1s, Nietzsche, Diderot, Rousseau were a11 his

torica1 examp1es of this state. Today scepticism and moral per

fectionism combine to attack a11 explicit expressions of mora1-

ity. Astate exists where men driven by implicit moral passions 

attack mora1ity. This is the protean existentia1 man, making 
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himself in the face of a totally objective and absurd world. 

He is Saint Genet--in his absolute demands for authentically 

being himself he openly flaunts traditional morality lest he 

succ~mb to the anguish of bad faith. This brings on the 

paradoxical and inherently unstable situation of moral right

eousness filled with contelllpt for its overt expression •. By 

denying their ideals, moral passions can then only be expressed 

through a nihilism turned against itself.46 

In what sense we may ask, however, is it valid to suppose 

that the individual must assume absolute responsibility for him

self by becoming the sole criterion for his every action? In 

the face of a complex and ever changing reality, this is im

possible. Any statement about reality or any real act, should 

the subject demand absolute moral clarity, can be nothing more 

than an expression of ba.d faith. Critical lucidity when push

ed in this direction effectively mru~es the world absurd and 

reduces the knowing subject to nothing, a chasm in being. The 

only basis for such an existentialist description of the hu

man condition resides in the prior assumption that all knowl-

edge must be explicit.47 But if Polanyi's insight that we 

dwell in a non-explicit cognitive framework is understood, the 

46For a more detailed analysis of this aspect of Polanyi's 
thought, see Donald W. Millholland, "Beyond Nihilism: A Study 
of the Thought of Albert Camus and r.fichael Polanyi" (unpublished 
Ph.D. dissertation, Dwte University, Durham, N.C., 1966). 

47This is the major contention of Marjorie Grene's appraisal 
of Sartre. In her analysis of Being and Nothingness she argues 

.--
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existential choice facing men is no longer set vdthin a dichotomy 

of absolute self-determination seelting perfection and an ab-

surd world opaque to our demands for clarity. Rather, the actual 

concrete existence of the historically situated being is upheld 

along with the assumptions that make him and allow him to go 

beyond himself and his milieu in a genuine way. In this way the 

"alienated man" is seen as the abstraction it is, in spite of its 

"existential" pretentions. 

Alongside this individualistic form of morai' inversion, a 

political variant developed which exhibited a similar under-

lying dynamic process,48 even though it arrived at the opposite 

conclusion: the suppression of the individual for the sake of 

the state. Here the process operates by satiafying the bound

less demanda for moral perfection that exist in the modern world 

that Sartre remains essentially vdthin the Carteaian framework 
of knowledge, even though Sartre 1a working out of a pre-re
flective cogito. For, while Sartre recognizea that we must a
bandon the primacy of knowledge (in order to avoid the infinite 
regress of the idea ideae), he still holds that consciousness 
of self alone is non-thetic or precognitive whereas our con
sciousness of an object is always thetic. This effectively 
truncates his insight, because Sartre must n'oi.v hold that aIl 
knowledge (of the world) is explicit and demands total clarity. 

, Or in Polanyi's terms, Sartre would allow a tacit recognition 
of the self (although this would not be "knowledge" strictly 
speaking) but would deny any tacit awareness of the world, thus 
isolating the cogito within itself. See "Tacit Knowing and the 
Pre-reflective Cogito," in Intellect and Hope, ed. by Thomas A. 
Langford and William H. Poteat (Durham, N.C.: Duke University' 
Press, 1968), pp. 19-57. 

48parenthetically this throws light on how Sartre could as
sert, in Critique de la raison dialectique (Paris: Editions 
Gallimard, 1960), PP. 9-10, that a structural and historical 
anthropology "finds its place vdthin the Harxist philosophy ••• 
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through an expression of these ideals covertly in an objectiv.e 

guise. This is the major reason for the success of Marxism.49 

By interpreting history in a manner reminiscent of Laplace, 

that is,as:a scientifically mechanistic interplay of forces of 

power and economics, it satisfied the demand for critical 

lucidity. At the sarne time it gave full play to the moral de

mands of its adherents by assuring them that their desire for 

social progress was the inevitable result of the historical 

process. Utopia is transformed into a science, one that de

mands and sanctions any sort of action to achieve its aim and 

effectively cuts off moral criticism by attacking the critic's 

non-scientific and Uemotive" character. 

because l consider Marxism as the unsurpassable philosophy of 
our time and because l hold the ideology of existence and its 
'comprehensive' method as an enclave ,vîthin Marxism itself which 
both engenders and refuses it at the sarne time." The first 
part of this work, the Questions de méthode, was translated in
to English as Search for a Method (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
Inc., 1963). In her introduction to the translation, Hazel E. 
Barnes interprets this work as a way of understanding hoVi the 
vision of man propounded earlier by Sartre could be understood 
within the world, that is, as not simply isolated and alone. 
The similarity of the dynamics of both existentialism and Marx
ism as seen by Polanyi's analysis perhaps clarifies this further. 

49Zdzislaw Najder takes exception to Polanyi's analysis, 
particularly his description of Marxism as an example of moral 
inversion, in Il 'I-ioral Inversion '-Or Moral Revaluation?" (l.n,
tellect and Hope, pp. 364"'385). Najder correctly points out 
t'hat POlanyi uses the term 1I~1arrismu in a general sense as the 
ideology practiced in Communist countries. He takes this as 
an inadequacy, since he holds that Stalinism, to which Polanyi 
is often really referring, is ablatant discrepency between 
theory and practice (P. 375). Polanyi's contention would assert 
simply that in fact this is Marxism and Stalin was acting con
sistently within its framework, even though other Marxists would 
take another direction. Beyond this, hOViever, he criticizes 
Polanyi's interpretation of Marxism precisely in the way Polanyi 



It should thus be clear thut to accuse Harxism of fTma:tel'ina-

isml! io to miss the point; i ts scientific 1110. terialism is used to 

coyer up i ts moral dynall1isra. Likeviise to cri ticize HarxisB in 

logical terms results in failure becauae this approach doss not 

tolte into account the tacit 1'.101"a1 aspirations tlw.t give life to 

the scientific theory. As a result of such a "dYl1aIDO-objective 

coupling, ,,50 thi:::: forra 0 f moral inversion not 0111y is able to 

satisfy the modern dema.nd for critical objectivity and high 

explains that a Nar::dst woulo. criticize an attack on 11arxism! 
That is, he says Polanyi fails to show the social mechal1isms 
that Vlould va.lidute his interpretation, implying thereby that 
Polal1yi i8 unsciel1tific (P. 369), and then he shows the moral 
supel"iority 0 f 1·1ar}:ism by exposing the flél:ws 0 f liberc::.l (dare 
1.ye say bourgeois) nineteen th century Europe and (incorrectly) 
iden ti fying Polallyi' S call for a renevral viri th a restora ti011 0 f 
this past epoch (PP. 380-382). Finally, as the title of the 
article implies, Najder seems to hold that Harxisra is a moral 
revaluation rather than an inversion. Through the introduc-
tion of the notion of a metalanguage of mora.l philosophy, he 
vlishes to separate moral "passion" from moral "ideas" and then 
to a.nalyze Harxism as a revalua:cion--"a shift from one system 
to another"--thereby allowing inve,stigatiOll according to this 
scientific language (P. 373). But this is to dichotomize re ... 
ality, to separate activity from eosence or fOl'm, something which 
Najder hilllself would not othervrlse do, nt least insofar CL,S he 
praises Polanyi for pointing out hoVi we cannot escape our com
mitments (P. 385). III spite of these objections to Najder's 
basic critique of Polanyi, \'le wish to say that he does point 
out so~e clarifications necessary in order to see the political 
relevunce of Polanyi's thought, particularly the relationship 
of Polunyi's ontologicul assumptiolls to his overall position 
and the need for precise interpretation of Polanyi 1Jecause of 
his pencha.nt for expressing himself in polar and absolute terms 
(PP. 372-373). We shall not pursue this here, however, for it 
vlOuld carry us far beyolld the scope of our study, into concerns 
of the political scientiste 

50"The Hagic of Har~dslU," 8; Personal Knowledge, p. 2.30. 



moral resolve, it is also able to come to its own defense 

through a self-confirming circle. The objective, scientific 

aspect brushes aside moral critiques and its underlying moral 

dynamism enables it to reject theoretical criticism. This ex

plains, to some extent at least, why typical religious con

demnations of Marxism on moral grounds are usually fruitless 

(consider the case of Italy) and why typical academic expositions 

of the logical fallacy in working for a cause already deter

mined do not undermine the attraction for Harxism (consider 

many college radicals). 

As a result of this transposition of moral concerns into 

scientific garb, much more serious consequences result than a 

simple self-deception on the part of the holders. By being 

wrenched from their moral context, the moral motives underlying 

Marxism become isolated and, since they are free from moral 

criticism or restrnint, fanatical. The major thrust of Polanyits 

analysis, moreover, contends that such moral inversion is not 

limited to the processes, however frequent or infrequent, of 

political injustices. Rather, like its existential counterpart, 

it leads to astate where the very conception of Itreality" and 

"truth" is altered. 
. . 

We can see now what Polanyi means when he contends that he 

developed his theory of personal knowledge in response to the 

Marxist conception of truth and reality as applied to science 

and how this in turn led him to the critique of the ideal of 

knovfledge developed during the modern era because the then 
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prevai1ing positivist view of science was impotent to meet 

another opposing conception.51 This May be concrete1y i11us

trated from Po1anyi's persona1 experiences \v.ith Bukharin in 

1935. Three years before his ovm execution, Bukharin argued 

that "pure science" was a bourgeois myth and that in a c1ass-

1ess society a11 science wou1d work automatica11y according to 

the dictates of the state.52 Another more te11ing examp1e of 

how the dogma of the party affects the conceptions of rea1ity 

and truth is the notorious Lysenko affair, where graduate 

students working' in genetics were to1d: "You don't have to 

work in true scientific fashion. Just prove Lysen1-co right.,,53 

Even more start1ing is the effect this had on sorne of the 

staunchest supporters of the revo1ution. If in fact the scien

tific social theory i§. rea1ity, then there is no place for such 

notions as "truth" independent of the party. Bukharin thus 

lied and condemned himse1f, for to tell the truth wou1d have 

been to condemn the revo1ution. perh~s even more striking 

was thé case of-Arthur London, the Czech socia1ist. The dramatic 

events of his arrest and confession to various crimes against 

51persona1 Know1edge, p. ix; The Tacit Dimension, p. 81. 

5~he Tacit Dimension, pp. 3 and 60. 

53I1eana Marcu1escu, "0dyssey of a Humanist," Center Re
port, IV (April, 1971), 6. 
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the state recorded in his memoir Viere Buch that a movie Vias 

made of them. Considering his ability to withstand the horrors 

of a Nazi death camp and his past record of party loyalty, one 

is led to wonder how or even why he would confesse In viewing 

the film version of this event, a cri tic expressed the fOllowing 

thoughts on the matter: 

Through the whole affair London remained the one thing 
he'd always been above aIl else: a loyal Party member and 
a dedicated Marxist. As a Harrist he believed that in
dividual freedom requires consciousness of historical neces
sity. To recognize the inevitable is to be liberated by it: 
that's dogma. But .such paradorical Marrism has always run 
the risk of being practiced as double-think. Vlhat if the 
dictatorship of the proletariate can only advance through 
a purge of the Party's Jews? What if historical necessity 
should require a man to tell self-incriminating lies? Hust 
not the man then achieve freedom by resigning himself to 
impri sorunen t? 

Having raised these questions in his mind, London's 
interrogators let his own feelings of gŒ1lt and self-doubt 
about his dedication to the Party do the reste He worked 
on himself aorally from the inside while they worked on 
him physically and psychologically from the outside~ But 
the cruc:i.al conflict was the interior one. The State could 
only prey on that conflict and exploit its final resolution. 
The Party didn't turn on London despite his past loyalty, 
but becausc3 of it. His loyalty made him the ideal victim, 
and a more~e accomplice to his own ruination than any 
false vdtness could have been. By isolating him on the level 
of consciousness to which history and his ovm efforts doo~ed 
him, the Party did to him what the Nazis could never do.~~ 

Here are the ideals of objectivity and moral perfection run a

ground and attacking the very thirst for truth that first set 

these ideals loose during the Enlightenment. 

54Colin L. Westerbeck, Jr., "The Confession," Commonweal, 
XCIII(March 5, 1971), 548-549; the italics are in the original. 
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While these political and nihilistic forms of moral inversion 

may be the most devastating consequence of the ideal of total-

ly objective knowledge, Polanyi does not wish his analysis to 

be talten to imply that modern Western conceptions of politics 

have not been affected by this ideal. l1uch of V/hat passes for 

democratic idealism is, by means of a pseudo-substitution, 

nothing more than crass self-interest on the part of Western 

nations. Moreover the academic schools of value-free sociology 

or political science are undoubtedly the predominant ones. It 

is not unusual to hear questions like "V/hat is the common good'?" 

branded as remnants of "political theology." And so when West

ern theorists are faced vdth events like the Hungarian and Polish 

uprisings of 1956 or the Czechoslovakian developments up to 1968, 

they act liketheir Harrist counterparts in assuming there must 

be sorne "objective" or lIscientific" external data which account 

for these phenomena. To hold that the intellectuals in the se 

countries \'lere moved by a search for t1truth" is regarded as 

"naive and unscientific.,ô5 But this is in fact the reason given 

by those involved. What is needed in the West 1s a political 

theory which not only takes into account values, but regards them 

as integral constituents of its methodology.56 Only when this 

55This is how Richard Pipes, Associate Director of Harvard's 
Russian Research Center at the time, regretfully repo~tà the 
reason for his delay in asserting the explanation Polanyi sug
gests. See Polanyi's "The Hessage of the Hungarian Revolution,1t 
p. 26. 

56As a result of Polanyi's Vlork in this area., along with the 
work of others, of course, there has been much progress made in 



is accomplished vdll the spell of total objectivity be broken 

in this area. 

But this is still not enQugh. How can this ideal of total

ly objective Imowledge as such be altered? This is the basic 

question toward which the entire preceding analysis had been 

tending. For if Polanyi is correct, then the many theoretical 

and cultural problems facing the West today will only be resolved 

by admitting that our current conception of kl10wledge is in

adequate and by beginning the quest for a new one. 

this direction. See, for example, Paul C. Roberts, "Politics 
and Science," Ethics, LYJeIX (April, 1969), 235-241, who crit
icizes earlier inadequate treatme~ts of Polanyi's thought done 
from the "value-free" perspective. 



D. IÜ10wledge As Personal 

The problem as it has been outlined from the POlanyian 

perspective is that the demand for totally objective Imowledge, 

which has grovm beyond all p:voportion in the modern and con

temporary eras, has led us to the paradoxical position where 

"truth," "reality," and "value" all have become problematic, 

including the one who would be the subject of such knowledge, 

namely "man." Insofar as any open-minded person has understood 

the argument as it unfolded, he would have to admit that some

thing is askew, It may be that POlanyi's analysis is invalid 

in some way, in which case we may explain away the difficulties 

he uncovers as being illusory or, if real, simply the way things 

are, But the evidel1ce he has brought forth to show that the 

prevailing positivistic view of science, and by extension, all 

Imowledge, is at bottom logically self-contradictory and wi th

out foundation, that the resulting mechrulistic and deterministic 

underpinnings of Inost biological and psychological research 

cannot deal with life and consciousness, that the social-scien

tific treatment of traditional ethical questions is done only 

by means of a deceptive substitution, and finally that our de

sire for critical lucidity coupled with a boundless and home

less moral passion has led to inversions which threaten the very 

existence of Western culture--the evidence for all this must make 

one pause. 

On the o"l;her hand, if POlanyi' s analysis is correct, as the 



49 

evidence would suggest, then it seems as if the fate of despair 

is all that'is left to man. Such an existential resigna.tion, 

however, is inadequate since it too is a result of the idea.l of 

total objectivity. No, what is called for is nothing short of 

a complete change of perspective, a reorientation of our world, 

a conversion to a new horizon where the expression, "all knowl

edge is personal," articulates what VIe are and 'what we mean. 

Polanyils "so1utionl1 to the quandary raised by the ideal of 

total objectivity is at once naively simple and profoundly rev

olutionary. 

It is simple because it asks only that we recognize the 

personal activity involved in every act of knowledge. But this 

1s revolutionary in its implications for it requires a readjust

ment of the way Vie normally see ourselves in the knowing process 

and the way we normally see the objects of our knovdng. It de

mands, basically, that we understand man to be a. person in

volved in a search, not for detached objectivity, but for truth, 

a truth which goes beyond his individual predispositions, yet 

which is not enveloped by the dictates of society. 

Quite obviously, at this level of discussion "1ogic" and 

"objectivity" are not the points at issue, but the way in which 

objectivity and logic are viewed and the place they assume in 

onels overall perspective. This means, in turn, that there 1s 

no "proof" for the superiority of Polanyils theory of personal 

Imovlledge as such • Rather, a sympa thetic shi ft--even if only 

temporary and for the sake of continuing the discussion--to 
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Polanyi's stance is necessary in order to be in a favorable 

position to judge the validity of his theory. The reason for 

this is that by making this move, a commitment, at least partial 

and perhaps still hesitant, is being entered into whereby one 

shares a view of reality with another. And such a shift cannot 

be "proven" in any normal sense of the term, because, as Polanyi 

points out, "you cannot formalize the act of commitment, for 

you cannot express your commitment non-committally.,,57 

Usually, however, we would not be driven to question our non

articulate perspective which stresses objectivity and detachment 

(thereby attempting to imply that it is not a_perspective, but 

1h.2 perspective), unless we first see some reason for doing so. 

The purpose of "The Critique of Critical Reason" was precisely 

to expose this need. still, even if the se~of doubt concerning 

the ideal of total objectivity is now present, we cannot pro

ceed directly to a complete understanding of POlanyi's position. 

We must make our way gradually, learning of it until it becomes 

a part of us. Again the reason for this circuitous route in 

entering the horizon of thought developed by Polanyi is that "it 

is • • • logically impossible for the human mind to divest it-

self of aIl uncritically acquired foundations. For our minds can

not tmfold at aIl except by embracing a definite idiom of be-

57The Tacit Dimension, P. 25. 
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liefs, which will inevitably determine the scope of our entire 

subsequent fiducial development. u58 What we are attempting to 

do here i8 to shift idioms of beliefs, not to argue logically 

within a particular idiome 

To clarify the dynamic isomorphism between our articulate 

expressions and our inarticulate assunlptions, POlanyi has de

veloped a system of interrelated concepts that may be said to 

describe the idiom of his thought. But immediately a note of 

caution must be issued here because this system only serves to 

Itacquaint" the inquirer, as it were, with what is happening in 

his acts of knowing and is not personal knowledge itself. As 

we have seen above, the activity of research cannot be ex

plicitly defined at aIl. "Like the rules of aIl other higher 

arts, they are codified in practice alone.,,59 The following 

description must be taken as rul invitation to explore the 

possibility of this range of experience in the reader's own 

conscious activity. 

Brie fly , then, we have arrived atthe point where we can 

see that the ideal of knowledge opting for critical lucidity 

rendered much of everyday experience problematic and as a re

suIt we should be able to appreciate the fact that this ideal 

has i'ts inarticulate basis. From this point we may perhaps 

move to a new perspective which tries to incorporate this in-

5811Scientific Beliefs, If 33. 

59Science, Faith and Society, p. 33. 
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articulo.te basis as .st necessary element i11 the knowing pro cess. 

Both explicit expressions and the tacit bases out of v/hich the 

explicit statements are made constitute Imowledge, though of 

different Idnds. The personal act of the IDlower then means that 

"Vle always know tacitly that \Ve are holding our eXl:>licit Imm'iledge 

to be true.,,60 From such a vantage point, a whole new panorama 

of reality emerges which ïs hierarchically ordered and value-

laden. And if our analysis valida tes this as a viable and ac-

ceptable expression of our cognitional activity, it may IDte

vdse prove to be an adequate way of growlding religious belief 

and theological assertions. 

60The study of Han, p. 12; the original is italicized. 



III. THE HUNAN NODE OF KNOWING 

At The Tacit Component of Huma.n Knowledge 

1. The "problem" of knowledge 

From at least the time of Newton's great discoveries in 
physics, man began to see that creative insight consisted in 
more than simply "looking out there." That what we experience 
is determined to sorne extent by the intelligible forms vve use 
to shape our perception \Vas becoming increasingly clear to 
Western consciousness. The problem for knowledge then is how 
this is done and what happens to us and to "reality" (insofar 
as it is knovm) while \Ve do it. For it is quite conceivable 
that in our intelligent shaping of our perceptions of reality, 
we so affect them that these experiences are valid only for de
scribing our mental states, not for telling us what is "really 
out there." 

The confluence of traditional Western conceptions of knovù
edge and of the demands imposed upon this conception by the neVI 
science led, not too surprisingly, to a stalemate. As a re-
suIt we are left \uth the inadequacies, exposed in the previous 
section, of the myth of objectivity confronted by the myth of 
subjectivity. From the perspective of today Vie can easily see 
that the men of the Enlightenment were not so free from the bonds 

53 
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of external tutelage in regard to this core problem of the 

concept of knowledge as they had supposed. For if this point 

is considered closely, it becomes apparent that what the in-

s 
telligent;La of the Enlightenment thought sc~ence should be Vias 

a'c odds with V/hat they implicitly Imew science to be. The de

mands of reconciling this solely in terms of explicit criteria 

led them into a dichotomous and polar position. 

To clarify th1s further let us consider for a moment V/hat 

science was for Aristotle. 1 Science deals, for him, with the 

necessary; it is true and certain. We understand, in Aristotle's 

view, when we knOVI the cause of something and know from this 

cause that the affect cannot be other than 1t 1s. Thus, as a 

result of 1ts be1ng necessary, our lmowledge is metaphysically 

certain and absolutely true. In the modern sciences, however, 

the 1ntell1gibility sought 1s contingent. It could very weIl 

be other than it is, so 1t is in need of verification. Cer

tainty in turn gives way to probab11ity and is at best a limit

ing concept. And due to the ongoing nature of science, truth 

becomes relativized, if it is retained at aIl as some sort of a 

meaningful concept. 

But for our purposes, the most important of the notes of 

1The substance of this appraisal, but with a different 
emphasis, may be found in Bernard Lonergan, "Theology and Han's 

Future," Cross Currents, XIX (1969), 455. For some of the 
relevant passages from Aristot1e, see the Posterior Analyt~cs 

I, 1, 71b 10-12; l, 2, 7lb 25 and 72a 37f; r, 33, 88b 30f. 



55 

Aristotelian science lies in his contention that there i8 a 
fundamental distinction between theory and practice. Because 
science dealt with the necessary and the changeless, aIl men could 
do 8cien tifically was a fOl"'m 0 f contemplation. Science, ~;-ill 
other words, totally prescinds from the realm of lJractical 
activity. In modern science, hovrever, this is radically changed. 
Theory describes the realm of practicability. Theory and 
practice are inextricably interwoven. Science cannot be done 
without theory as its basis and without this theoretical base 
there would not be <:l.l1y acJcivity called science. 

In effect the modern era has tried to achieve the impossible 
synthesis of the serenity of detached Aristotelian contemplation 
in science aud of the engaged pursuit into heretofore unexplored 
realms 0 f reali ty, endowing them 'l'Ii th genuinely novel forms of 
in telligi bili ty • VIi thi11 such an assumed frameworlt 0 f vievling 
kllowledge, the disjunction of a neutral objectivity ta be played 
off by an impassiol1ed subjcctivity was bound to result. Thus we 
may say that the problem of knowledge arose in modern times \':rlth 
the recognition of our ability to oiscover lleVl problems, our 
practical ability to propose meaningful solutions, a.nd our tech
nological ability to implement these discoveries in effective 
channels--while at the same time ignoring this trel:lendous feat 
on the theoretical level. 

la short the probleLl of b.10\11edge canters on our Imorrledge 
of problell1s. For POIElllyi, our ImorrlecJ.ge of a. good prob1em 
cOllstitu:tes a rea1 adVD.11Ce in Imm'lledge, a genuine discovery 
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in itself.2 The difficulty in acknowledging our knowledge of 

problems as paradigm cases of knowing, of course, is paramount 

in any objectivist scheme, as \'le have already seen. The reason 

for eliminating genuine discovery from the knowing process, 

Polanyi contends, lies in sorne such rationale as this: 

Since our imagination can roam unhindered by argument and 
our intuitions cannot be accounted for, neither imagination 
nor intuition are deemed rational ways of making discoveries. 
They are excluded from the logic of scientific discovery, 
which can deal then only with the verification or refutation 
of ideas after they have turned up as possible contributions 
to science.3 

In other words, because a creative and truly innovative discovery 

cannot be accounted for according to some set of explicit canons, 

it is thereby excluded from the realm of knowledge. 

For Polanyi, on the other hand, this difficulty in apply

ing strictly objective and explicit criteria to our recognition 

of problems means something entirely different. Rather than dis

missing problems as significant clues to understanding what it 

is that we are doing when we know, he suggests that we should 

admit as an essential element in the knowing process the kind of 

illuminating groping that d.escribes our recognition of a problem. 

This is of central importance to Polanyi's theory of knowledge. 4 

2"Problem Solving,ft 89. 

3"The Creative Imagination," 85. 

4That this is so can be seen negatively from the harshly 
critical review of KnOVlin~ and Being by Anthony Hanser in 
Philosophical Books, XI (lay, 1970), 21-23. Written from an 
objectivist viewpoint, this review correctly recognizel3 that 
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Its significance can be seen by the curious fact that a problem 

or a discovery do not exist without a person. ftNothing is a 

problem or discovery in itself; it can be a problem only if it 

puzzles and worries somebody and a discovery only if it relieves 

somebody from the burden of a problem.n5 

Anyone who has ever attempted to "teach" someone knows how 

difficult is the process of assisting others to wrestle vdth a 

problem or comprehend a proposed solution. A major reason for 

this is that a real discovery is an irreversible pro cess. There 

are as yet no clearly visible logical steps you May jump back 

and forth over. Once an insight is attained, however, the problem 

vanishes. After the insight has been achieved or the discovery 

has been made, explicit forms of logic and reasoning May then 

the indeterminacy involved in discovery is a crucial element 
of POlanyi's understanding of l~owledge, but then does not 
adequately grasp the import of this point. Because of his ob
jectivist standpoint, Manser completely misinterprets POlanyi's 
understanding of the role of the scientific community by as
serting "apparently Galileo would have been more firmly dealt 
with by Polanyi than by the Church" (P. 22). Aside from the 
astonishingly nai ve and historically simplistic ~.q:wtt:ton. o.f !,tJ:l.9 
role of the scientific community \'dth the role of 'ùhurch in 
Galileo's time which Hanser-quite incorrectly--implies is part 
of Polanyi's position, he still looks for some "publicly veri
fiable method of dealing with the claims of scientists." Polanyi's 
contention is simply that V/hat counts as "publicly verifiable" 
is determined for science by scientists. Until this is grasped 
one is still vdthin an objectivist framework and May agree easily 
vdth Manser' s assessment of the theory of tacit Y..nowledge as 
"bankrupt." 

5nproblem SOlving," 92. 
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be brought forth in an éJ..ttempt to validate the new solution. 
But in themselves these arguments may often be weak, inconclu
sive,inadequate, or even faulty without thereby invalidating 
the discovery. We can clearly exemplify this latter possibility 
by recalling the cases of Copernicus and Kepler. 6 Thus the 
personal judgment of the discoverer normally has precedence 
over the reasons he gives for his discovery. 

This does not mean, quite obviously, that there is no such 
thing as evidence for or against any so-called discovery. It 
simply means, a t this stage 0 four expo si tion 0 f Polanyi r s theory, 
that the most important factor in estimating any evidence is 
the personal appraisal of the knower. Surprisingly enough, one 
of the most forceful expressions of this insight comes from 
Immanuel Kant. Even the philosopher who tried to determine 
the formaI rules of pure reason had to admit an uruOlown factor 
in every human judgment. He points out that the faculty of 
understanding, which is the faculty of rules, is complemented 
by the faculty of judgment, which is able to apply a specific rule 
in a given case. The faculty of understanding, accordingly, 
cannot contain rules for the faculty of judgment because every 
time a new instance Vias to be judged, a new rule would be need
ed. Kant then continues: 

6For Copernicus, see Polanyi's discussion of the many ad hoc assumptions and the mechanical objections to the basis of his theory in "The Creative Imaginatio.n," 86. For Kepler, see Polanyi's analysis of his mystical Pythagorean assumptions as his rationale for the heliocentric theory in Personal Knowledge, p. 7. 



59 

This, because it 1s a neVl rU1e, requires a new precept for the faculty of judgment, and'we thus learn that, though the understanding is capable of being improved and instructed by means of ru1es, the faculty of judgment is a special talent which cannat be taught, but must be practised. This is what consti tutes our so-ca11ed mo'cher wi t, the absence of which c~~not be remedied by any schooling. For although the teacher may offer, and as it were graft into a narrow understanding, planty of rules borrowed from the experience of others, the faculty of using them right1y must belong to the pupil himself, and vdthout t~at talent no precept that may be given is safe from abuse. 
Why Kant did not probe more deep1y into the signifîcance of this insight can on1y be understood by recalling the total fascination of the mainstream of We.stern thought with the idea1 of exp1icit 
knowledge and the separation of this from practica1 know1edge. 
In order to recognize any significance for "our so-called mother 
lvit," the ideal wou1d have ta be a1tered and the separation de-
nied. 

By accepting our recognition of a problem as the para~_gm 
case of knowledge, we begin to achieve the transition. We admit, for example, that a discovery is significant for science (or 
any endeavor constituting a realm of study) only in the context 
of a framework or paradigm which cannot be completely set out 
in exp1icit, logical terms, The framework, against which the 

7Critigue of Pure Reason, A 133, translated by F. l1ax l~uller (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Co., Inc., Anchor Books, 1966), p. 119. See a1so Kant's observations concerning the application of the schemata of understanding to particular cases of phenomena as "an art hidden in the depth of the human soul, the true secrets of Vlhich we shal1 hard1y ev el" be able to guess and revea1" (A 141; Anchor edition, p. 123). polanyi refers to the Kantian insights several times in his later articles. See, in KnoVdng and Being, "The Unaccountable Element in Science," pp. 105-10 , IIKnowing and Being," p. 133, and "Sense-Giving and Sense-Reading," p. 191. 
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discovery stands out and becomes meaningful, is knO\Yn only in

directly by studying science, living in a scientific milieu, 

and letting science become a part of you. "In this respect 

science is like music or religion which can be recognized only 

by applying oneself to them.,,8 The sharp distinction between 

theory and practice is thus vdthdravm and at the sarne time a 

continuity among aIl forms of know'ledge may begin to be appreciated. 

Similarly, the ideal of total objectivity is being altered, for 

while "there are rules which give valuable guidance to scien-

ti fic discovery, • • • they are merely rules of art. The ap-

pli cation of rules must always rely ultimately on acts not de

termined by rule. fl9 In the fina.l analysis, Polanyi is saying, 

knowledge is a sldll which we can understand most fully not in 

our ordinary everyday application of it where most of V/hat we 

are doing goes unnoticed, but in the "boundary situation" where 

a different frarnework or a significant challenge to our frame

work confronts us. ~"Smch confrontations exhibit the essential, 

if ordinarily submerged structure of all judgment. VIe have to 

choose ••• not only V/hich action, but in light of what criteria 

the choice is to be made. 1l10 

BIfPure and Applied Science and their Appropriate Forms of 
Organization," Dialectica, X (1956), 233. 

9Science, Faith and Society, p. 14. 

1 Dr1ar j orie Grene, The Knower and the Known, p. 159. 
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This then is the "problem" of knowledge as Polanyi has come 

to see it. His major contribution to contemporary though't con

sists in a sweeping proposaI, first expressed in Chapter Four 

of Personal Knowledge, that we are able to deal with the ambiguity 

inherent in aIl acts of. knowledge by recognizing two distinct 

kinds of. awareness which Vlork together in every act of knowl

edge. That which Vie 110rmally calI knowledge, where Vie explicit

ly knovi something, is our focal awareness of it. That which we 

rely on, as a clue or instrument to point to the object of our 

attention, is our subsidiary awareness of these unspecifiable 

particulars. In a similar manner our knowledge is of two Idnds: 

that which is objectively set out through words or formulae is 

9XJ?licit knowledge, V/hile that which we do not formulate is 

tacit knowledge. 

Implied in this proposaI is the recognition that there is 

no such thing as a totally explicit knowledge. AlI our knowledge 

is taci t or based on taci t Itnowledge. As a resul t, focal and 

subsidiary awareness, while they always operate together in the 

act of knowing, are nevertheless mutually exclusj.ve. You can

not focus and rely on something at the same time. And again 

anytime we are focally aware of something, we are always depend

ing upon sorne subsidiary awareness. 

Our subsidiary awareness may range over many grades of con

sciousness from subliminal unconscious clues of the processes 

vdthin our bodies to more or less conscious recognition of partic

ulars functioning as clues. With OVP. subsidiary awareness then 
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we dwell in a whole panorama of realities which \Ve use to focus 

on distinct aspects. This is how we come to know a problem, in 

Polanyi's estimation. VIe do not know, explicitly, what we are 

looking for, yet we are tacitly able to anticipate what we do 

not yet understand because of our sUbsidiary awareness of the 

particulars which vdll eventually provide the solution--or prove 

us wrong. 

Within this framework for understanding human know1edge, the 

personal contribution of the knower means that in the activity 

of knowing Vie shape ~ourselves and create what we are as persons. 

We do this by incorporating these particulars of our subsidiary 

awareness into ourselves in order to focus on sorne feature of 

that of which we are aware. l1 The acceptance of ta.cit knowledge 

and the personal participation of the knower in a11 acts of 

knowing has led to the furüher recognition ofknowing as doing, 

affecting the very reality of a peraon. This is ref1ected in 

such statements as, "He is a doctor." This statement means more 

than the fact that the person identified knows something about 

the normal functioning of the human body and how to treat certain 

malfunctions. It a1so describes the kind of person he is. 

Therefore besides having implications for understatiding the 

relationship between the various realms of ~illo\Vledge and the 

integration of practical and theoretica1 Itnow1edge as gradations 

11See HOn the Introduction of Science into 1-1ora1 SUbjects," 
203-20L~. 
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on a continuum, this already indicates a preliminary possibloe 
meaning for religious statements: the person who sincerely ex
presses them has created himself differently from the person 
who does note 

But this only points to a more crucial facet of Polanyi's 
theory that must be investigated. How valid is any supposed 
self-modification due to our participation in the activity of 
kno\rlng? Or can a theory of IDlowledge wllich admits this person
al involvement of the knower be justified as more than sheer 
subjectivism? To explore more !ully the meaning of tacit 
knovdng, its relationship to explicit knowledge, and the pos
sibility of validating it will be the concerns of the remainder 
of ·chis chapter. 

2. A preliminary description 0 f taci t knowing 

By accepting our knowledge of problems as the paradigm case 
of knowing, we admit that,our knowledge is a skillful performance 
involving the \'1hole person rather than only some abstract or ob
jective formalization. We are involved in our acts of knowledge 
because IDlowing is primarily something we do, not something we 
have. Knowledge is our chief skill which takes time and practice 
to acquire and even greater effort to become proficient in some 
area. Thus in eve~act of knowledge, including the exact sciences,12 

12See Polanyi's prolonged argument and series of illustrations in Part l of Personal Knowledge, "The Art °of Knowing, rr particularly the example of crystallography, PP. 43-48. 
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the personal appraisal of the knower intercedes in the ap

plication of a formalization--be it mathematics or the English 

language--to his experience. This ability to achieve such an 

integration is, generally speaking, the constituent feature of 

the tacit dimension of human kn6wledge. 

To begin the description of tacit knowing, then, we shall 

look at what is involved in skillful performances. A more 

thoroughgoing analysis of the aspects of tacit knowing would 

require greater precision than this, but since our concern at 

this stage is to focus on the personal involvement of the know

er in the knowing activity such a discussion will be postponed. 

As we have indicated above, Polanyi first expressed the funda

mental elements of tacit knowing by means of the analogy vrlth 

skills.'3 Rere was a prefiguration of the technical description 

he later worked out. 

Polanyi begins by pointing to the commonly known fact that 

skills are activities which follow sets of rules not conscious-

ly observed by the dO.er while he is in the process of the per

formance. This is true not only of obVious skills, such as 

playing golf or typing, but also of distinctly intellectual 

activities, such as writing English sentences and doing scien

tific research. For example, when someone plays golf he is not 

13see above p. 61, where we indicated that his proposaI to 

understand knowledge as being of two kinds was first expressed 

in Chapter 4, "Sltills," of Personal Knowledge~ (pp. 49-65). The 

present discussion is based primarily on this chapter. For his 

more comprehensive and later explanation of the structure and 

aspects involved in the theory of,tacit knowing, see below 
Chapter IV, Section A, "The Structure of Tacit Knowing." 
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consciously concerned with the correct "form" for hitting the 

ball--unless he slices or hooks it. Then he May go back over 

his sWing to try to discover V/hat he did wrong in order to make 

a mental note of it and to correct it the next time. Similarly 

when someone writes sentences he is not consciously concerned 

about the "rules" of grammar and style--unless what was just 

written sounds wrong or cumbersome. Then he May go over it to 

try to make the sentence conform to customary usage or flow 

more gracefully. 

In these examples the personal participation of the agent 

is clear. Yet it is equally clear that there is an element in 

these skills which is subject to some degree of analysis and is 

thus, to that extent at least, impersonal insofar as the skill 

is concerned. Nevertheless such analysis, in terms of the skill, 

is destructive of the skill while the analysis is being perform

ed. One May, for example, view motion study films of great 

golfers in order to analyze their form and conceivably one May 

even write an intricate manual based on this, explaining with a 

theoretical model of mechanics applied to muscular coordination 

and illustrating in detail various facts of a proper golf sWing. 

But a student of golf, no matter hoVi weIl he comprehends, must 

make the theory real by applying it; no manual can do that. If 

the student concentrates on one or another aspect of the proper 

form, he will Most likely miss the smooth, rhythmic whole that 

a properly executed golf swing is and hit poorly. By alternate

ly concentrating on various elements, however, he gradually 
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shifts his focus from the disparate parts to the integra1 act 

of "hitting the ba11" and proceeds to do so. 

Whi1e this preceding description may appear to be a11 too 

obvious or even trivial, it must not on that account be talten 

to be irre1evant. The reason is that for Po1anyi the ana1ysis 

of a ski11 a10ng these 1ines shows concrete1y the fundamenta1 

structure of a11 our attempts to relate to rea1ity. In ad

dition to any theoretica1 framework we may use to aid in our 

performance of a ski11 or our understanding of a rea1ity, there 

is the further necessary persona1 abi1ity to achieve or recognize 

what the theory abstract1y and incomp1ete1y sets out--be this 

achievement or recognition a ski11 or "know1edge" as such. In 

other words, a11 our ltnow1edge encompasses two components--the 

exp1icit and the tacit. 

Carefu1 attention must be paid to what Po1anyi is saying 

here. He is not simp1y c1aiming, as many of his critics are 

wi11ing to grant,14 that in any particu1a.r instance of ltnowing 

14Car1 Micha1son, for examp1e, in The Rationa1ity of Faith 

(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1963), considers P01anyi's 

ideas "an excellent antidote to the myth of positivism in natura1 

science" (P. 37), but fee1s a11 efforts at ending the bifurcation 

between nature and history are unconvincing (P. 35). U1timate1y 

this is due to Micha1son's acceptance of the Kantian distinction 

between theoretica1 and practica1 reason (see pp. 25-26 and 46) 

or, as he wou1d prefer to put it, between rea1ity as judged by 

the structure of history and the structure of nature--a metho

do10gica1 dichotomy (p. 31). With this prior conceptua1 frame, 

he reads P01anyi's insistence on the persona1 factor in science 

as "some 1ag or some distortion in the perceptual responses of 

the experimenter" (p •. 36). This is, of course, a possible in
terpretation, especia11y for many of the examp1es P01anyi ad

duces. But insofar as they are meant to il1ustrate the tacit 
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there are unspecifiable particulars that contribute to our com

prehension of something. Such a claim could carry with it the 

implication that someday, perhaps a.t present only in the un

foreseeable future, these unspecifiable elements vall be elimi

nated. This sort of qualification, probably a carryover from 

the modern quest for objectivLty, would effectively negate 

POlanyi's discovery, for the crucial element in his theory of 

lcnowing is that this dynamic tacit ground permeates âl! our 

knowledge as its necessary constituent. 

This means, therefore, that the tacit base is always operable 

in principle, or of necessity, in any particular act of knowl

edge, ev en though by shifting our focus what was previously 

subsidiarily known May now be focally or explicitly known. The 

structure of our acts of knowledge, whereby that which we 

focally comprehend by means of a subsidiary reliance on un

specifiable particulars, can now be clarified by looking brief

ly at these four aspects. 

a) The use of tools and frameworks 

The tacit root of aIl our knowledge can be sean by means of 

the relationship which always functions between our focal and 

component of knowing, the examples are intended by Polanyi to 
point beyond themselves to the interrelated structure operating 
in the act of knovang. Because of his preconceptions, however, 
Micha.lson cannot see these further aspects and regards them as 
ba.sically no more personal than being nearsighted. 
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subsidiary awareness. A simple, but clear illustration offered 

by Polanyi may be derived from the use of tools. If we consider 

what we are doing while driving a nail vdth a hammer, we can see 

that the focus of our attention is absorbed by the act of driving 

the naîl into the wood. But certainly we are aware of more than 

the head of the hammer striking the nail. The effects of using 

the hammer on our palm and fingers are just as significant, even 

though we are aware of them in quite a different manner. These 

feelings are indispensfble for the proper motor control of our )1 
arm, and thus for the correct use of the hammer. The difference 

is that we rely on the se stimuli subsidiarily in order to use 

the hammer as an instrument to achieve our focal aime 

Because of this dependence of interaction by focal awareness 

upon subsidiary awareness, it is apparent that the se two differ

ent kinds of awareness are mutually exclusive. If an agent 

focuses on a subsidiary element of an act, he will often become 

confused or make a mistake in terms of the whole activity from 

which his focal attention was momentarily distracted. This hap

pens whenever we shift our focal attention to particulars of 

which Vie had previously been aware subsidiarily. Neophytes in 

any skill often exemplify this inadvertent shift of attention 

to a particular, faulting their performance. 

That wllich makes some element 0 four knowledge sUbsidiary, 

then, is not determined solely or even primarily by the fact 

that it is unspecifiable at the time of the performance of the 

act. Rather, something becomes subsidiary because of the log-
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ical relationship it assumes in the act. If we rely on it in 

order to focus on something else, it functions subsidiarily in 

the act. This means, of course, that Many things which function 

subsidiarily may not be entirely specifiable. They May in their 

turn be knovm focally, though now by relying subsidiarily on a 

different set of particulars, including perhaps what Vias just 

previously the whole. Often this shifting of our focus from 

particulars to a whole is the way we learn, as the discussion 

on the golf swing showed. 

By moving on to consider our Imowledge of externality and 

our experience of the parts of our bodies, we can further clar

if Y the functional relationship between subsidiary awareness and 

focal awareness. Vie become aware of the myriad processes which 

are going on in our bodies and which are contributing to our 

perception of an external object:,~csUq subsidiarily in terms of 

the object focally perceived. Similarly our use of tools May 

now be described as a matter of incorporation, as an effort at 

making the tools function analogously to the parts of our body 

on which we subsidiarily rely. When we use a tool skillfully, 

it is not an external objecte During its use it always functions 

as part of us, the operating persons who subsidiarily rely on 

it by dwelling in it, just as we dwell in our bodies. 

Finally the frameworks 0 f the various kinds 0 f language we 

use--such as common-sense or everyday speech, scientific formulae, 

and philosophical and theological discourse--are all known sub

sidiarily during the actual sperudLng, formulating, or discoursing. 
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By relying on these frameworks we ure able to focus on the many 
facets of experience they intelligibly open to us. Their presup
positions can only be tacitly assumed for we must dwell in these 
frameworks, let them become a part of us as VIe let a tool become 
a part of us, in order for them to function. AlI our explicit 
assertions are then made from within such a framework. Since 
our explicit utterances rely on these frameworks and can be made 
only from withill some intellectual framework, it follows that 
the assumptions involved in an actual framework cannot be as
serted while we dwell in that framework. They are necessarily 
inarticulable and can function only tacitly. 

b) Connoisseurship and the recognition of physiognomies . 
So far in our analysis of Polanyi's thought we have seen 

that two different kinds of attention, not simply two degrees 
of attention, are involved in skillful acts of knowledge. We 
are aware of the same set of particulars in two different ways-
f~cusing on the joint set of particulars by subsidiarily in
corporating them into ourselves. This process can now be ex
amined further in terms of perception. 

Connoisseurship manifeststhe same qualities that we have 
seen in skills and the use of tools. An expert wine-taster or 
tobacco-judge relies on many subsidiary elements in order to as
sess just the right combination of particulars. Since it re
quires a delicately balanced and highly specialized form of 
perception, connoisseurship can usually be communicated by 
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example alone. The long hours students spend in the laboratory 

performing relatively trivial exercises under the guidance of 

more experienced men shows how crucial this master-pupil re

lationship in the transfer of perceptual 'skills is even in science. 

Only when the particular elements which were previously incor

porated in some kind of connoisseurship may be easily isolated, 

standardized, and controlled can ::~ connoisseur be replaced by 

a machine or a set of rules. 

Certa.in medical diagnoses further illustrate the tacit 

reliance on subsidiaries involved in our perception of phenomena. 

Consider the follovdng story related by Polanyi: 

A few years ago a distinguished psychiatrist demonstrated 
to his students a patient who was having a mild fit of 
some kind. Later the class discussed the question whether 
this had been an epileptic or a hystero-epileptic seizure. 
The matter was finally decided by the psychiatrist: "Gentle
men," he said, ttyou have seen a true epileptic seizure. l 
cannot tell you how to recognize it; you vdll learn this by 
more extensive experience. uT5 

Due to his experience and training the psychiatrist was able to 

recognize the many facets that constitute epilepsy--even though 

he knew them only subsidiarily in the total phenomenon he saw. 

He recognized the "physiognomy," as Polanyi calls it, not the 

isolated particulars. Gradually bis students would be able to 

achieve tbis sarne feat. 

The recognition of physiognomy, then, May be a highly de

veloped skill such as,those which abound in the sciences: in 

15UKnowing and Being," 123. 
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addition to the above illustration, consider the ability to see 

something in an X-ray picture or to recognize a leaf as a partic

tùar subspecies. But beyond these special cases, the ability 

to recognize a physiognomy is a corumon occurrence--when we figure 

out a jig-saw puzzle, return to a familiar street in our home

town, or meet a friend. Our ability to recognize objects gen

erally is rooted in our tacit awareness of particulars which con

tribute to make the object appear to us in a familiar--that is, 

learned--f'orm. 

From aIl of this a further point may now be brought out. A 

muscular skill, such as a golf swing, is continuous with the 

skill involved in various kinds of connoisseurship, which in turn 

is continuous with the skills involved in the recognition of a 

physiognomy. Underlying aIl of them is the sarne pervading 

structure of a tacit reliance on particulars in order to focus 

on a V/hole. V/hile there is a difference between "knowing ~It 

and Itknmving ~," the difference is not absolute. It is, rather, 

one of degree where the graduaI transition between the extreme 

poles is hardly noticeàb1e in the complex acts of knowledge such 

as our recognition of physiognomies. There is, then, a continu

ous gradation in our ability to relate to the world ranging from 

our inarticulate and primarily bodily activities to our highly 

theoretical and primarily mental activities. That the latter is 

the case may be grasped by exploring briefly how we attribute 

meaning to things. 



c) Words and meanings 

Our ability to relate to reality is accomplialled by our 

giving meruling to it. If sometlling were totally meaninglesa to 

us, we would 110t--ev8n more aptly put, we could not--see it. Not 

Ul1til sorne object, idea, or aspect of reD..lity can be made lllean

ingful in terma of an intellectual, emotional, or practical frame

vJOrk. UpOl1 vlhich we rely, can it be present to our focal attention. 

This is illustrated in the typical theme of Gestalt psychology 

Vlllere an object becomes a tool \'Then it is apprehended in terms of 

sorne contexte Something will be 11eaningful for us, then, only if 

an integration is achieved, an integration demanding a tacit re

liance on a set 0 f particulars join-cly apprehended as an integral 

\'J'hole. 

rflle \Vords we use are the primary tools, though not the only 

ones, for accomplishing this. The so-called "transparency" or 

tlopen--cexture" of language permit us to rely on it subsidiarily 

in order to focua on the meaning cOllveyed. Anyone who has strug-

gled to learn a foreign language can appreciate this. At the 

beginning of this process we must focus on the strange sounds them.

selves ruld by relying on an abstract set of gralîlL'latical rulea and 

our ovm native language attempt to derive sorne sort of meaning. 

Eventually vre come to rely on the vlords and focua insteac1 on the 

fJ.eaning they convey. VIe come to "think." in the.t lD.nguage. 

This dynamic relo..tionship betv/een fOCo..l and subsidiélry o..vrare-

11eSEl lec..ding to our gro_sp 0 f meo.nillg may be further SlJecified by 

the re co gni tion 0 f tvlO kinds 0 f 11eo..11in8. 1 6 The mo st 0 bviouo 

16perSŒlal Knowledge, p. 58. 
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kind of meaning consists in a simple correspondence of a word 
to an object: "This is a book." In order to recognize an ob
ject, we rely on many perceptual and contextual clues. This 
first kind of meaning Polanyi terms "denotative" or "representa
tive~tr Since this type of meaning functions withill a context, 
this context also is recognized as meaningful. Our use of the 
English language, for example, contains a view of the world which 
includes the scientific, rational assumptions derived from 
Western civilization. Through it we come to see particular things 
in reality. Our cultural context, then, may be said to have an 
"existential" meaning. Because we rely on the existential mean
ing of our intelligent framework, the denotative meaning of a 
particular assertion i8 taken to be real. 

d) Commitment and universalli standards 

So far in this introductory description of human knowing we 
have outlined the basic structural relationship in which sub
sidiary awareness always functions as a set of elements upon 
which we rely in order to achieve the integration of our focal 
awareness. And we have seen that by means of these tacit oper
ations we enable objects to appear to us in certain familiar 
ways. Finally we saw that the meaning things have for us is 
dependent on the contextual framework we are subsidiary depend
ing upon at that moment. 

AlI these factors point to the conclusion that our knowledge 
is a highly personal act. We know reality only through the man
ifold of its elements which we tacitly take,into ourselves in 
order to focus on something from within that base. Our explicit 
Imowledge of reali ty i8 grounded in a personal commi tment--a. 
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commitment which includes our adherence to previous articulations 

of our heritage while at the sarne time contributing our own 

innovative discoveries as universal standards, thereby clarify

ing and, in sorne case, overturning previously held convictions. 

The entire continuum of human knowledge, from the realm of 

muscular activites we rely on in the use of a tool aIl the way 

to our highly symbolic theorems, is highly personal: 

Like the tool, the sign or the symbol can be conceived as 
such only in the eyes of a person who relies on them to 
achieve or to signify something. This reliance is a per
sonal commitment which is involved in aIl acts of intelli
gence bY which we intefrate sorne things subsidiarily to the 
centre of .our focal at ention. Every act of personal as
similation by whichwe mâke a thing form an extension of 
ourselves through our subsidiary awareness of it, is a

1
Qom

mitment of ourselves, a manner of disposing ourselves. '1 

Our knowledge accorQtngly has the effect of disposing our

selves toward sorne purpose. Through the tacit incorporation of 

various elements helpful for relating ourselves in any particular 

situation we set in motion a heuristic effort. We make ourselves 

when we understand reality. This effort, however, is not total

ly dynamic or absolutely creative on our part. Whenever we 

come to know something there is also an element of passivity to 

be truten into account: we do not make reality, we submit to it. 

In all OUr knowledge therefore there is present a sense of obli

gation toward the truth. No matter how creative our own in

sights must be in order to attain any truth, we can express it 

17Ibid., p. 61. 
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onl;y by relying on self-set standards which strive to be universal. 

This intricate 110t\70r1>: 0 f relationGllips, wi thin \'/hich the 

1mower already encounters a.nd is shaped by reali ty before he pro-

poses 11is articulate represento.tion of it, saves personal h:novrl-

edge frOID being mereIy subjective. Because \'le extend ourselves 

through OUl"' sUbsidiary awarelless of particulars which cOllstitute 

a who1e, 'VIe necessari1y IJarticipate in ShH]?ing 0.11 our 1mo\71-

edge whi1e remailling in the saffie instant responsible by assert-

ing it \'dth universal intente 

3. The dj.mensiolls 0 f taci t knowing 

Nov! tha t Polé.l.l1yi 1 s basic insigh t, along with D. prelimillary 

descrilJtion of its chief fo.cets, has been exposed, we s11a11 

attempt to conso1idate and expand the significance of his theory 

of persona1 kl1ow1edge. It V/ou1d obviously be a practical im-

possibi1ity to dj.scuss the ent1re range of our tacit powers, 

especially ·co docUJnent the varied types 0 f studies \'!hich con

tributed to Po1allyi 113 e.l1alysis. For the PUl"lJoses 0 f this in-

quiry, then, we 13110.11 try to probe, in D. selective fashion, the 

importance of ·che inarticulate founcla·cion our 1ülov!ledge for aIl 

our articulate and heuristic endeavors. 18 But beyol1d this no.1"-

1"0\'1 purpose of practica1ity, the directions charted 11ere TIi1l 

181~~cept \'fhere other\'dse 110ted the source for nost of the 
thought expres.Ged in this cectiol1, il1cluding the criticc..l doc
umentation of the experiuel1ta1 stuc1ies upon \'Illich some of it is 
based, is Cllapters 5 and G 0 f Personal Ka0\71edge. Our pres
entation \'/i11 attempt prilllD.ri1y to trace the logic of Polo.nyi 1 s 
position. 
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be guided by the further criterion of introducing in ':\11 anti

cipatory mo.lmer elements that \'lill later be developed more 

thoroughly i11 OUl" o.rguiuell t. 

Polanyi' s theory 0 f persOllal lulovlledge adapts the traditional 

epistelllological o.:riOl11 tha t all l .. novlledge comes tlu'ough the senses, 

by modifyillg it slightly to say that 0.11 thought has a bodily 

basis. This implies that all articulations by man are dependent 

on inartictü~t~ powers or faculties. There are, as Polanyi 

vlOuld put i t, things tha t \'le know but calU10t speru .. 0 f. If 0..11 

our articulate lmowledge, then, is dependent on such an inartic

ulate base, the accreditation of our uttero.nces as ·true i~lvolves 

the \'[hole 0 f this skillful act--including Jche taci t domaine 

Everything we assert as true i5 thus dependent--il1 addition to 

other factors--on persOl1al criteria vlhich \'le cannot formally 

defil1e. Since the il1articulute realm must ultimately prove to 

he decisive in our judgments, articulations of v/hat we deem to 

he true are always incomplete. Consequel1tly the ideal of 01::>

jec·civity cOl1ceived as impersonal detachment will have to be re

vised in ol"'der to account for this personal invol vement in 0..11 

humal1 eJ~ressions of truth. 

To describe the dimensions of tacit ImovTing vie shall begin 

at the most rudimentary level of human intellig:ence: that vlhich 

lies beyolld the reallll of language and V/11ich we share \'Iith animals. 
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By recalling various types of animal learning we shall have at 

our disposaI a prototype of the processes which take place in 

human knowing a t this level. 

Experimental psychologists have analyzed animal behavior: 

when such behavior goes beyond instinctive reaction we have an 

instance of learning. The results of the se studies may be 

categorized in the following three ways. First are examples of 

trick learning. These are basically forms of motor learning 

where the animal contrives a sCLllful action. Next are cases 

of sign learning which, in addition to the motility involved, 

are dependent on perception. Here the animal reorganizes his 

observational field in order to relate a sign to an event. 

Finally instances have been discovered of animaIs achieving what 

can only be described as a type of latent learning in which the 

animal possesses a simple non-verbal understanding of a situa

tion. In this case a very primitive form of logical behavior 

may be observed in the animal in that alterna.tive choices are 

made in behavior which are not simply random. In addition to 

this sort of research with animal behavior, it might be noted 

here that much of the experimental work done with infants and 

children by Piaget confirms the operation of inarticulate in

telligence which grounds aIl human articulation. 

One of the significant results that Polanyi has derived from 

these studies is the recognition of the irreversibility of the 

learning process in contrast to the reversibility possible in 

the display of what is learned. The initial acts of contriving 
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a trick, perceiving a sign, and the gradually building grasp of 

a situation or the sudden flash of insight into it are aIl 

heuristic in character and thus irreversible, whereas the re

petition of a trick, the continued response to a sign, and the 

normal solving of problems are routine in character and thus 

reversible. Already at this level of existence we are forced 

to acknowledge two lCLnds of inarticulate intelligence: one op

erating heuristically by effecting innovations in its ability 

to relate to the environment, the other operating from \vithin 

a set pattern or framework to consolidate its relationship to 

the environment. 

AlI of these basic types of learning are to be found in man, 

though at a more highly developed level. The transition in man 

from a form of latent, inarticulate learning to its articulate 

counterpart consists in discovering, recognizing, and understand

ing that the various systems of coherences and logic are the 

formaI expressions of the operational rules which function im

plicitly in thes~ rudimentary forms of intelligence. Man's 

vast superiority over animaIs is due to this greatly increased 

range of experience and consequent potential for more signi

ficant heuristic activity which becomes open to him as a result 

of his articulate framework. 

At this point it will perhaps be helpful to clarif,y 

the relationship between inarticulate or tacit knowledge and 

articulate or explicit knowledge by examining how they both 

operate in relation to the same subject. 19 If we compare a 

19See The Study of Man, pp. 14-17. 
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mants ability to find his way through some uru~ovvn and unmarked 

territory with a ratts ability in running a maze, we would find 

that there is no in~ediate inherent superiority in the man--un

less he had a map to guide himself. While the rat, by mea.ns of 

trial and error, may eventually develop an inarticulate grasp 

of the proper route, the man will be able not only to duplicate 

this feat but also to draw up an explicit map. And if a man had 

such a map, he would have the great advantage of being able to 

travel through unfamiliar territory rather easily. This ad

vantage, however, brings with it the equally disadvantageous 

possibility of being incorrect. Even though this risIt is now 

there, the ability to reflect critically on the map is also 

present. This is not the case vdth inarticulate knowledge: the 

only way to test an inarticulate grasp of a terrain is by action, 

by trying this way and that. Inarticulate intelligence can only 

plod· from one viewpoint to another. As opposed to articulate 

intelligence, it is a-critical. 

Clearly, then, it is man's capacity for speech and critical 

refiection which gl"eatly enhances his tacit powers. Our ability 

for understanding through the insightful reol"ganization of our 

experience does not stop at the immediate threshold of our in

articulate sensory experience. Because animal intelligence re

mains on the inarticulate level, only one of the possibilities 

for learlling discussed above is available to it at any partic

ular instance. By extending our powers of contriving and ob

serving wi th a. set 0 f symbols--for example, our language-we 
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correspondingly expand our interpretive powers by means of our 
ability to integrate aIl three types of learning. 

Even so, the symbols we contrive to aid us in our observations 
are effective only to the extent to which they aid our inartic
ulate powers to interpret and understand. No matter how sophis
ticated our symbolic representations become, they are able to 
functioll ouly within the spectrum of inarticulate intelligence 
we share vr.i..th animaIs. Thus POlanyi's explanation of the human 
mode of knovr.i..ng recognizes the importance of our articulate 
constructions and the critical control they provide while at 
the sarne time aclmO~edging the dimensions 0 f taci t knowing 
which sustain them. "Our whole articulate equipment," he assel"ts, 
"turns out to be merely a tool-box, a supremely effective in
strument for deploying our inarticulate faculties. And we need 
not hesitate then to conclude that the tacit personal coef
ficient of lQlowledge predominates also in the domain of explicit 
knowledge and represents therefore at aIl levels man's ultimate 
faculty for acquiring and holding knowledge.,,20 

In our ordinary everyday experience, then, we commonly ac
Y..uowledge instances of knowledge which are unspoken and recog
nize the fact that many of our insights are at first grasped 
pre-verbally and need further reflection before they rn.ay be ex
pressed conceptually. Polanyi contends that this has long been 

20Ibid., p. 25. -
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accepted i11 philosoph:i.ca1 analysis, even-, though our modern cultural h:Lstory, with its stress on complete objectvity and detach
ed scientific analysis, tries to deny or at least ignores this dimension by dismissing it as psycho10gical. 21 The preceding discussion was thus a necessary digression in order to emphasize 

the significance and importance of the personal affirmation of the knower in all acts 0 f Imow1edge. In tracing the origins 0 f 
our abi1ity for articulate expression, we encounter the rudimentary forms of learning by which a11 animal 1ife attempts to relate to its environl11ent. This inc1uded man who is able to extend and heighten these tacit powers by his explicit symbols which in their turn are constantly relying on their tacit ground. With the recognition of the inarticulate basis of our formal 

expressions of thought; we have not only proposed a logical structure for understanding how we hold our ordinary perceptions 
of reality, but, even more important, for understanding how we hold our loftiest achievements. Through our tacit reliance on OtW varied articulate frameworks we not on1y experience reality 

in a more comprehensive fashion, we also are empowered to experience ever more fully. The tacit grounding and probing which 
constantly accompany our ordinary use oi inte11ectua1 frameworks enable us to go beyond these frameworks by means of the 

21"Sense-Giving and Sense-Reading," p. 187. For contemporary 

examples of philosoph:i.cal reflection acknow1edging the precon
ceptual grasp of realit;y, see Karl Rahner, SRirit in the World, 

trans. by William Dych {New York: Herder & erder, 1968), pp. 
6?ff and Bernard Lonergan, Insight (New York: Philosophica1 
L:ibrary, 1958), PP. 272f. 
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intimations of yet undisclosed realities implicit in them. Our 
tacit powers, in· short, both sustain our present articulations 
and the experience of reality they represent and enable us to 
discover new modes of articulation by opening to our awareness 
new aspects of reality. 

The fascination and wonder, of which we become aware through 
our reliance on articulate frameworks, lead man far beyond the 
narrow range of experience open to animal intelligence. Through 
these frameworks our tacit powers are expanded to include a 
whole new range of possible inarticulate responses which are 
nonetheless still intelligent: these experiences are, in Polanyi's 
terms, "intellectual passions." Through them we accredit the 
truth and beauty in a scientific theory, a symphony, a great 
plùlosophical insight, or a religious vision. By attempting to 
understand sorne of the elements of the complex process of scien
tific or mathematical discovery, we hope to provide an illustra
tion to clarify this. 

First of aIl the difference between systematic and heuristic 
problem solving should be kept in mind. Systematic problem 
solving is the routine, deliberate activity of consblidating 
and strengthening an insight already achieved. Because it op
erates from within a stable context, i·l;s processes are predom
inantly formal and reversible. The heuristic process of problem 
solving, on the other hand, is irreversible. No explicit rules 
can account for it beforehand and once achieved it alters the 
whole perspective of the investigation. Generally it proceeds 
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by an alternative passage through active and passive stages, 

that is explicit and tacit stages, until the final burst of in

sight and resolution. It is this second type of discovery with 

which we are primarily concerned. 

Secondly, any proposed discovery can claim significance only 

vdthin sorne system or paradigm currently held in science. Since 

the paradigm itself cannot be expressed in formalized terms, it 

can be grasped only through the study of science leading to the 

tacit appropriation and acceptance of the unformalizable premis

ses which sus tain the paradigme Only through this tacit ad-

herence to the framework of science can there be a criterion 

which could supply the impulse toward discovery and to which 

the discovery, once achieved, could be referred for judgment.22 

Thirdly, the frame 0 f re ference '\Rd thin which \Ve are analyzing 

the elements of discovery does not even allo\'! the logical conun

drum, which we had seen expressed in Plato's ~, to arise. The 

activity of looking for the uriknovm is made intelligible through 

the recognition and acceptance of our tacit powers. In looking 

for the unknown, we attempt to apprehend the knovm data in varied 

subsidiary Vvays in order to allow the data to act as guides in 

shaping our focal awareness ·co form a conception of a solution.23 
1 

22uPure and Applied Science and Their Appropriate Forms of 
Organization," 232-233. 

23"Problem Solving," 98. 
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Finally we are able to understand how the heuristic activity 

progresses and termina tes. Because the inquirer is looking for 

something of which he has at present only an intimation, he is 

able to be guided by the degree of coherence his focal attention 

is providing. That is, if a proposed hypothesis clouds his un

derstanding of the relationship between the data he is subsi

diarily attempting to reintegrate, he discards or at least mod

ifies it. If, on the other hand, an alternative hypothesis be

gins to allow some semblance of coherence to appear in the sub

sidiarily held data, he pursues it. Eventually the disquietude 

which perhaps initially provoked the search is resolved with the 

attainment of the insight which allows the subsidiarily knovm 

data to assume a new focal coherence. From this point on the 

standards implied in the insight are ours; we are committed to 

them and bring them to bear on aIl our experience: we have 

successfully achieved a heuristic leap into the unknown. 24 

Polanyi has expressed the crucial points of the present dis

cussion in a succinct passage about mathematical discovery worth 

quoting in full: 

The manner in which the mathematician works his \Vay towards 
discovery by shifting his confidence froIn intuition to compu
tation and back again from computation to intuition, while 
never releasing his hold on either of the tv/o, represents 
in miniature the whole range of operations by which artic
ulation disciplines and expands the reasoning powers of man. 
This alternation is~asymmetrical, for a formaI step can be 
valid only by virtufe of our tacit confirmation of it. f-1ore
over, a symbolic formalism is itself but an embodiment of 
our antecedent unformalised powers; it is an instrument skill-

24See "The Creative Imagination;'" 88-92. 

1 
1 , 
i 



8G 

fu11y contrived by our inurticulate selves for the purpose 
of relying on it as our external guide. The interpretation 
of primitive texms and axioms is predominately inarticulate 
and so is the process of their expansion and re-interpreta
tion, \'Ihich underlies J~he progress of mathematics. A formal 
proof proves 110thing until it induces the tacit convic'cion 
that it is bindi11g. ThuG the alternation between the in
tuitive and the formal depellds on tacit affirmations both 
at the beginning and ut the end of each chain of formaI 
reo.50ni11g. 25 

Even in such a sphere of highly formal rea50ning, the inarticulate 

demands of the elegallce or beauty of a theory are necessarily 

included in the acceptance and recognition of a discovery. 

,so far we have 'cr:Led to clarify hOVi the scope 0 four in

articulate faculties ranges from their operation in simple per-

CelJtual lem ... 11ing to their grounding our highly sophisticated 

intellectual frameworks and the intellectual passions which pro

voke, foster, and accredit heuristic discoveries. \Vhile the 

efforts of the 1010wer in shaping hi5 experience are perhaps of 

paramount importance in these extreme cases, Polanyi ' s contention 

is that our tacit powers operate just as thoroughly i11 the vast 

bulk of the knowledge which forms the everyday experience of our 

lives. This may b~~ndicatedbrieflY by considering our l~owl

edge of "facts." Vlhat we generally will accredit as a fact io 

dependent upon our tacit recognition of the Vlay '\'1e establish 

facts. This means that af'cer first accepting certain things o.,~ 

facts (perhaps because of some regular occurrence tacitly ex

perienced and then formally expressed), we may then deduce some 

rationo.le to explain this (by means of the method of e~cperi

mental verification and control, Yle seek out those phenomel1C\. 

25l1Pl"'oblem ,solving," 102. 



87 

amenable to it and call them scientific facts). But this ra

tionale will always be dependent on our antecedent, tacit ac

creditation of certain things as facts. 26 

The structure which we saw in discovery is thus operating 

in our ordinary traffic vdth daily life. Our intellectual pas

sions are constantly on the alert to recognize new facts and 

reinterpret old ones. We do this by dwelling in the premisses 

of authentic instances of mental achievements. Some men are 

content with this limited form of achievement. Sorne others do 

more by striving to consolidate what had been achived in pre

vious breakthroughs. 

Still, there are a very few who are unwilling to remain within 

the framework which guided them to their maturity. Because of 

their heightened intellectual passions these men constantly press 

the frontiers of their conceptual frameworks to break out into 

new levels of experience and eventually articulation. This is 

the height of our intellectual passions and the meaning of dis

covery on all levels. Such breaking out is also of supreme 

significance for the religious life. 

4. The societal characteristics 
of tacit knowing 

So far our éUlalysis of human knowing has tried to show the 

importance of the personal involvement of the ImoVler in the 

shaping of his knowledge and exploring the scope of its op-

26See Personal Knowledge, P. 162. 
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erations in upholding aIl our knowledge. A crucial element in 

this analysis was the recognition that our acceptance of artic

ulate systems was a personal act which we appropriated to our

selves with the conviction that it adequately expanded and de

veloped our tacit powers. Implied in this analysis, then, is 

the further recognition that the tacit acceptance of an artic

ulate framework has social ramifications. The reason for this, 

quite obviously, is that articulate frameworks continue to exist 

only through the support afforded them by a society. The society 

must accept the values affirmed in the frameworks and the intel

lectual passions which ground them. Through the common acceptance, 

sharing, and cultivation of these intellectual passions, the 

cultural life of a society is realized. Our aim here is to in

troduce some of these societal characteristics of human kno\üng 

from the vantage point of Polanyi's theory. 

To begin \dth, a tacit sharing of kno,üng underlies aIl our 

efforts at communication.27 This is clearly the case in pre

articulate sharing of experiences, such as the mutual joy of 

the simple presence of a beloved. The sympathy evoked at the 

sight of another person in pain is a result of a common tacit 

bond. And our ability to learn to speak is a further instance. 

By tacitly accepting the authority of a parent or instructor, 

a child or student expands his tacit skills by means of the 

articulate framework conveyed through the language. Articulate 

27Personal Knowledge, pp. 204-209; see also "Sense-Giving 
and Sense-Reading," pp. 185-187. 

. 1 , 
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communications occur only when the persons involved tacitly ac

cept a similar set of assmnptions. 

What is true of interpersonal communication is just as true 

of cultural life in general. The individuals are informed by 

the culture they inherit, and through their tacit reliance on 

it transmit it to their offspring modified and developed--hope

fully for the better. This process of being informed necessitates 

that the individual submit himself to the values sustained by 

the culture and act in accordance with its standards. It as

sumes that the individua.l places his trust in his cultural lead

ers and that what is now taken on authority vdll, once mastered 

and understood, be found meaningful and intellectually satisfying. 

The acceptance of a cultural framework thus operates in 

much the same way as the recognition of a problem. In the lat

ter case our heuristic intimations of a new reality are acti

vated by our tacit awareness of the particulars on which vre are 

beginning to rely in order to strain our imagination for an 

eventual focal and explicit coherence leading to insight and dis

covery. So, too, a novice in the cultural life of a society 

tacitly relies on the premisses, standards, val:ueC3, and options 

implicit in that culture in order to make them a part of himself 

and by so doing to view reality from its vantage point. The 

major difference lies in the fact that the discoverer is guided 

primarily by his personal judgments, while the learner must 

primarily place his trust in others. In both cases, however, 

the discovery and the acculturation are self-modifying processes 
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which are irreversible and for the most part a-critical. Of 
course, once a person has assimilated a cultural framework suf
ficiently weIl, he can often justify himself, though l1ever com
pletely. The authority of respected leaders and the general 
premisses commonly and tacitly agreed upon are always concomitants 
of. any cultural self-accreditation on the part of an individual 
member of the society. 

While such submission to cultural authorities is a necessary 
condition for us to acquire its tools as aida in our mental de
velopment, it is not on that account a complete and total de
terminant of what we are as persons. Every encounter vdth 
authority qualifies it. Even complete dedication to some element 
of a culture necessitates that the person dedicate himself in a 
way he thiruts is most appropriate. By identifying himself \v.ith 
such an element of his culture in ~ way (as opposed to some 
other way), the person affects what it is. Inversely, dissent 
from a cultural tradition, no Dlatter how radical its claims, 
must in'volve some elements of acceptance of the tacit communal 
consensus. No revolution can completely negate preceding cul
tural forms. Revolutions in a culture occur when premisses, 
\'Ihich previously had served as tacit conununal bonds, become 
questionable. This is possible, and even likely, if the origin
al premisses were fruitful enough to lead a significant number 
of people beyond the frame of reference circumscribed by these 
premisses. In such instances the cultural avant-garde assumes 
a new set of tacitly held premisses and by means of this is able 
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to uncover and analyze some of their previous assumptions. Be

cause it indirectly forms its present cultural basis in light 

of and in response to previously held common assumptions, the 

new cultural expression is never completely dichotomous. And 

since they no longer share completely the same tacit frame of 

reference, communication between the old and the new iè dif

ficult and strained, but because the new grew from the old it 

still is not precluded. The authority of the old, lest it be

come reactionary and despotic as it becomes more and more un

convincing, must move ahead to adopt the tacit bonds of the new 

or be replaced. 

Clearly every utterance one makes--whether it be of the 

weather, the world series, the stock market, the lunar landings, 

women's lib, the categorical imperative, or the commandment of 

love--can only be made in reference to a tacitly held consensus. 

As individuals in a society we establish a vast interconnected 

network of cOlnmonly shared premisses. Through them we support 

cOllectively the institutional channels of culture, foster a 

communal identity, implement an economic system, and regulate 

the powers of the society. Every time we shape ourselves by a 

new insight or discovery we correspondingly affect this consen

sus. 

In order to examine concretely sorne of the processes in

volved in the societal characteristics of human knovdng, we 

shall now turn to their manifestations in the worl{Ïngs of 

science. We shall be using, in effect, the structural dynamics 
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of the scientific community as a paradigm for the functioning 

of society in general.28 This procedure is valid, according to 

Polanyi, because science exists and can continue to exist only 

through a communi ty 0 f like-mi.nded men Vlho uphold a common 

tradition, are subject to the authority embodied in that tra

dition, and strive for similar goal3 implied in the tradition. 

Science functions, in short, by means of a structure similar to 

any other cultural expression in which complex creative activities 

are carried on beyond the lifetime of individuals who constitute 

"t 29 ~ . 
There are Many today who might be troubled by this ascription 

of an "authority" controlling the practice of science, probably 

because of the popular view of science as founded on a rejection 

of authority for the sake of the free pursuit of the individual 

scientiste There is, of course, a certain validity to this view. 

The authority of Aristotle, Ptolemy, Gal en , and the Bible as 

interpreted by most Christian leaders during the Renaissance and 

Reformation were all rejected in the formative years of modern 

28This is a common theme vdth Polanyi, which is quite un
derstandable considering that it is out of his work on the de
fense of science as a co mmuni t y in pursuit'of truth that he 
developed his theory of personal knowledge. For some of Polanyi" s 
ideas on this, see The Lode of Liber~, Part I; Science~Faith 
and SOCiety, Chapt ers II and-III; in, owing and Bein~, . 1 The 
Republic of Science," pp. 49-72 and "The Growth of Sc~ence in 
SOCiety," PP. 73-86; and The Tacit Dimension, Chapter 3. 

29Science, Faith and SOCiety, p. 56. 
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science. But the point to note io tho.t they were rejected in 

order to establish the nuthority intrillsic ·co science i tse1f. 

Today the o.utho1"'i ty 0 f science is allilost ullcho.1lfnged by ::;uch R... / 

extl"insic authority, éUld the direction ·cal:ell by science i8 COl1-

t.:"'011ed. l)l"'imarily by the vo.lues UIJheld by scientisto theiJselves.30 

The agent of this internaI authority for science i8 sci-

entific opinion. Again -Chis Qssertiol1 must be taJ:en in the 

prolJer mrumer, bec<luse "0.. cOllillu:n:Lty of Dcientistz in r;llich 02.ch 

would <lct only with an eye to please scientific opinion \70ulc1 

fillc1. no sciel1tific opinion to pleD.Ge. 1I31 li'urthermore, thel~e 

is 110 scientist WllO grasps the \'lhole that cOl1stitutes the 

scientific enterpril3e today. Therefore there is 110 one scien-

tint \1110 controls scientific opinion as such. R.:J.ther, each 

30"The Republic of Science," pp. 65-66. The fact that some 
subtle external influences affect the fUllctioning of certain é1.S
l)ects of the scientific coml:O.unity (e.s., if U scientist f s rmrk 
i8 use fuI in Il de fense," he may Œet a bigger sovel"'l1tlen t grant; 
or l'li th the currell t eD11Jhasis 011 ecol08Y environmento.lizts lllay be 
in greater demand and thus be a more é'..ttracti ve field to aspir
ingscientistz) does not thereby detract frotl the authority of 
science; it laerely ShOYlS that the scj.entist il3 also a melaber of 
a larger cul tUl"ul comtlUl1ity and sharez it.s values too. This is 
clo.rified, in Science, ).l'o.i th and Societ:y, Pl). ,56-60, by Polul1yi 1 s 
distinction betY/eeil 0. GeneraI Authority layil1g dorl11 presUl1posi
tions but then demandi11g freedom under them and a Specific .Au
thority ilapozing concluoiollS irrespective of the mind of its 
constituents. The former he attributes to science a..no. a free 
society in general, the latter he attributez, perhaps too siQp1is
tico.1ly, to Homcm Ca tholicisll1 c.nd 12. ter i11 tlle \'101"1: by im.p1ic.:. .... -
tion to tota1i te.rianism. From this perspect.i ve i t is thus cIeaI' 
that, uules.s government or culture dictc..tes conclusio:i.1S to .science, 
it is 110t abrogating the internaI authority of .science eVe:i.l tll0Ugh 
it liW.y suggest or direct current preoccupatiOl1.s. 

71 ...) 'science. Faith and Society, p. 54. 
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sCientist, by applying himself rigorously to the values and 

standards inherent in his work and by judging those in his area 

of specialization and those in neighboring areas by these sarne 

criteria, forms, in conjunction vdth every other sCientist, a 

network which upholds itself and \Vards off challenges from out

side.32 The opinion thus formed is carried on by the tradition 

ernbodied in living scientists who constitut'e:acommunity with its 

own structures of authority enforced through the control of ac

cess to publication in periodicals, of publishing text-books, of 

appointments to prestigious positions, and of the general recog

nition granted to members deemed exceptionally creative. 33 

More specifically we may say that scientific opinion func

tions and is established according to the principle of mutual 

control.34 Scientists watch over each other by means of chains 

of overlapping neighborhoods. Provided the standards of scien

tific plausibility areequally applied by scientists at each 

nexus of the scientific community, a mediated consensus is es

tablished whereby aIl scientists mutually respect each other's 

conclusions and support them against any non-scientific challenge. 

In this way each scientist indirectly controls--and is, of course, 

controlled by--the standards of science and comes to trust find-

32"The Republic of SCience,1I pp. 55-56. 

33See Science, Faith and Society, pp. 47-50, for &,brie~;des
cription of these controls. 

34The Tacit Dimension, pp. 71-73. 

,-' 
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ings in branches only distantly related to his own • 
This tension of personal heuristic passions seeking new in

sight, but always in the context of a presuppositional framework 
controlled by mutual consent, also accounts for the amazing 
growth of science. By relying on the currently held framework 
of the scientific community as a guide to his grasp of reality, 
the scientist pursues presently unknovm possibilities suggested 
by the existing fund of 10l0wledge. Each step is guided both by 
his reliance on the tacit premisses of the scientific community 
and his own personal dedication to the as yet elusive reality 
he is pursuing by means of it. 

At rare junctures in the history of science, a scientist's 
discovery May be so creative as to calI for a new presupposi
tional framework, altering the very meaning of the complex of 
facts, terms, methods, and problems implied in the old one and 
demanding a shift in focus or a new perceptual stance which it
self goes beyond empirical verification. In short, the dy
nruaîcs of the scientific community May lead to revolutionary 
consequences by.reshaping the tacit grounds of the community. 
In order to appreciate this ne\'[ framework, his felloVl scientists 
must adopt his stance, for it cannot be properly understood from 
within the old perspective. Through this process of explor-
ing the implications of a current framework and occasionally 
breaking through to a new framework by means of a reliance on 
the existing body of knowledge, science maintains its continuity 
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in spite of promoting revolutionary change.35 

By using the example of science we have seen that persons 

accept a set of premisses embodied in a tradition in order to 

relate to their fellows and to endow their experience of reali

ty with meaning. Furthermore these premisses are not derived 

by any explicit process from the data of experience, nor can 

they be verified by any formaI set of criteria. They are log

ically anterior to explicit mental procedures in that they form 

our idiom of beliefs.36 Because of this their application re

lies continually on our personal judgment. 

Before we conclude our discussion of the societal charac

teristics of human knowledge, then, we shall examine the dy

namics of our intellectual frameworks insofar as they provide 

35Science, Faith and Society, p. 28, "The Growth of Science 
in Society," p. 79, and The Tacit Dimension, pp. 75-76. Polanyi's 
contention that science remains continuous in the faccœ of rev
olutionary paradigm shifts appears to be a major disagreement 
vdth Kuhn's thesis, even though they generally agree in other 
rnatters. The discontinuity that Kuhn seems to stress is per-
haps due to his emphasis on looking at the discovery before the 
event when the course of history is still indeterminate. But 
if one looks f.rom well after the fact, scientific growth may 
appear to be almost predetermined (as the text-book view often 
has it). Polanyi tries to hold on to bath elements by recog
nizing that there are intimations contained in present knowl-
edge while at the sarne time recognizing that they are only in
timations and need the personal intervention of creative minds 
to bring them to light. In this way he preserves the continuity 
of the scientific community while recognizing the real brealt
through of major revolutionary insights. 

36See above p. 33. 
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a stable basis for the operation of the idiom 'of beliefs by 
means of which we interpret our experience.37 

As a result of the efforts of cultural anthropologists, it 
has been brought ta our attention that primitive people hold, 
by means of their linguistic and cultural premisses, systems of 
belief quite different from our oVIn. Anthropologists have 
further shovm that these systems of belief exhibi t remarkable 
resiliancy \'Ihen confronted by a (Western) scientific challenge. 
While operating from within the world view circumscribed by 
their idiom, a member of one of these tribes can consistently 
main tain his position in the face of objections dravm from out
ed:de that idiome 

This in turn has led many Westerners to reflect on their 
own conceptual fra.meworks as perhaps sharing in similar charac
teristics. In some quarters, this has had shattering effects. 
For while we are \villing ta recognize that "primitive" peoples 
have quite limited presuppositional frameworks and thus have 
difficulty even seeing "facts" (from our perspective, that is) 
because they are not contained in their idiom of thinking, it 
is quite another matter for us ta admit that our "objective" 
view of realityalso unfolds through our reliance on our ovm 
idiom of beliefs. 

But this is precisely the case. AlI our intelligent ap-

37For the discussion \'/hich follo\'ls, see Personal Knowledge, pp. 286-29l~ and "The Stabili ty of Beliefs," 27-37. The latter has been substantially incorporated into the former. 
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prehensions of reality are relative to the framework on which 
theyrely.38 Nevertheless these frameworks are endowed with 
characteristics which provide a form of stability. COllsequent
ly any contemporary Western interpretive framework--be it 
Freudianism, Narxism, Barthianism, or, for that matter, flPO
lanyianism"--tends to be seen as all-embracing by its adherents. 
The reason for this is that while we rely on any particular 
idiom of belief, everything Vie aru~ vall be formulated in terms 
of it. This obviously tends to confirm the world viev! implicit 
in it. It also underscores the difficulirof questioning an 
assumption contained vr.i..thin a world view from within the i.diom 
espousing that world view. Normally we must accept a new idiom 
of thought before \Ve will even have at our disposaI a language 
which will allow us to question our former premisses. 

In order to complete our appraisal of the societal charac
teristics of tacit knovdng, therefore, we shall attempt to de
scribe the dynamic processes which endow idiomB of belief with 
this stability. These may be conveniently categorized as having 
characteristics ",hich are circular, which employ epicyclic re
serve, and which suppress nucleation of new ideas. 

38At this point in our analysis we wlsh only to expose the problem of relativism with respect to cultural frameworks. The foundational problem of explaining how we may uphold our knowledge of reality ev en though it is expressed through historically conditioned frameworks will be outlined below in the last secti0n of Chapter IV, "D. The Discovery of Reality." 



99 

Through the circularity of systems of belief, objections to 

its implicit world view can be met one by one. The doubt raised 

by one item is dispelled by reliance on past successful appli

cations of the framework. This has the effect of strengthening 

the premisses which were questioned. And when several people 

interact from vdthin the same idiom of belief, their mutual a

greement on the interpretation of a given experience further 

confirms their mental set. 

By means of the epicyclic reserve of an interpretive system, 

an automatic expansion of the circle is provided to account for 

almost any conceivable eventuality. These secondary elaborations 

keep in supply a subsidiary reserve V/hich is necessary for any 

major idiom of beliefs to survive the challenge of data not 

immediately accounted for by the main structure of the system. 

Finally the principle of suppressed nucleation prevents the 

germination of any rival concepts by not allowing them any ground 

in which to take root. By not allovdng a possibly meaningful 

concept of sorne challenging evidence to opera~e \vithin the idiom, 

any such evidence that might eventually lend credence in favor 

of that concept will simply not be seen or vdll be disregarded 

as meaningless and absurde Vlhen Vlorking in com.plementary fashion 

these three factors can account for the comprehensiveness of a 

system of beliefs, which we may recognize vdthout thereby im

plying any va li dit y for the system. 

The system of naturalistic beliefs which fox'ms the idiom of 

scientific thinking is supported by this same dynamic logical 
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structure. A discrepancy between a particular scientific notion 

and some item of experience ,nll be explained by an appeal to 

other scientific ideas. The use of the conception of "anomaly" 

and the deployment of "provisional hypotheses" within a system 

provide a ready reserve of epicyclic elaborations to sustain the 

system. And complementing this, science will deny, or dismiss 

as being of no scientific interest, a vast range of experience 

which appears vital to other perspectives. One need only re

call reductivist accounts of biology or behaviorist interpre

tations of human consciousness to appreciate this. 

This discussion of the societal characteristics of human 

knowledge leads us to conclude that the comprehensiveness and 

coherence of a system of beliefs are criteria of its stability 

more than of its truth. Clearly, a system which is comprehen

sive and coherent may just as easily stabilize a false view of 

the universe, and it needs in any case the further acceptance 

by a group of adherents in order to foster the additional claim 

to truth. But such an acceptance can only be analyzed from With- . 

in a perspective, that is, it cannot be analyzed from sorne 

privileged "neutrallf or "objective" standpoint. 

Insofar as this analysis of the societal characteristics of 

the human mode of knowing shows that an articulate framework 

cannot be established objectively, it seems as though we may 

have led ourselves into an intolerable position. 'Ne have argued 

that mOOl must exercise his personal responsibility in upholding 

all that he knows by tacitly shaping his experience. Yet he 
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can do this only by submission to some conceptual framework 

whose idiom of belief he accepts and shares and from which his 

thought unfolds. But if, as we have seen, aIl such expressions 

of idioms can roeet challenges from outside on its ovm terms, is 

there any basis for judging what is really the case? By what 

criteria and standards May we make such judgments? "On what 

grounds can we change our grounds? We are faced \Vith the ex

istentialist dilemma: how values of our own choosing can have 

authority over us who decreed them.,,39 Is man condemned to 

choose between complete subjectivism and bad faith? 

The broad outlines of a "solution" begin to emerge as we 

recognize that even these questions are of our ovm making and 

derive from our cultural heritage. Ultimately, then, the final 

criterion is to be found in our personal judgment. It is, 

therefore, a criterion in constant growth, development, and 

expansion which seeks ever more adequate ways of appropriating-

and, speruCLng religiously, of being appropriated by--the mystery . 

of reality. That this cognitive dynamism inherent in man is 

sufficient for justifying our knowledge is the next sUbject 

for our attention. 

B. The Validation of Human Knowing 

1. The meaning of validation 

The ultimate criterion for establishing the validity of any 

39uThe Creative Imagination," 91. 
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intellectual endeavor is the personal affirmation of the knovler. 

The stress on "ultimate" is deliberate and important. Vlhen it 

i8 a question of validating an articulate frame'\:'J'Ork with its 

implicit world view, there are no formal criteria for estab

lishing S0111e sort of absolute certail1ty because the application 

of such criteria necessitates the prior involvement of the 1010wer 

in accepting the111. 40 Nevertheless people do D.cknowledge some 

things to be true. They do so even though they may later realize 

that they VIere lllistnkell. They do so even when they cannot com-

pletely express to themselves their reasons and, perho.ps more 

frequently, when they cannot express their reaSOl1S sufficiently 

well enough to cOl1vince others of their view. But if we are to 

avoid fo.lling into complete sUbjectivism and relativism, we must 

be able to explore this procass by which a knO'll'ler in fact comes 

to accept something as true. 

400ur point here is reminiscent of Newr.:lan1 s distinction be
tween "certainty" as a quality of propositio11s and "certitudetf 

as a mental stmte and his further contention that certitude is 
not a passive experience but the active recognition of concrete 
truth. Since, according to Newman, this cannot result from ab
stract, formal reasoning, the sole criterion of the accurac;y 
of an inference in concrete matters leading to certitude i8 the 
humal1 mil1d operatil1g through its "Illative Sense." See John 
Henry Hemuan, An Rosa in Aid of a Gramlllar of Assent (Garden 
~City N.Y.: Doubleday & Company, Ind., mage Booi:, 1955), 
Chaptel" Nine, ttThe Illative Sense," especially PD. 271, 275, and 
281. It should be indicated here that PoléJonyi' s analysi13 will 
eventually go beyol1d oNevnllan's. V/hile NeVflnD.n is content simply 
to ackno\'lledge and il1sist upon the importance of the personal 
judgment in 0.11 matters of truth, Polanyi tries to explain, as 
we shall see below, the structures of our tacit operations "/hich 
provides an understanding of the grounds of our certitude. 
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The proponal 0 ffered by PolD.l1yi to attempt to account in a 
llleru1ingful ..... 'ay for t11i8 radical founda tio11 0 f hUlllal1 knowledge in persol1al affirmation has already been implicitly introduced. 
1t consiste in anolyzil1g our informaI, pre-articulate powers 
of thought which underlie and sustain aIl our explicit canons of reasoning. Polanyi's proposaI, thus, does not abrogate logic; 
it seeks ta establish the various modes of logic by examining 
the dynamic structure of the entire range of the knowing process. 
This is an aLlbitious and extremely hazardous undertaking which 
in even rejected as impossible or invalid in some circles.11- 1 
1t is Polanyi's contention, hovvever, that only by means of BueIl 
a foundational undertaking will man once again be able to under
stand and sustain the many dimensions beyond that of the prag
matic one \'Ihich constitute and affect his life. 

In order to probe the validity of Polanyi's proposaI for Ul1-

41As Vie had already seen above, this is a crucial juncture at which Polanyi diverges from objectivist and most languageanalysis positions. If the empirically observable processes \'Ihich cOl1stitute the mechanical operations of the brain totally account for the phenomenon of "thought," then a behaviorist exaraination and description of the neural interactions is the only legitimate way to approach what Polanyi is calling for. Again, if we must analyze the explicit uses of language in order to avoid specious problems which arise when language is idling, then the "experience" of thinldng 1s properly described only by examining how language in fact is used. This is, l believe, the significance of Vlittgellstein' s "idling engine" metaphor and the import of many of his other observations. See for example secs. 132, 318-321, 426-429, and lIxi (PP. 21ge~ 220e ) of Philosophical Investigations (New York: The Nacmillan Company, 1953). Yet it should be noted that some recent commentators on the latc.r Wittgenstein propose surprising similarities in lllethods and results with POlanyij see C. B. Daly, "Polanyi and Wittgenstein," in Intellect and Hope, PP. 136-168 and Jerry H. Gill, The Possibilit of Reli ious Knowled e (Grand Rapin, Hich.: Vlilliam B. 'erdmal1s Pub ~s ing ompany, 1971). 

1 
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derstanding the human mode of knowing, it is necessary to re

calI the subtleties involved in any sort of justification of a 

claim and to consider the kind of endeavor we are undertaking. 

By keeping these factors in mind we may hopefully avoid un

founded expectations and clarify the requirements of the task 

bef.'ore us. 

The demonstration of a proof is not a completely unambig

uous activity, no matter how formaI are the procedures which 

may be said to constitute it. A vast array of prior insights 

and a cumulation of antecedent commitments must accompany and 

sustain any such demonstration inorder that the proof achieve 

its aime A discussion of these elements by Polanyi is in

structive: 

The mere handling of symbols according to the rules of 
formaI proof constitutes a proof only ta the extent to 
which we accredit these operations in advance with the 
power of carrying conviction. But "proof" (asI think 
Ryle would say) is a success-word. The success in this 
case lies in the capacity of the "proof" to conviee us 
(and to convince us also that others ought to share our 
conviction) that an implication has been demonstrated. 
No handling of symbols to which we refuse to award this 
success can be said to be a proof, no matter what pre
established rules it is said to conform to. And again 
the award 042this success is a process which is not 
formttlised. 

The unformalized tacit powers which we bring to bear upon aIl 

our experience are thus crucial for the validity of any proof 

,ûthin a formaI discipline. The operation of these tacit 

powers, moreover, is precisely V/hat \Ve are attempting to an-

42"The Hypothesis of Cybernetics," The British Journal for 
the Philosophy of Science, ·II (1952), 313. 
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alyze and justify. As a result, our attempt at justifying 
Polanyi's theory will not constitute what is normally meant by 
a formaI proof, since the object of our analysis is precisely 
that which renders a formaI proof personally compelling. 

This qualification likewise holds in the realm of empirical 
verification. Because of the cultural prestige afforded science 
in the modern era, Vie are tempted to judge aIl our"mental 
activities according to the criteria which science is assumed 
to fulfill. But the history of science is rife with examples 
where what constitutes a verification of a hypothesis for one 
scientist is inconsequential, meaningless, or sj.mply incorrect 
to another. Clearly,t the personal judgment of the scientist 
exercises a formidable role in the process of verification. 

This is, of course, implicitly recognized in science by the 
arunission that scientific verification yields probability, not 
certainty. For to recognize that empirical assertions are not 
absolutely clear and certain in and of themselves is to include 
the kind of contingency in scientific knowing that pervades 
every human judgment. Thus a statement affirmed as probable 
necessitates a personal judgment just as if affirmed as certain. 43 
The process of verification, then, supplies clues and hints 
which the scientist must accept as compelling even though the 
risk of error is present and precludes absolute certainty. 

So, too, the possibility of falsifying a scientific claim, 

43The Tacit Dimension, p. 87. 
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which would assure its empirical character, requires the per

sonal adjudication of a scientist for its application. It is 

quite correct, logically speaking, that an empirical general

ization: is not strictly verifiable, though a falsification of 

it strictly refutes the generalization. Nevertheless the pro

cedure of falsification is itself not formally determined. 

While it is, again, correct that one exception logically con

tradicts a generalization, it is not correct that an apparent 

contradiction automatically overthrows the generalization. In 

order for this to occur we must first decide whether the ex-

ception is a real contradiction and, if we so decide, then 

whether it is significant enough to overturn the generalization 

or only of secondary importance to be set asidetemporarily, 

perhaps as an anomaly.44 

These brief reflections on sorne of the procedures we nor

mally acltnowledge to be explicit ways of justifying various 

elements of our knowledge serve to illustrate the complexity 

of what we take for granted in our reliance upon them. One may 

44"The Creative Imagination," 85. Polanyi thus takes issue 
with the impersonal implications of the principle of falsifica
tion as set forth by Karl Popper in The Logic of Scientific 
Discovery (New Yorlc: Harper & Row, 1959). Here Popper asserts 
that "we try to prove that our anticipations were false" (P. 279), 
in an attempt to stress that our discoveries are not simply the 
result of prejudices. Popper's intention is certainly commenda
ble, but his desire for an impersonal method for attaining it 
leads to very strange conclusions, to say the least. The creative 
anticipation of a scientist, Polanyi affirms to the contrary, 
"risles defeat but never se,eks it; it is in fact his craving for 
succ~ss that makes the scientist take the risk of failure." 
See The Tacit Dimension, pp. 79 and 98 n. 10. 
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see the compelling force of the meaning of the pythagorean 

theorem in its algebraic or geometric forms of proof, but it 

is always sorne person who does so. How does he do this? And 

why? This is the critical problem with which Polanyi's theory 

attempts to grapple, for it is his contention that this personal 

coefficient pervades and sustains aIl human ltnowing, including 

the formaI procedures we have just described. By examining our 

cognitional activity at work in such crucial areas we shall then 

have a better understanding of how it normally functions in our 

ordinary knowledge. 

The consequences of this recognition is that our attempts 

to demonstrate the validity of the theory of personal knowledge 

must of necessity share in the co~plexity inherent in the general 

question of how we come to discover and accept anything as true. 

Any objection that there must be sorne "impersonal" or formaI 

criteria by which to judge Polanyi's theory fails to grasp the 

kind of problem at issue and the kind of inquiry required to deal 

vdth it. Since we are concerned with how we accept such criteria, 

the theory of personal knowledge can only be found plausible on 
" ", 

the very grounds which it exposes for the validity of our knowl-

edge in general. In presenting Polanyi's theory we shall pro

pose a way by which we may accept the personal basis of aIl 

knowing; and this effort, if successful, shall turn out to be 

the justification of personal knowledge itself. 

The tame before us may perhaps be brought into sharper focue 

by recalling sorne of the elements involved in our reliance on 
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articulate frameworks. Whenever a disagreement concerning the 

meaning of a range of our experience occurs, the resultant con

troversy can often be settled in a methodical and orderly man

ner--provided the discussion takes place wi thin the same branch !) 
.. ~ 

of knowledge and the dis~l?suits share a common set of presup- ' / 

positions. If, however, the conflict arises from the encounter 

between two opposing frameworks, the outcome will not be decided 

simply by an appeal to the methods of justification \rlthin one 

or the other position. The less the conflicting opinions have 

in common, the more the discussion vdll take on the character 

of an attempt at conversion where one party tries to show, in 

general terms which the other party might understand, its own 

supposed greater rationality or comprehensiveness for under

standing the experience in question. The net result, if one 

party is successful, is that one of the participants will grad

ually begin to appreciate the other perspective, accept its 

tacit grounds, and experience a richer mental satisfaction in 

beholding the sarne data of experience vdthin the context of this 

new-found meaning.45 A process of this sort must take place if 

the claims of personal knowledge are to be justified. 

For these reasons, Polanyi prefers to sperut of the validation 

of a system of thought. 46 Certainly within a highly formaI 

45Science. Faith and Society, PP. 66-67. 

46personal Knowledge, pp. 201-202. 
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system of knowledge, a proof is a meaningful and necessary operation 
though its validity is dependent upon the prior acceptance, and 
thus validation, of the system. And similarly because natural 
science intends to interpret a limited rru1ge of human experience 
in terms of. its quantifiable properties, it is quite proper to 
speak of verification in science once the naturalistic view of 
the universe is apprehended meaningfully. This is not so, how
ever, of the arta in general and religion in particular. Even 
though these frameworks of thought do attempt to interpret the 
meaning of our experience, their dependence on experience is not 
so readily quantifiable. 

Validation thus describes the process by which we come to ap
preciate and hold a theoretical framework as a meaningful in
strument for interpreting our experiences which have a bearing 
on reality. The more profound the experience, the greater will 
be our reliance on criteria of internaI mental satisfaction and 
the less on external criteria. 47 

The theory of personal knowledge may now be seen as an at
tempt to provide an articulate framework to interpret our cogni
tive experience. It will try to show hoW' our theoretical en
deavors are sustained throughout by our pre-articulate personal 
appropriation of them. The impersonal and objective claims of 
aIl our theoretical or formaI expressions are grounded i11 our 
personal acceptance of thelll. In order to validate this personal 
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knowledge, then, we must show that it can transcend the personal 

level to this universal level, all the while retaining its per

sonal ground. \tVriting from the vp.ntage point of existential 

phenomenology, one author succinctly expressed the problem in 

this way: 

A concrete person .... is neither the dark brooding core 
of Kierkegaardian existence nor the universal conscious
ness of Husserl. He is, rather, the continuous interplay 
of these two factors which, taken in themselves, appear 
to exclyde one another. How, then, are we to clarify this 
unity'?4<:S 

Polanyi's theory claims to clarify this unit y a.nd by so doing to 

validate t11is activity \'Illich constitutes our knowledge of reali

ty. 

This explication of the process and scope which is required 

for the validation of human knowing should have made it clear 

that this effort cannot be limited to the remarks contained in 

the concluding sections of this chapter. In a real sense th~ 

attempt to validate personal knowledge started with the crif~ue, 1 j 
of the critical-objective stance as the only legitimate way of 

understanding human knowing, and it assumed greater force in the 

introductory descriptions of POlanyi's proposaIs. Now, during 

the forthcoming study of our personal appropriation of experience 

and its interpretation through symbolic systems and development 

through a historical unfolding, the personal elements of vali

dation will be examined. Then the process will continue finally 

48William H. Bossart, tlThree Directions of Phenomenology,tI 
in The AnatolnV of Knowledge, edited by Harjorie Grene (Amherst: 
University of:Massachusetts Press, 1969), p. 276. 
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by encompassing an appraisal of the status of what our knowl-
edge is aboùt.. Only when we have reached this stage can the out
lines of how personal knowledge is validated be understood. An 
indispensable requirement in order for this to occur, however, 
is that the reader must follow the developing ~nterpretation as 
if unfolds through an examination of his own personal conscious 
activity. Our hope is that eventually this will issue in the 
reader's recongition of Polanyi's theory of personal knowledge 
as validated in his own conscious experience, or at least as a 
possible way of understanding his experience. Finally, from this 
foundational reorganization of our intellectual activity, we shall 
be in a position to understand more clearly the meaning and sig
nificance of religious belief. 

2. Personal indwelling 

The critical problem facing us focuses on how we can uphold 
our understanding of our experiences if our personal participa
tion is a determinant of aIl our acts of explicit knoVlledge. Since 
our knowledge has this ta.ci t base, our course 0 f action must be
gin by analyzing hoVi this tacit power functions. To rely solely 
on an analysis of our explicit forms of thought is to avoid the 
more painstaking self-reflection on our responsible judgments a
bout reality, perhaps for the sake of the illusory security pro
vided by the impersonal certainties fostered by our modern cul
tural heritage. A foundational inquiry into the human mode of 
knowing cannot be satisfied with th~s. 

We May begin our inquiry by considering our ordinary per-
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ception of things. It is a regular occurrence for us to recog

nize coherent shapes or physiognomies out of the myriad sensa

tions that constantly beset our eyes and other sense organs. Be

yond simple types of this achievement, sorne of us have studied 

to heighten our perceptual powers to include more accomplished 

forms of recognition, such as diagnosing maladies or appreciating 

good art. Aniyet the means for accomplishing these activities 

VIe normally do not--and often cannot--explicitly clarify. Even 

if we do express how we come to perceive something, the expres

sion temporarily halts the perception and is usually for the 

benefit of someone else. But then the effort of the other person 

to attempt to see the object in light of our explanation is as

sumed. This is an example of Polanyi's contention that we Itnow 

more than we can tell even in our perceptions. 

In his efforts to explain this phenomenon, Polanyi has taken 

a cue from the findings of Gestalt psychOlogists. 49 He does no't, 

however, regard the achievement of the comprehensi6:tr.·. of a pat

tern as a completely passive experience. Rather, he holds that 

this is an active integration achieved by our tacit powers. He 

thus avoids· the difficulties inherent in man y modern philosophical 

explanations that attempt to regard sensory awareness as a com-

49For instances of Polanyi's expression of the contribution 
of Gestalt psychology to the development of his theory, see SCience, 
Faith and Society, PP. 11-12 and 24; Personal Knowledge, pp. 55-
57; The Study of Man, pp. 28-29; and The Tac~t b~mens~on, Pp. 6-8. 
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pletely passive experience.50 Our coherent perceptions are the 

result of our active shaping of experience through the dynamic 

orientation of ourselves to reality. Such active integrations 

are achieved by our taci t poV/ers which sus tain 13,11 our discov

eries and accredit them as true. 

There have been man y psychological studies done on the level 

of subliminal awareness which provide a. quantitative demonstra

tion of an elementary form of tacit ,knOwing. 51 A process termed 

"subception" by psychologists has been interpreted by Polanyi as 

an example of how we tacitly acquire our knowledge. The exper

imental situation consists in a slight electric shock being ad

ministered to a subject after a specifie kind of nonsense syllable 

vlithin a whole set of such syllables. In a period of time the 

subject anticipated the shock whenever the specifie "shock 

syllable" appeared. Yet he could not identify it when questioned 

50For example, Marjorie Grene, following the lead of White
head, discusses the effect of Hume's phenomenalism coupled vdth 
Cartesian-Newtonian common-sense assumptions on space and time 
and points to the resulting paradox of raw data without any basis 
of interpretation facing a system with only accidental rationale 
for its success. See The Knower and the Known, pp. 96-98. A 
similar assessment is presented from the vantage point of Hobbes' 
materialism in her "Hobbes and the Modern J:.1ind," in The Anatomy 
of Knowledge, pp. 1-28. 

51The Tacit Dimension, pp. 7-8, .13-15, and 95 n. 1 and 2. 
Recall also our earlier discussion of inarticulate intelligence. 
The point under consideration here is, in Polanyi's estimation, 
a particular instance of the tacit structure which pervades the 
entire realm of living beings in their orientation to their 
surroundings. For further empirical research upon which his 
thesis is based, see Personal Knowledge, pp. 71-76, 122-123 
and The Tacit Dimension, pp. 42-46. 
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by the experimentor. 

This reveals the basic elements of tacit knovdng and how we 

can know more than we can tell. Two terms are involved. The 

first, or distal term,52 is focally known. In this case, the 

electric shock. The second, or proximal term, is subsidiarily 

knovm by relying on it for attending to something else. Again, 

in the example of subception the proximal term consists in the 

shock syllable. 

We are draWing closer now to an understanding of how Polanyi 

interprets these psychological observations by developing th~ 

into the elements of his theory of .knowledge. This model of our 

perception, es:a simplified illustration of taci t knowin.g, pro

vides the connective link between our bodily processes and our 

higher forms of creative thought.53 We can trace this through . 

an analysis of our performance of an act of comprehension.5L~ 

Whenever understanding occurs, comprehension has been achieved. 

This means a formerly disconnected set of particular elements has 

been shifted so that the way in which we are aware of the par

ticulars becomes altered: we now are aware of them only in terms 

of the whole. We have a subsidiary awareness of the particulars 

. 52Polanyi derives this set of terms from anatomy. See The 
Tacit Dimension, pp. 10 and 13. 

53The Tacit Dimension, pp. 7 and 29. 

54The Study of Man, pp. 28-30. 



115 

and a focal awareness of the whole. This distinction is not 
precisely parallel to the distinction between tacit and explicit 
knowledge, but should be considered as a further clarification 
of tacit Itnowing itself.55 

Throughout aIl our acts of comprehension we are dependent 
on our bodily pro cesses. Our body is the means by which we gain 
intellectual and practical control over our surroundings. We 
rely on the physiological functions of our body 81,S they encounter 
external objects which stimulate thern by integrating and pro
jecting these internal experiences in the form of a focally mean
ingful comprehension. Even though we are not focally aware of 
the internal process of our central nervous system, the scope of 
our tacit knowing includes this.56 It is in this radical sense, 

55It is helpful to clarify this point by recalling our earlier discussion of Polanyi's contention that absolutely explicit and objective knowledge is specious and that all instances of explicit knowledge are sustained only in relation to their tacit component. Thus when my focal knowledge, which is an achievement of my tacit knowing, leads me to assert "This is a typewriter," it is quite valid to consider the statement "explicit" in the normal sense of the word. But in so doing we must keep in mind that it is "explicit" because of the focal knowledge we have of it through our subsidiary reliance on the particulars which constitute it. Accordingly what was previously subsidiary (our joint integration of the keys, ribbon, characteristic shape, etc., and the use to which they are put) may in their turn be focused upon and be made temporarily "explicit," as would happen if we tried to explain to someone Vlhy we called that object a typewriter. For a further discussion of this point, see Edward Pols, "Polanyi and the Problem of Hetaphysical lCnowledge," in Intellect and Hope, pp. 67-69. 

56PolanYi, however, is careful to note (in The Tacit Dimension p. 15) that this does not explain how consciousness arises:'iin:man. "It merely applies the general principle that wherever sorne process in our body gives rise to consciousness in us, our tacit knowing of the process \dll mrute sense of it in terme of an experience to which we are attenè"",ng." 

'1 
t 
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then, that Polanyi claims that aIl thought has a bodily basis: 
we normally are aware of our body only subsidiarily because we 
experience it in terms of the world to which we are focally at
tending. 

This is in fact,.the way we use tools, as our earlier dis
cussion rulticipated. When we properly use a tool, we rely on 
it sUbsidiarily to focus on the whole activity in which the tool: 
is emp10yed. It cornes to function as an extension of our senses, 
because we rely on our bodily sensations of the external world 
as mediated by the too1, and effectively incorporate it into our 
body. Thus by Dlaking a tool function as a proximal terlll of our 
tacit knowing, \Ve dwell in it similarly to the way we dwell in 
our body. Through our active integration of these particulars 
we Qomprehend the tool in a meaningful fashion by focally attend
ing to the act which constitutes the distal term of our tacit 
Imovdng. 

Buch indwelling may now be further generalized to include our 
intelligent use of conceptual systems. We rely on a naturalist 
view of the vrorld, for example, by interiorizing it. When we 
dwell in such a system, it functions as a tacit frameViork from 
which we attend to certain things which are seen in its light. 
The indwelling whereby we interiorize a conceptual system is a
gain analogous to the way we dwell in our bodies .57 Taci t ImoVl-

57In this expanded use of the term "indwelling," Polanyi is aware that he is modifying its usual meaning. Obviously his intention is not to say that the indwelling involved in our use 
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ing may now be IDlderstood as an indwelling through vnlich we inter

iorize certain elements of our experience in order to be aware 

of them in terms of our focal attention on the comprehensive en

tity they constitute. Two significant points follow from this. 

First, the understanding of tacit knowing in the framework 

of indwelling clarifies the meaning of Polanyi's thesis that 

knovdng is something we do. Since the very possibility of our 

experiencing anything at aIl is dependent on our tacit integration 

of its particulars, aIl our knowledge is sustai.ned by sorne sort 

of personal achievement. Our knovrledge, in other words, is not 

simply a passive experience: we do not simply "look at the facts" 

as though "facts" did something called "facting" to us. Rather, 

we must act upon our experience by interiorizing its elements, 

by expanding ourselves into the world to dwell in these partic

ulars, and finally by shaping them in order to focus on their joint 

meaning. 

Knowing as doing, furthermore, explains why Polanyi stresses 

discovery as the paradigm case of knowledge. It is fairly weIl 

established that we must learn to see things. In general aIl our 

acts of perception, most of which have become routine by child-

.hood, exhibit on an impoverished level the same structure as the 

of a tool or our reliance on a conceptual system is literally and 
precisely the same as the indwelling which describes our bodily 
e.%istence. Rather, the extended use of indwelling is to be taken 
trin a.logical sense as affirl11ing that the parts of the external 
world, when interiorized, function in the same way as our body 
functions when we attend from it to things outside." "Science 
and 1\1an's Place in the Universe," in Science as a Cultural Force, 
edited by Harry Woolf (Baltimore: J9hns Hopkins University 
Press; 1964), p. 63. 
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richly provocative insights of creative imagination. Since in 
perception we tacitly integrate particulars to focus on the whole 
which they constitute, we constantly expand ourselves into the 
world. As the indwelling of sorne becomes more profound, they are 
enabled to create new modes of appreciating external reality. 
The groping achievement of an infant's new perception is thus 
similar in structure to the creative probings of those who ad-
vance the frontiers of knowledge. What is casually achieved in 
ordinary perception is dramatically portrayed in great discoveries.58 

Since aIl our attemp'cs to understand reali ty issue from our 
active participation in the knovdng process, it follows that the 
way this is performed will shape the knower in its turne Every 
act of understanding modifies the way we exist in the world. 
Whenever we come to a new recognition, we interiorize the partic
ulars and enlarge our mental being by learning to rely on an ever
increasing set of particulars. This is particularly significant 
when there is a question of a shift in tacit framework. Such a 
move would radically alter our way of being, depending on its 
degree of intensity--as is the claim in religious conversion.59 

The second point, which follows from the recognition that 
knowing is a form of doing, is that the dichotomies which p1ague 

58See The Tacit Dimension, Pp. 14-15, 24-25, and 29. 
59See The Study of Man, PP. 82-83; "On the Modern Mind, If 20; and "Faith and Reason," Journal of Religion, XLI (1961), 242-244. 
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many theories 0 f Imowledge are transcellded. There is no discon-

tinuity, for example, between the study of nature and the study 

o f m~1. 60 Our o.bili ty to understand through indwelling is op

erative, contrury to Dilthey's formulation, 61 in the sciences 

just as much as in history. This does not mean that there are 

no specific differel1ces in methodology between various disci-

plines. Polanyi is spealdng of our knowledge on the fundamental 

level of its pervading structure. It is only uljon this that vie 

may formulate methods appropriate for dealing vIith various seg-

ments of our e::c-.!?erience. From this fotlildatiorial vantage point 

the participation 0 f 'che 1l:.t."10Vler in tha t which he ImoVls is see~a 

to form a continuUill.. Greater participation is required in lovillg 

a person thcm in analyzing the chellical mru:eUlj 0 f a rock, just 

as the former modifies a person in a way that the lo..tter cannot 

do. Yet the difference is Olle of degree, not Idnd. The dynrunic 

structure ul1derlying both is .the sarne. 

This implies that the recognition of Imovling as doing tran

scends the fact/value dichotony prevalent in much of modern 

thought. Dy now it should be clear that 0..11 our "factualll judg

ments are deljel1clellt 011 our prior tacit integratiol1 of particule.rs. 

HoVi vie aclrleve this integration is an evaluative judgment 011 our 

part and i8 not derivable from any simplistic analysis of the 

"facts." No natter how "objective" or "value-free" al1y state-

ment of fact "',ay appear to be, sucIl a statement i8 possible only 

if SOlile prior form of appraisal has been mo.de. It i8 this 

60See Lecture Three, "Understanding HistOI'Y," in The Stucly 
of Hall. 

61The Tacit Dimension, pp. 16-17. -
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prior appraisal which allows us to en"certain certain elements of 

our experience as "facts." In every affirmation, therefore, both 

factual and evaluative components contribute to our act of Imow
. 62 
lng. Their relationship can again be seen to form a continuum 

where differences ydll consist in degree of stress on one or the 

other, not a difference of kind implying the absence of one or 

the other. 

The panorama 0 f Imowledge thus opened sees man as a respon

sible agent shaping aIl that he Imows in his efforts at mastering 

his environment. This dynamism impe~ men ever forward in their éJ 
search for a more adequate understanding of their experience. 

Such understanding through comprehension, whi1e an elllinently 

personal affair, is not thereby merely subjective. For as we 

come -Co dwell meaningfully in the world, we make ourselves in 

relation to the world in a particular fashion which ",Ile judge to 

be valide This judgment is, of course, contingent and always 

open to development and modification. Yet the judgment tran-

scends the individual who élsserts it beë.ause its intent is un

iversal.63 Granted that another person cornes to share our com

prehension, our affirmations claim that he, -coo, will accept it 

as true. .Our responsible judgments made vdthin the context of 

our personal indwelling provide one pole of the validation of 

62See Harjorie Grene, The 1(nower and the Knovm, Ch. 6, "Facts 
and Values," for a further discussion of -Chis aspect of Polanyi's 
thought. 

63The Tacit Dimension, pp. 78 and 87. 
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our knowledge. The reality, to \'Ihich our judgment is united by 
our tacit Itnowledge, vdll provide the external pole. 64 For the moment \'le shal1 continue our probings by expanding our analysis 
of personal indwelling to include an understanding of our ability to use symbols meaningfully and of our development of them in 
time. Hopefully this preliminary indication of hoVi our personal Itnowledge is validated through our uni versaI intent will cor
respondingly become clearer. 

3. Linguistic indwelling 

The primary 1;Yay in which we interpret our experience is by 
means of our conceptual symbols. By incorporating an articulate 
framewol'k into our bodily existence, Vie beCOllle capable of ex
tending the range of our experience far beyond our pre-articulate faculties. Linguistic indwelling provides us with a ready storehouse for ordering and shaping our experience. HoVl Vie come to 
use words, which is a distincit1.vely human trait, has long been a 
puzzle for philosophical inquiry. It is Polanyits contention 
that by understallding this process as a further instance of tacit knowing we will be provided with a cogent interpretation of hoVl 
we may rely validly on the use of our linguistic powers. 65 

6~he metaphysical problem· of our Imowledge of "reali ty" ,dll be discussed in the next chapter. 
65The broad outlines of Polanyi's theory (as were indicated above, pp. 67-70 and 73-74) \'lere first; presented in Persona1 K110Wled~e, especially pp. 49-131 and brief1y in The StudY of Man, pp. 21- 5 and 60-61. Here we shall indicate his more recent proposaIs which are expressed chiefly in "Sense-Giving and SenseReading," in Knowing and Being, pp. 181-207. 

L 
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Understanding i6 an achievement through which \Ve integrate 

tacitly our bodily processes in order to focus on an external 

object. Vlhen we endow things with meaning we interiorize them 

and subsidiarily rely on them for focally attending to their 

jOint meaning. If, on the other hand, we exteriorize something 

or alienate it from ourselves, we destroy its meaning for us. 

For example, if we focua on a word it becomes a meaningless bab-

ble or a series 0 f blotches on papal"'. Only when the vlOrd f1.lnctions 

subsidiarily, that ia, only when we attend frolll the word to the 

meaning it signifies, does it become meaningful and lose its 

external opaqueness. 66 

The identification of consecutive levels of meaning and se

quences of integratioll which normally function in our efforts at 

communication throws more light on the problem of language. A 

speech is an expression of meaningful sounds, which form Vlords, 

which grammatically malte up a sentence and stylistically con

stitute, for example, a eulogy. The spealter is involved in an 

act of sense-giving by controlling a hierarchy of meanillgful 

levels V/hel's each level functions subsidiarily to the next high-

~r level and the \'Ihole act is composed of a series of integratiol1S. 

A member of the audience is involved in an act of sense-reading 

in vnlich he subsidiarily integrates the levels of meaning into 

the focal experience of tUlderstandil1g the speech. Through Buch 

sense-giving and sense-reo.ding vie produce and understand the 

66"Sel1se-Givil1g and Sense-Reading," pp. 18LI--185. See also 
"The Logic of Tacit Inference," in Knowing and Being, pp. 146-
lIt? • 
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meaning of a text without focally knowing the text itself.67 

A similar structural differentiation is observable between 

an immediate experience and the verbal communication of it. The 

understanding of someone's report of an inwediate experience is 

an act of sense-reading, just as is his comprehension of the im

mediate experience. Yet they differ because in the latter case 

the experience is an act of sense-reading which incorporates 

particulars and tacitly integrates them into a focal whole, while 

in the former instance of sense-reading (mediated through the 

sense-giving act of the person's production of the report) the 

meaning is grasped through our reliance on the words alone. Thus 

y"hen we experience something, the meaning is immediately present, 

whereas the mealling of the original experience expressed verbally 

is present ollly in thought. This shows, further, haVi our use of 

language can go beyond a physical object to one that is less 

tangible. In these cases, such as a discussion about a "justn 

society, our focal attention is bearing upon a more purely mental 

object by subsidiarily integrating the proximal particulars of 

our experience on a more profound level. In this way the theory 

of tacit lcnovdng resolves the' conflict concerning denotative 

language between modern and classical views by admitting possible 

references for our words to bath objects and conceptions and by 

holding a continuity between the two. 68 

67"Sense-Giving and Sense-Reading," pp. 185-187. 
68 8 ~., pp. l 9-190. 
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The acceptance of this possibility, however, requires an 

adequate explanation of the traditional philosophical problem 

of universal terms.69 The problem consists in the recognition 

that when we apply a universal teI'J1, the objects which we thus 

identify differ from each other in all their particular cases. 

Whether we would hold that the universal has a reality beyond 

the world, or that it is merely a name for a collection of things 

in a class, or that it has an open-texture which allows for dif

ferences in application, the problem still remains. These his

torical proposals still do not explain how the universal term is 

properly applied to some objects or situations and not others. 

These difficulties have prevailed because they aIl seek ex

plicit procedures to explain hoVl we subsume a particular into a 

class. Polanyi's account, on the other hand, holds that our 

use of universal terms is dependent on a tacit integration of 

particulars such as we have seen operating in perception. Through 

a present tacit integration formed in conjrulction vdth a Inul

titude of past experiences we are enabled to forro a conception, 

even though the particulars may be contradictory in themselves. 

The reality of universals consists in their joint meaning of all 

those things or qualities which contribute to it and their ca:p

ability of being manifested ·:l.ndefinitely in the future. 70 

69Ibid., pp. 190-191; "The Logic of Tacit Inference,u p. lL1-9; 
and "Tacit Knowing: Its Bearing on Some Problems of Philosophy,tt 
pp. 165-168. 

70UTacit Knowing: Its Bearing on Sorne Problems of Philoso-

J 
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This also explains how words have any meaning at all. Any 

attempt to account for the meaning of "lOrds as "soundstt cor

responding to "objects" according to sorne set of rules does not 

Vlork for the simple reason that the effort at joining them re

quires the same sort of integration the explanation Vias supposed 

to provide. Similarly meaning understood as habitual asso

ciation of sounds vdth objects implies that both are equally fo

cal. But this would negate the intentional or vectorial quality 

of the \'lords whereby we attend from the l'lord to the meaning it 

conveys.71 IvIoreover we have already seen that Vie are focally 

unaware of the word itself, but that if VIe do become so aware the 

word is exteriorized and loses its meaning. Cnly by regarding 

our intelligent use of speech as an instance of sense-giving and 

sense-reading cau we comprehend hO'l.'1 language is meaningful: "The 

rel'a~ion of a word to that which it denotes is 'èstab1:iJshed by 

a tacit integration in which we rely on a subsidiary awareness 

of the word for directing our attention to its meaning.,,72 

This integration removes the word from its status as an opaque 

external entity by interiorizing it as part of our bodily en-

phy," p. 170. See also Grene, The Knower and the Knovm, pp. 58-
63 for a comparison of Polanyi's understanding with Aristotle's. 

7E.See ttThe Logic of Tacit Inference," pp. 145 and 157. 

7
Z

"Sense-Giving and Sense-Reading," p. 192. 
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dovmlent, thereby allowing it to function as an intelligible form 

for reading our experience and giving it a particular meaning. 

These prelimillary clarifications vdll now alloVl us to con

sider two crucial problems of linguistics.73 Briefly stated, 

they concern how a child can learn to use a language, including 

the profound logic of the language, and hoVi Vie can understand 

and compose completely novel sentences. By analyzing these dif

ficulties frolU the vantage point of the dynamic activity of know

ing, Polanyi has thrown considerable light on our use of language 

and the functioning of symbols. 

The proposal by which Polanyi would account for these problems 

has already bean anticipatad in the discussion of knowing as dis

covery. We have seen how a problem arises in response to our 

creative powers which tacitly or intuitively begin to grasp a co

herence which is as yet hidden frOlll focal av.rareness. The crea

tive imagination then strains for new clues to be integrated ta

citly. As the coherence gradually begins to form we continue 

to probe with our intuition and imaginatively create new concep

tions to describe the emerging coherence. This deepening co

herence guides our tacit probings and imaginative evocations of 

new conceptions until our tacit integrations progressively be

come more focal. Finally a judgment is made whereby the co

herence, which Vias at first knO'\\ffi intuitively or tacitly, has 

73polanyi relies on Noam Chomsky--quoting directly from his 

Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Cambridge: l-1assachusetts In

stitute of Technology Press, 1965), pp. 56-58--for the formulation 

of the problems involved. See "Sense-Giving and Sense-Reading," 

pp. 196, 204 and 207. 

'1 

1 
, 



127 

emerged into a new meaningful insight. Such is the process of 

heuristics grounded in tacit knowing. 

Similarly this provides a model for explaining hoVi Vie are 

able to learn a language and use it effectively. Our reliance 

on a linguistic system is a taci t acti vi ty in "'1hich we integrate 

the particulars 0 f words and grammar into a comprehensive vlhole 

which gradually becomes more coherent as we progress in our use 

of the language. Thus as soon as a child learns to rely on even 

a minimum of words, he interiorizes along \Vith them sorne elemen

tal rules of grammar. From then on the mutual efforts of his 

imagination and intuition combine to provide a growth in vocab

ulary and a correspondingly greater precision in the application 

of grammar. This tal>;:es place in the child along with a host of 

complel11entary achievements, such as conceptions of stable objects, 

spatial and caU·lIS.al relations, and the personality of individual 

people. 

All these considerations provide a basis for the validity of 

our.linguistic indwelling. The seeming paradox, that in order to 

have one concept we must somehow have them aIl, is resolved by 

the recognition that the system of language and the logic of its 

grammar is a tacit achievement. Like an achievement in the pro

ficiency of a s1>;:1ll, language is acquired by a tacit integration. 

Consequently it can be expanded cOl1stantly to cover new and unique 

experiences even though we are focally ignorant of the explicit 

rules according to which this is performed. This places the dy

nanucs of our use of language on a heuristic level, which is ex-



128 

emplified in our application of universal terms. 74 Just as a 

uni versaI term can a..l1ticipate future instances wi th an inde fini te 

range of properties, so too our language as a whole can expand 

ruld grow to meet our ever developing search for fuller understand

ing. Inherent in our personal and linguistic indwelling is thus 

a recognition of the contingency and historical rootedness of aIl 

our Imowing. 

4. Historical indwelling 

Tacit Imowing, by the very fact that it is an activity, is 

fundamentally historical. Unlilte the objectivist ideal of im

personal, cri tical de"cachment 0 f the absolute choice 0 f an iso

lated subject, tacit YJlowing is an achievement which comprehends 

both universal intent and personal responsibility in a continu

ous pro cess of mutual growth. By retracing sorne previously dis

cussed elements of taci t knovrlng from the vantage point of -cheir 

involvement in time, the meaning and scope of our historical i11-

dwelling vall emerge along vdth Polanyi's proposaI for appreciat

ing its validity. 

In our analysis of perception the basic structure of our tacit 

Imo\ung was described as a subsidiary reliance on particulars 

which we integrate into a focal whole. Our knowledge is directed 

~ the proximal term 1Q the distal. Through this process we 

74ftTacit Knowing: Its Bearing on Sorne Problems of Philosophy,fI 
PP. 170-171. 
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interiorize elements of the world into ourselves, and 'Ille then 

reach out from ourselves into the world in the form of focal a-

wareness. Our awareness of an object includes, therefore, our 

reliance on a "backgroUlld." Whenever we perceive some object, we 

must first tacitly assume a background, in which for the moment 

'we dV'1911, so that the object may be meaningfully situated. 75 

This backgroUlld, or horizon,76 comprises the context of aIl our 

IDlowing and by personal effort may be expanded as the need arises. 

Our horizon8 can thus be extended indefinitely to include an in

flllite range of tacitly held particulars. 

From this vantage point we can see how every act of percep

tion 1s achieved through a duration of time. Out of the maze 

of objects al1d relations which might possibly comprise the focus 

of our attention, we act first by interiorizing certain elements 

so that they may contribute (along with linguistic and cultural 

componenents) in forming the tacit horizon of our place in the 

world. From \vithin this horizon, we move on by relying on some 

particular elements in order to attend from them to an identi

fiable object or activity. Our acts of perception are thus a 

reaching out of ourselves from our self-constitution achieved 

75ttThe Unaccountable Element in Science," pp. 110-114. 

76The tacit reliance on a background, which may assume a var
iety of forms--including, as we shall see, linguistic and cul
tural hackgrounds, functions in a manuel" similar to the "horizon" 
described by phenomenology, although within the context of person
al knovlledge it ~efers to an element involved in a dynamic process 
rather than simply a state of consciousness. See Helmut K.uhn, 
"Personal Knowledge and the Crisis of the Philosophical Tradition," 
in Intellect and Hope, p. 116. 
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in the past into the focal point of our atten"t;ion which draws us 

toward the future. In the continuously present activity of per

ceiving external reality we are reshaping ourselves by expanding 

our horizons in order to focus on new possibilities foreshadowed 

in the current achievement. 

A.' similar directedness in time can be observed in our linguis

tic indwelling. Aside from the fact that we must learn the lang

uage we sperut--an activity obviously performed over a period of 

time, the very use of a language is conditioned upon its involve

ment in time. Our language, or some particular sphere of it, 

constitutes a conceptual system which provides a formal intelli

gibility through its definitions of categories and causal re

lationships. In order for us to recognize a Il fact," we must ta

citly rely on the system and the formal intelligibility it con

fers by focusing our attention from it (and other tacitly held 

elements) to the objecte Then we can make an intelligent judg

ment, such as ItThis is D.. desk. 1I All of this implies that when 

we rely on our language to refer to something in an existential 

judgment, the resulting affirmation is, to use the traditional 1 

notion, "synthetic a priori. Il?? 

??This appraisal relies on Victor Preller's reinterpretation 
of the epistemology of Thomas Aquinas in light of the thought of 
VJilfred· Sellars. Though Preller intends to clarify Thomas' mean
ing of intelligibility by means of this analysis, it is equally 
applicable to, or at least consistent with, Polanyi's understand
ing of language. See Divine Science and the Science of God 
(Princeton University Press, 1967), pp. 86-88. 

, 
.' 
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It is so, however, in a way which a man of the Englightenment 

would not grasp. For whi.le Polanyi would agree that our formaI 

linguistic systems expand the range of our tacit powers immeas

urably by providing the chief source of intelligibility for un

derstanding our experience of the world, he also insists that the 

present conceptual systems conveyed through our language are not 

ultimate. Because of the constant probing of our tacit powers 

into as yet unthought-of possible experiences, the realm of actual 

experience aV;3..ilable to us through our reliance on a. conceptual 

system May gradually expa.nd beyond the intelligibility originally 

provided by the system. As a result the pressure of new dis

coveries may gradually alter or, in some instances, radically 

change any historically situated framework. In short, our "syn

thetic a prioris" change. 78 

Finally our historical indwelling may be extended to include 

the en tire expanse of horizons which comprise human thought. By 

dwelling in our cultural heritage, the past achievements of man

kind serve as the repository of our standards and the criteria 

for judging reality. In the final analysis this reliance defilles 

our mode of existence and our view of reality. Since this radical 

historical setting i6 the ultimate ground for the unfolding of 

our thought, its eradication is an impossibility. Even if an 

individual claims to have transcended a particular horizon in his 

78See Harjorie Grene, The Knower and the Kno\vn, p. 145. 
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area of competence by means of a new discovery, his breakthrough 

could have been achieved only \vithin the matrix originally de

fined by the horizon. 

Unfortunately, as soon as the historical, and therefore con

tingent, foundations of human knowledge are acknowledg~ the ugly 

monster of absolute subjectivism and relativism seems to rear its 

ugly head. For if our knowledge unfolds through a tacit reliance 

on a conceptual system, and if, as we have indicated earlier,79 

the stability of conceptual systems is not an automatic guarantee 

of its truth, how can we calI our understanding of the world any

thing more than a convention generally agreed upon in one partic

ular culture at one particular time? The import of this question 

can be seen more thoroughly by clarifying the complex network of 

interrelated problems which it raises. 

Within the context of the historical unfolding of knowledge 

there are four significant possibilities for judging the validity 

of human activity: (1) valid reasoning performed within a true 

system, (2) incorrect conclusions dravm from a true system, (3) 

rational inferences derived from a fallacious framework, a.nd (4) 

irrational and incoherent actions as in ~thological cases. BO 

Polanyi's claim, of course, is that we can achieve the situation 

described by (1). Eefore we consider it, however, it would be 

79see above, pp. 97-101. 

80personal Knowledge, p. 374; see also p. 363. 

il 
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helpful to clarify the three fallacies which can occur in our 

assessment of historical activity.81 

In (2) we apply our own standards to different epochs with

out regard for the intellectual framework \vithin which the in

dividuals were performing their activity. By failing to recognize 

the cultural determinants of the society, this type of reasoning 

draws incorrect conclusions about the age in question from a 

framework accepted as true. Polanyi terms this the rationalist 

fallacy, a tendency observable in such eighteenth century authors 

as Gibbon and Voltaire. 

The consistent application of case (4) to historical activi

ty usually requires a materialist or reductivist conception of 

man, includinghis knowledge and the aspirations expressed in it. 

Here all supposedly human activity is understood to be the re

sult of some type of antecedent mechanical causes. An explanation 

of this sort deems any sense of rationality inherent to man as 

illusory. This manner of judging historical action Polanyi calls 

the determinist fallacy. 

Probably the MOSt vexing of these errors occurs in (3), per

haps becaUse the effects of the prime exemplar of its application, 

knovm as historicism, are still with us. The actions of men here 

are judged solely by the standards of their own time. If pushed 

to its logical conclusions this approach errs in sanctioning an 

81 The discussion which follows is based on The Study of Man, 
pp. 86-89; see also pp. 76-77. 
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abso1ute conformity by requiring everyone to do no more than 

operate out of his cultural horizons. This is the re1ativist 

fa11acy, which maintains that men cannot go beyond the horizons 

prescribed by their cultural situations and must be judged ac

cording1y, even if the horizon be erroneous. 

In order to avoid the re1ativist fa11acy, we must acknow1edge 

that case (1) is possible. Great care must be exercised, how-

ever, in de1imiting V/hat such a c1aim entai1s. It does not mean 

that our present cultural horizons embody the fu11ness of truth, 

the implications of which we may simp1y deduce by some logica1 

procedure. Nor does it quite mean that it has grasped some "truths" 

which are now forever accessible to man~because of their abso1ute 

and unchanging character, and that the task remaining consists in 

discovering the "rest" of the se truths. Such proposa1s wou1d 

ignore the historica1 rootedness of our know1edge. Moreover, 

since imp1icit1y they 1imit the notion of truth to exp1icit for

mulations, they wou1d have difficu1ty in accounting for the con

tingent character of a11 exp1icit affirmation~ which resu1t from 

their grounding in a deve10ping tacit1y he1d horizon. 

The c1aim, that we can operate correct1y vdthin a va1id frame

work, imp1ies simp1y that our re1iance on the u1timate tacit 

horizons vlhich describe our cultural heritage provides an adequate 

frame of reference for our understanding of rea1ity. Through our 

cultural indwe11ing Vie have an access to truth which enab1es us 

to go beyond the historica1 1imits out1ined in our exp1icit af

firmations of this truth. As long as our society continues to 
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foster the ideals embodied in its cultural tradition in such a 

way that it encourages cree.tivity and novelty in the pursuit of 

ever more adequate expressions of the truth, we ma.y have con

fidence that we are moving in the right direction., not that Vie 

are already there. Because of our reliance on the tacit grounds 

of our thought, we have criteria, albeit at the most profound 

level unformalized"for judging the degree of validity entailed 

in other cultural expressions and in competing views \vithin our 

ovm culture. Any one individual, of. course, possesses only a 

limited access to his cultural heritage, and this circmnscribes 

his field of competence or "calling. 1t In this way the society 

as a whole recognizes that its individual members may exercise 

their intrinsic powers of thought in their areas of competencej 

so that, by learning from insights of other cultures or through 

probing the implications in their ovm culture, they may affirm 

new discoveries which may in turn lead to the overthroVi of the 

tacit frame of reference which originally allowed them to dis

cern the problem. Vlhen Vie affirm this as our ultimate aim--that 

individuals cau rely on their cultural background as a basis for 

probing the frontiers of knowledge in responsible dedication to 

the truth and that once they discover something they affirm it 

with universal intent--then we have described the f.Ollildations of 

a "society of explorers.,,82 

82The Tacit Dimension, pp. 82-83. 
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There is a sense in which some may still feel a bit uneasy 
with such an ultimate justification for the holding of our knowl
edge. Bu ch uneasiness is illlderstandable, for, as Polanyi points 
out, our intellectual heritage "comprises everything in which we 
may be tota.lly mistaken. n83 But this merely describes the risk 
in being alive~, The:apprehension, then, is perhaps partially 
due to what we have described as our accustomed reliance on the 
illusory security provided by an objectivist view of 10l0wledge 
with its seemingly "automatic" or "logically compelling" under
standing of reality, thereby minimizing or totally exempting the 
knower from any active responsibility in his judglllents. 

Yet the misgiving'may not be this at all. For one may be 
quite willing to accept the element of risk involved in knowing 
and still question the validity of personal 10l0wledge. The prob
lem may be expressed in this way: in spite of the demands of 
responsibility, the recognition that the human mode of 10l0wing 
requires the intervention of the knowing subject in every af-·~ 
firmation may still seem, if no longer capricious or subjective, 
then perhaps "phenomenal." The problem thus requires an ex
planation ofthis crucial point: how does the process which sus
tains our responsible judgments made vdth universal intent issue 
in a 1010wledge of reality? The following observations will help 
in understanding what this problem involves. 

A society of explorers describes man in thought. The actual 

83personal Knowledge, p. 404. 
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meaning of the cultural tradition within which we dwell is com

plemented by the potential meaning its historical development 

will reveal through human effort. 84 This process whereby the 

gradient of discovery is activated may be understood through the 

concept of a heuristic field. 85 In this situation we rely on 

our frameworks of thought to gUide us to ever more adequate com

prehensions of reality. While the ultimate standards of a con

ceptual system in effect at any particular time are only tacitly 

Inl0wn, secondary criteria may, through reflection, be explicitly 

formulated from this tacit base. In the process of making a new 

discovery or opening a new horizon, the creative effort is guided 

partly by our tacit and explicit criteria and partly by the ob

ject under investigation, The achievement of a discovery, in 

addition to the explicit claims, leads often to a tacit acceptance 

of new standards of coherence or new values. In the action of 

achieving this breakthrough, we have tacitly assumed new criteria 

which we now accredit in the act of proclaiming the discovery 

with universal intente This means that the base of our dwelling 

in the world has expanded. The process may begin again when the 

new insight stimulates further reflection which may lead to new 

formulations of explicit criteria established in the newly ac

cepted tacit grounds. These may eventually provide both a justi

fication of the discovery and at the same time an impetus for 

8~he Tacit Dimension, p. 91. 

85Personal Knowledge, p. 403. 
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another individual to push the quest further. 86 

The critical element in this explication is that we do in
deed know reality. The explanation of the process whereby we 
tacitly change or modify our criteria can function only if the 
advance is based on reality. Othervlise ther.e \'lould be no way of 
accounting for such a shift in values. Polanyi clearly expresses 
the conviction tha'c in order for our taci t knowing to permit us 
to go beyond our formalized expressions, as it in fact does, it 
must be grounded in the real. 

We can account for this capacity of ours to know more than we can tell if we believe in the presence of an external reali ty \vi th which \'le can establish contact. This l do. l declare myself commi tted to the belief in an external reality gradually accessible to Imowing, and l regard aIl true understanding as an intimation of such a reality which, being real, may yet reveal itself to our deepened understanding in an indefinite range of manifestations. l accept the obligation to search for the truth through my own intimations of reality, knowing that there is, and can be, no strict rule by which my conclusions can be justified. Ny reference to reality legitimates my acts of unspecifiable knowing, even while it duly keeps the exercise of such acts vdtl1in the bounds of a rational objectivity. For a claim to have made contact with reality necessa.rily legislates both for myself and others vii th universal intent. 87 

Tacit knowing thus has two aspects: the responsible act of 
judgment which is its personal pole, and the meaning of objective 
reality expressed in true statements vlith universal intent Vlhich 

86uThe Creative Imagination," 92. 

87uKnO\ving and Being," p. 133. 
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is its external pole.88 Because the tacit ground of our thought 

links our explicit professions of the truth with the reality to 

which they refer, the human mode of lmovdng must always be per

sonal in order for it ·1;0 be objective. 

The tasl...: before us noV! cOl1sists in providing a validation 

for the claim that an affirmation made with illliversal intent not 

only sat':i..sfies the demands of our mode of knowing--which has 

hopefully been satisfactorily demonstrated--but that it is also 

in sorne sense objective. '\iVe are faced, in short, vdth the prob

lem of metaphysical knowledge. 

88The Tacit Dimension, p. 87. 



IV. THE LOGIC OF EMERGENCE 

V/hen Hichael Polanyi began his inquiries into the mode of 
human knowing, the l'articular issue which provoked his quest \'las 
the controversy concerning the organization of science. During 
the 1930's in Eng1and a movement \Vas initiated to organize science 
according to sorne socially designed plan. Po1anyi, along vdth 
sorne col1eagues, opposed any such organization of science and 
argued in favor of the traditional independence of scientific,in
quiry. While engaged in this effort Polanyi found that the sup
ports for this position had eroded. V/hile the attempt to organ-
ize science according to sorne central plan has since been aban-
doned in the West, the problem of articulating the foundations of 
a free scientific inquiry in search of truth neverthe1ess remain
ed. To this task Polanyi then dedicated llis efforts. 

The first systematic exposition of his thought, expressed in 
Science. Faith and Society, viewed science as a specialized forro 
of perception dependent on the consensus of the scientific com
mu.nity. To the network of meanings, values, and methods embodied 
in this scientific tradition the individual scientist commits 
himself, and thus endowed he brings his perception to bear on ne\'! 
possible conceptions of reality. Since science is a sub-group 
vlithin the entire cultural setting, the \'Ihole range of human en
deavors could be analyzed in this .light. Polanyi VIas thus led to 

140 
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-che more adventul"ous undel"taldng 0 f probing the founda tions 0 f 

human thought in general. 

The crucial pl"oblem at this stage of Polanyi's development 

was the question concel"ning how we could affirm a body of Imowl

edge YiThich was not indubi tably grounded. The, previous chaptel" 

a-ctempted to outline Polanyifs response to this pl"oblem. Here 

the argument was detailed in such a way as to show that the per

formance of our acts of knowing were valid even though their ul

timate basis consisted in responsible judgment made with univel"

saI intente By uncov.ering the dynalllic process grounding our 

thought Polanyi showed h01;'1 our commitlllent to our systems of thought 

could result in progressively more adequate representations of 

reality. 

Since that time Polanyi has focused his attention on clari

fying the structural elements of tacit l~ovdng. The result of 

this effort was that his reliance on the notion of commitment as 

an explanatiol1 for the validity of our knowledge has been re

duced. 1 Vlhile this represents a development in hi5 thought, it 

is not a radical departure from his earlier insights, because the 

aspects of tacit knowing are the very elements which implicit-

ly grounded his original understanding of hwnan knowledge. 2 At 

1personal Knowledge, "Preface" to the Torchbook Edition, p. xi 
and The Tacit Dimension, p. x. 

2See also 1'1arjorie Grene, "Tacit Knovdng and the Pre-Reflective 
Gogito," p. 40 and ftIl1troduction" to Knowing and Being, p. xiv for 
a similar appraisal. For the antecedent understanding of human 
Imowledge which anticipated this later development, see above pp. 
67-76. 
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the same time the roots of tacit Imowing may 1l0W be recognized 
as necessarily grounded in that to which it refers. By means of his analysis of the structure of tacit Inl0vang, therefore, Polanyi has been able to situate the reality of the human knower vdthin 
the panorama of a logic of evolutionary emergence. In turn this 
structural development has enabled Polanyi to establish more firmly the universal r01e of indwe11ing wherein our know1edge of reality is necessarily assumed. For this reason we have postponed 
until now a delineation of the ontologica1 implications of per
sonal knowledge. V/e shall accordingly explicate the structure of taci t knowing froID which an understanding 0 four Imowledge 0 f 
reality will emerge. The implications derived froID this horizon will, finallJ) provide the out1ines of a foundationa1 theology for accrediting the meaning and significance of religious faith. 

A. The Structure of Tacit Knowing 

1. The functional structure of tacit Imo\dng 

A basic logical relation operates to constitute and suetain 
all our acte of knowledge. This underlying relationship, which 
combines two kinds of knovdng, has already been expressed in 
several ways. In an act of comprehension, we rely on a subsi'" 
diary awareness of the particulars of an entity in order that we may be focally aware of the wh01e they constitute. Or 1,'/e may 
say that we are aware of 'I;he distal term of tacit Imowing through our reliance on the proximal. Fina1ly this relationship has been 
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described as attending from the particulars to the V/hole. This 

is the functional structure of tacit Imowing. 3 Our acts of tacit 

}W1ovüng function to direct us to a coherent understanding of 

reality. We are guided from the proximal, subsidiarily held in

teriorized particulars to their integration in a distal, focally 

kno\'m, coherent whole.4 

An important feature of this functional structure of tacit 

knowing is the recognition that its achievement is an integration, 

not a deduction. The comprehension of an object by means of a 

relirulce on its particulars cannot be formally explained. The 

inference is non-explicit or tacit. By means of this unclerstand-

ing of tacit integration Polanyi has uncovered the process "mich 

enables him to explain the varied dimensions of our experience 

ranging from simple perception to the induction leading to scien

tific discovery.5 

This integrative capacity of tacit knowing described by its 

functional structure may be clarified by recalling the irrever

sibility of such an achievement. In an explicit form of infer-

3Polanyi has described this functional operation of tacit 
knowing and the aspects which flow from it in several of his 
later works: 'l'he Tacit Dimension, PP. 9-13; "On Body and Hind," 
198-199; "Science and Han's Piace in the Universe," pp. 57-61; 
"The Logic of Tacit Inference," P. lL~l; and "The Structure of 
Consciousness," p. 212. 

l~See Harjorie Grene, "Tacit Knowing and the Pre-Reflective 
Cogito," p. 38. 

5see UThe Logic of Tacit Inference," pp. 138-158. 
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ence, we may retrace our steps. This does not hOld, however, in 

the case of a tucit integratiol1. The return to the original state 

before the integration (sometimes an impossibility in itself) de

stroys the comprehension which had been attained. 6 A simple il

lustration of this phenomenon adduced by Polanyi is the example 

of stereo-pictures viewed through the machine which combines the 

two distinct pictuxes into a three-dimensional perspective. We 

crulnot, upon removal of the pictures from the viewer, identify 

explicitly how we integrated the pictures, no:~ cau \Ve see the co

herent picture at all. The particulars no longer function as 

clues to a comprehensive whole and the logical disintegration 1"e

duces them to a set of more or less meaningless fragments • 

.A final conside1"a~.ion on the functional structure 0 f taci t 

lU10\rlng is a cautionary note. Polal1yi has often found it neces

sary to stress the fact that our subsidiary awareness is not to 

be equated vdth an unconscious, pre-conscious, or subliminal a

wareness, nor with the notion of the fringe of awareness. 7 The 

degree of consciousness or the lac1\: of it is not the defining 

characteristic of subsidiary knowledge; rather it is the function 

i t fulfills. That which is subsidial"ily knovm may have uny de

gree of consciousness, provided it serves as a clue to our focal 

aVJareness. 

6"The structure of Consciousness,lI p. 213. 

7The Tacit Dimension, pp. 95-96, n. 1; "The Creative Imagin
ation," 86; "Sense-Giving and Sense-Reading," p. 194; and "The 
structure of COllsciousness," p. 212. 

1 
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2. The phenomenal aspect of tacit knowing 

From the basic structure of tacit knowing, three further as

pects may now be discerned. The first of these concerns the 

shape or appearance the particulars assume upon being tacitly 

integrated. 

In general the appearance of the particulars assumes a new 

shape as a result of our awareness of them in the whole which they 

consti tute. VIe are aware 0 f the proximal term 0 f taci t knovdng 

in its appearance as the distal terme The integration of the par

ticulars into a coherent fashion brings about our awareness of a 

quality which is not apparent in the dismembered particulars. 

This is the phenomenal aspect of tacit knowing. 8 

The phenomenal aspect of tacit Itllowing may be illustrated in 

the case of our recognition of a physiognomy. We are aV/are of the 

features which constitu'l;e a physiognomy in terms of our aware

ness of the physiognomy itself. Similarly, when we perform a 

skillful action, \Ve are aware of the sensations and muscular dex

terity in terms of the operations to which our attention is di

rected. The phenomenal aspect thus points to that element of the 

functional relation of our tacit knowledge whereby we are aware 

of that from which Vie are attending to another dimension in the 

appearance of that reality. 

This understanding of the phenomenal aspect of télcit knowing 

BSee note 3 above. 



) provides an explanation of our ability to interpret the same set 

of particulars in different ways. A particular set of "data" can 

often be viewed from different baclrgrounds which may be simply 

alternative ways of viewing the phenomenon in question or may be 

progressively more penetrating. The familial" figures of Gestalt 

psychology illustrate quite clearly that the same set of partic

ulars can he seen alternatively as different phenomena depending 

on how these particulars are tacitly integrated. Where it is a 

question of a more penetrating perception, however, much depends 

on the attentiveness, imaginativeness, and insightfulness brought 

to the situation by the Itnower. Thus one person may walk through 

the woods and see nothing but trees, rocks, and clods of dirt, 

while another person, a trained naturalist for example, may see 

specific species of oaks, elms, conifers, and even animaIs well 

camouflaged by the environment. Similarly two individuals who 

are engaged in the creative effort of probil1g the frontiers of 

thought described by their horizons held in cOlnmon, may approach 

a particular set of circwnstances or "data" in different vlays. 

The result will be that the elements they have discovered will 

appear to them in different ways. Their reliance on the particu

lars and their tacit integration of them are performed in a dif

ferent manner so that they seem to be describing contradictory 

phenomena. Gradually one of these perceptions will come to be 

accepted as more adequately integrating the particulars in question 

accordil1g to the criteria now imposed by the enlarged frameworlt 

or horizon. The controversy between Priestly and Lavoisier is a 
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case in point.9 

An important feature of the phenomenal aspect of tacit Y.,llOW

ing consists in the recognition that the particulars which are 

tacitly integrated are relied upon in order to focus on a quality 

not apparent in the particulars themselves. This shows that the 

abili ty 'co percei ve certain phenomena requires a prior preparation 

or at least an openness on the part of the knower. In the il

lustration of the na'curalist, we see that his heightened avrare

ness, due to a long period of training and the personal effort of 

incorporating a particular horizon of his cultural heritage, en

ables him to rely on certain particulars and to grasp a quality 

of their integrated appearance in a manner not appreciated by one 

whose av,rareness was not so trained. Furthermore, since the 

phenomenal aspect is an outcome of the functional structure of 

tacit knowing, it follows that an analysis which would examine the 

constituent parts of the phenomenon in question would be destruc

tive for the comprehension of the phenomenon, at least while the 

analysis was taking place. The result of this understanding is 

to provide a clue for reinsta ting the validi ty 0 f "secondary" 

qualities10 and ultimately for validating the possibility of re

ligious knowledge. 

9See Thomas Kuhn, The structure of Scientific Revolutions, 
pp. 62-72, 85-86, and 98-99. For other examples, see Personal 
Knowledge, pp. 15~-158. 

lOUTaci t Kno".:ling: Its Bearing on Some Problems 0 f Philce
o phy ," pp. 173 f • 
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3. The semantic aspect of tacit };:.110wing 

The relationship betvreen the tVlO terms of tacit Imowing as

sumes further significance which is grounded on the combination 

of the fUllctional and phenomenal aspects of tacit knowing. When 

we focally attend to a phenomenon, it is the meaning of the par

ticulars to which VITe are attending; the particulars mean that 

phenomenon. Or we may say that the appearance of that to which 

vIe are attending is derived from the meaning of the particulars. 

This reliance on the particulars to focus on their joint meaning 

i8 the semantic aspect of tacit lmO\'ring. 11 

An important characteristic of this sem0ntic aspect is 

that meaning is displaced from ourselves. We attend from our 

tacit knowledge of the proximal term to our focal li.:nowlec1ge 

of the distal terme Vie tacitly know the interiorized partic

ulars through the meaning they at'cain \'fhen this meaning refers 

to a coherent entity. This is precisely the meaning of the 

traditional uotionof "the intelligibility of being. tr12 All'.:Gur 

knowledge possesses this directedness or intentionality. This 

is due to its being grounded in our bodily indvrelling. Even 

11See no~e 3 above. 

12Il1s0 far as this is an interlJretD,tion 0 f classic8.1 epistem
ology, the question obviously is far from being settled. Per
haps it is sufficient to note -Chat this interpretatioll of tra~ 
ditiOllal metaphysics is characteristic of the "trD.nscenc1entalll 
or "dynalilic" school 0 f Thomism. See, for eXémple, Victor Preller, 
Divine Science and the Science 0 f Goel, pp. 5LI·-55 , \":l1ere he ho.s 
this to .sayon the semnntic aspect 0 f Itl1owlec1ge: "VIe may say 
that the formaI signific.:mce of the languc.ge we use to describe 
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though the semantic aspect of our tacit k110wledge, with its from
to or in·centional structure, implies that our knovJledge of reality cannot be accounted for or justified by explicit procedures, 
such Itnowledge does not rest on pure caprice. Ruman thought is 
dependent on the particulars it embodies. 13 Through the inte
gration of these particulars, the reality which they comprise is 
endowed with meaning. 

4. The ontological aspect of tacit knowing 

The structure of tacit Itnowing explains the dynamic elements of the fundamental, a-critical processes which ground every ex
plicit affirmation. Our dwelling in the world, rooted in our 
bodily existence, is presupposed in every claim we make. The 
subsidiary elements, which represent the particulars of an en
tity and which VIe incorporate to form an integral whole which 
appears to us under a particular framework and is thus endowed 

l'eality del'ives from the l'ules and principles of the conceptual system we find ourselves using to intel'pret experience, while the referential or semantical content of that language (the 'matter' of the language) del'ives from the experience on the basis of which we use the language to refer to reality. That is the explanatiOll l believe, of Aquinas' clailll that the world as (non-intentionally~ experienced i8 only potentially intelligible and must be made actually intelligible by the judgment8 of the intellect. To say that 'being'is 'intelligible' is to say that ultimately 'that which is' can be measured in terms created by intellect, 110t that intellect io mea8ured by norms discoverable in 'that which i8.'" 
13The Tacit Dimension, pp. x-xi; see also "The Logic of Tacit Inference," p. 141. 
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with meaning, lead us heyond ourselves to the comprehension of 

sOll1ething~. In other V/ordo, the lJroximal term of our -cacit 

knowing operates as a token vrith a bearing on reality which is 

eX]?ressec1 in our assertions as the distal terme Implied in every 

act of tacit kllow'ing is a claim that Vlhat is Imo-rn.1 is real. This 

is the Olltological aspect of tacit Imorrlng. 1/+ 

The plausibility of t11is claim rests on the recognition that, 

as Vlilliam Poteat puts it, "the subj1.UlC-cive mood i8, ontological

ly, lJurasitical UpOll a primordial indicative. tt15 AlI of our 

knowledge, whether it concerns statements of fact, theoretical 

formulations, performances of a sldll, or the heuristic probings 

of the creative imagination, unfolds within a cOl1text tacitly 

held by a person--a context including hi5 being in the vrorld through 

his bodily exiGtence. Vlhenever we are in the act of mald11g a 

judgme11t, its propositional form can be evaluated o11ly within the 

context of our indwelling as the concomitant ground of our af

firmation having a bearing on reality. Only aG a consequence of 

-Chis indicative mood can the proposition be evaluated noncomit

tally or subjunctively.16 

14see note 3 above. 

15williruü H. Pot.eat, "Hyths, stories, History, Eschatology 
and Action: Some Polanyian l1edi-cations," in Intellect and Hope, 
p. 203. 

16ill.9.., p. 204. Poteat adds to this reflectiol1 the follow
ing instructive note (11. 6): "This elucidation must 5tri1:;:e nOl1-
philosophers as at best an ingenious fe~1.t devised to triv.aph over 
a difficulty vlhich common sense would never allow to arise. This 
iG in fact the case. But philosophy in the modern lJeriod 8.nc1 the 
sciences and even theory-laden common sense which get their ovm 
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Our taci t knowledge implies a ftmdamental and, during i ts per
formance, an indubitable claim that what it asserts has a bear-
i11g on reality. This claim, even though never wholly indefeasible, 
!lolds that the ~ of tacit knowing results in an understanding 
of an aspect of reality.17 The validity of the propositional 
form of this act is an inquiry of al10ther order: it is a question 
of its truth. Insofar as the proposition which conveys the ll1ean
ing of our affirmation is !leld to be. true, there is the further 
implication that the aspect of reality it expresses may, in turn, 
lead to new revelations of that reality in ways as yet unlmown 
and perhaps still unthinkable. Our attention must now moye to 
an explication of this understanding of reality. 

Bt The Heaning of Reality 

Our investigations thus far have uncovered an understanding of 
the fundamental structure of aIl human L:nowing. Illcluded in this 
structure is a primol"dial reference to the real vlhich is inherent v/ 
in the act of affirmation. Through our persono9..l indwelling \'le 

tacitly rely 011 our bodily processes which interiorize aspects of 
reo9..lity and integra.te them into a focal comprehension. \'Je expand 
our persollal base into the world through our linguistic and hi5-

theories about lmowing and doing from this philosophic tradition are so ubiquitiously infected by this 'subjunctivitis' that only a more radical form of reflection cau overcome it!" 
17uThe Logic of Tacit Inference," p. 141. 
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torica1 indwe11ing by assimi1ating further sets of particu1ars 

expressed in conceptua1 and cultural forms in order to understand 

a ulliverse composed of coherent entities. 

The significance of this tacit reference to the real in every 

act of affirmation can be illustrated in several ways. The scien

tist pursuing a problem relies on an existing body of knowledge 

which he has interiorized to guide himself in perceiving aspects 

of reality which, because he regards them to be real, function as 

clues or indicators to an ever more diverse range of manifesta

tions. 18 Because of this reference to the real, his anticipated 

discovery will be fully determined, even though he has at present 

only a vague intimation or a tacit forelmowledge of what it will 

be. 

The situation is similar, but of a more complex character, 

when one person recognizes an entity which another person is do

ing, such as an effort at communication, the performance of a skill, 

or playing a game of chess. Intrinsic to an understanding of 

chess, for example, is an appreciation of that which accounts for 

the coherence of the game: a person worldng out a strategy ac

cording to a set of formaI rules. Such a recognition is a neces-

18For typical statements of this process by Polanyi, see the 
fol10vdng: SCiencer Faith and Society, p. 23; The Tacit Dimen
sion, PP. 24, 68; Ifl rom Copernicus to Einstein," 56; "Problem 
SOlving,fI 98 and 101; flFaith and Reason," 244; "The Creative Im
agination," 86-88; and in Knowing and Being, "The Republic of 
Science," P. 55 and "The Gro'wth of Science in Society," Pp. 79-
80. 
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sary pre condition for ttnderstanding any sort of coordinated per

formance. Vie do not, as some would have it, infer the reality 

of "another mind" from its external workings; normally we do not 

observe these workings in themselves at aIl. Rather our knowl

edge of other persons is like the process of scientific inquiry 

where we rely on clues, mruly of which are unspecifiable during 

the act of knowing, to comprehend the reality to which they re

fer. 19 

A final illustration for our understanding the significance 

of the tacit reference to reality in our affirmations is our re

cognition of a concrete objecte As we have already seen in the 

previous chapter, our comprehension of sOlid, concrete entities 

manifests the sarne qualities as the act which constitutes our 

knowledge of a scientific theory or another mind. We Imow an en

tity, such as a cobblestone, by relying on a subsidiary awareness 

of its particulars in order to be aware of it focally and affirm 

its reality in a judgment. Vie do not, in other \'lOrds, simply 

"look out there" and see things. It is our intentional activity, 

guided by our reliance on a cOl1ceptual framework taci tly Imovm 

and our integration of the particulars of the entity in light of 

this framework v/hich enables us to "see" such things as bobble

stones and affirm their reality. 

The structural similari ties on the part 0 f the J:....nower in-

volved in affirming a cobblestone , a theory, or a person to be 

·19 
The Tacit Dimension, PP. 30-31. 
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real leads to a recognition of the difference between the reality 

of a stone in comparison with a theory or a person. A scientist 

regards a theory as expressing a real feature of nature. He 

considers it real because he expects the laws embodied in it to 

reveal themselves indeterminately in the future. Persons like

wise manifest this dimension of an inexhaustible range of future 

self-revelatiol1s. In this sense they are more profoundly real 

than cobblestones. This ability of something to manifest itself 

indefinitely is, for Polanyi, a criterion of its being real; and 

the degree to which it possasses this ability is a manifestation 

of it profundity. Based upon these observations, Polanyi con

cludes: 

This capacity of a thing to reveal itself in unexpected ways 
in the future l attribute to the fact that the thing observed is 

.::,anaspect of reality, possessing a significance that is not 
exhausted by our conception of any single aspect of it. To 
trust that a thing we know is real is, in this sense, to feel 
that it has the independence and power for manifesting it
self in yet unthought of ways in the future. l shall say, ac
cordingly, that minds and problems possess .'3. deeper reality 
than cobblestones, although cobblestones are admittedly more 
real in the sense of being tangible. And si.nce l regard the 
significance of a thing as more l.mportant than its tangibility, 
l shall say that minds and problems are more real than cobble-
stones.20 -

This understanding of reality, to which Polanyi often refers in 

his later vœitings as a definition of reality,21 introduces in a 

20~, pp. 32-33. 

21See the introduction to the 1964 edition·of Science, Faith 
and Socie~Y, p. 10 and in Knol,'Fing éJ.nd Being the follovling articles: 
t1The Unaccountable Element in Science," pp. 119-120; uThe Logic 
of Tacit Inference," p. 141; and "Tacit Knowing: Its Bearing on 
Some Problems of Philosophy," pp. 168, 172. It should be pointed 
out here that this comparative understanding of the real i8 an ex-
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r. prelimil1ary fashion a cri terion for uncove,1Lng the significance 

of the o~tological aspect of aIl acts of tacit kno\'ling. 

The primary significance of this criterio11 consists in its 

comparative use which is in turn grounded in the recognition of 

the structure of tacit knowing. We know things by comprehending 

them, and this comprehension has the sarne structure as the entity 

which is its objecte Thus the skillful performance of a grune Of\ 

chess by a master is a reality whose structure is similar to our 

act of comprehending it. The existence of knowledge and the per

son who manifests it have ontological implications. They are 

real things and in light of their indeterminate implications lilore 

real than cobblestones. This recognition leads Polanyi to assert 

that Hit seelilS plausible th en to assume in aIl other instances of 

taci t knowing the correspondence betvreen the structure 0 f compre

hension and the structure of the comprehensive entity which is its 

object.,,22 

There are, admittedly, several difficulties involved in this 

proposaI. One might object that Polanyi is using existence as 

a predicate--a highly suspect procedure since the time of Kant. 

plicit formulation of what was implied in Polanyi's earlier writ
ings. For sorne of these earlier expressions, seePersonal Knowl
F~ge, pp. 5, 43, 103-104, 117, 130, '1~·7, 189, 327-331, and 392; 
l'rom Copernicus to Einstein," 56; "Problem SOlving," 101; "The 
Creative Imagination," 93; and ttFaith and Reason," 244. 

::; 

22The Tacit Dimension, pp. 33-34. The original is italicized. 
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Or it might be pointed out, that while persons may be understood 
in sorne sense to be more real than cobblestones, it is another 
matter when Polanyi wishes to assert that our knowledge of a good problem is more real than a physical objecte In order to discuss such objections intelligently, llov,ever, we must first delineate 
what is meant by this correspondence in structure between the 
knower and the thing kllovm and the degree of reality attributed 
to each. This ultimately requires an understanding of man. 

C. The Meaning 0 f Man 

1. Levels of reality 

In the preceding section Polanyi's criterion for understand
ing reality, as that which can manifest itself indefinitely in 
the future, suggested a comparative use whereby persons viere
acknowledged to be more real than simple physical objects. It 
was stated further that the basis upon which a greater degree of reality was attributed to man was the assumption of a correspondence in the structure of knowing with the thing known. Implicit in 
these observations is the traditional notion of a hierarchy of 
being or levels of reality. In order to justify this understanding of a person as being more real than a simply physical entity Vie must provide an explanation of the levels of reality \'Ihich 
can account for such a hierarchy in a consistent and meaningful 
fashion. 

We may begin by recalling that in an act of tacit knowing an integration of the particulars of an entity is achieved so that 
l'le may focally attend to the entity. If we destroy this inte-
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gration by attending to the particulars in themselves, we no long

er comprehend focally the entity which they constitute. Insofar 

as there is a counterpart to this in the structure of comprehen

sive entities, we should expect a set of principles governing the 

particulars of the entity for their manner of operation but that 

these principles would not account for their organization in such 

a way that they could be understood to cOl1stitute the entity it

self. In other 'l'lOrds, the t'Wo terms 0 f taci t h:.nowing would cor

respond to t'Wo distinct levelo of reality in the comprehensive 

elltity, vii th::the upper level dependent, 011 the 10wer but inex

plicable in terms of the 13rinci13les \'Ihich constitute this lower 

level. 

This genera1 scheme cau now be exemplified by :J. consideration 

of the structure of an entity from the rea1m of inanimate nature 

vlhich will exhibit two distinct levels of reality. To:. do this we 

will analyze the structure of a machine, an examp1e frequently 

used by Polanyi.23 

In physics, researchers often place restrictions on the Vlorlr-

1ngs of natlll"'e in order to set up an experimentu1 situa·cion. These 

useful restrictions are referred to as an imposition of bOillldary 

conditions on physical and chemical la:ws. 2l{. Such boundary con

ditions are extraneous to the process \'lhich they are delimiting. 

,1.,' 23 J See The Study of Han, pp. L~7-51; Personal Knowledge, pp. 328-
"\ (-;;;2); "Life Transcending Physics and Chemiotry," 57-59; The Taci t 

D?mension, pp. 38-40; ru1d in Knowinpj and BeinR, "The Logic of Tacit 
Inference," pp. 153-15l~; "Tacit Knowing: rto 13earing on Sorne 
ProbleL1s of Philosophy,tt pp. 175-176; "The ,structure of Conscious
ness," pp. 216-218; and "Life's Irreducible Structure," pp. 225, 
231-232. 

2J.~"Life' s Irreduc1ble Structure," p. 227. 
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As an example, Polanyi points to Galileo's experiments deriving 

the laws 0 f mechanics, in which ··:he rolled spheres dovm a slope. 

The angle of the slope was a condition set by Galileo, extraneous 

as such to the laws he uncovered by subjecting the spheres to 

this condition.25 A machine can now be seen to impose a set of 

operational principles on the boundary conditions left open by 

inanimate nature, but with a different purpose. Now they are im

posed not to observe an instance of a physical law, but to a

chieve sorne aim defined by the operational principles of the ma

chine itself. In this case the boundary conditions left in

determinate by the laws of nature expressed in physics and chem

istry are controlled by an extraneous set of operational princi

pIes which describe the function of the machine. Since the prin

ciples which describe the operation of the machine control the 

boundary conditions of physical laws, they can in no way be ac

counted for by these physical laws. Such control exercised by 

the operational principles of a higher level of a comprehensive 

entity on the particulars of a lower level which are left open 

by their boundary conditions Polanyi terms the principle of mar

ginal control. 26 

A comprehensive entity, such as a machine, is thus subject 

,25~., p. 228. 

26The Tacit Dimension, p. 40 
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to a dual control. 27 The operatiOllal prillciIlles describing the 
purpose of the machine artificially shapes the material compo
nents of the machine. They do not abrogate the laviS of phYl3ics 
or chemistl"Y, but govern their boundary conditions. Consequent-
1y, the 1'ri11ci1'1es 0 f bo"ch levels oper"~.te:, jOilltly. . The lcu'lS 0 f 
physics and chelllistry vrll1 continue to operate, even though the 
marginal control exercised by the lilo.chine 1 s operational 1'1"in-
ci1'les breaks down. A machine ia thus liable to failure in a 
way physical and chemico.l laws are 110t becuuse it con troIs the 
boundary conditions of l:laterio..l Vlllose own principles (i. e., 
physical and chemical laws) operate il"respective of th18 nargil1a1 
control exercised by the machine's operational principles. 28 

The distinctive level of the operational principle.s \'Ihich 
define a machine can be further specified vIhen the class 0 f the 
machine is considered. If, for e::cCllllple, a steam engine \vere to 

_ ... L 

1:>e described by physics and chemistry, the lCl\'rs 0 f thermodyllé:U:ÙCG 
could be used to charac"cerize the at0111ic topography 0 f the machine. But they do not define a I3tealil engine: only engineeri~lg, \'1hich i8 n distinct science dealing wi th the OlJeratiol1lll princ1.1Jles of 
engines, can specify how a machine 1"e1ies on the bOlUldary C011-
ditions to use the la,\'m of thermodynumics. The class of a TllD.-
chine cannot be identified, in other \'lords, by an o.ppea1 to 0.. 

27uThe structure of Consciousness,1t p. 217. 
28The Taci t Dimension, PP. 39-L:-0 and OThe Structure 0 f Consciou8ness,tI pp. 217 ... 218. 
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set of physical or chemical lawa. 29 Only the recognition of a 
distinctive lev~l in the machine can account for its classi
fication among all other machines. 

The conclusion to V/hich these considerations on the struc-
ture of machines lead us is that all more or less permanent com
prehensive entities exhibit this same hierarchic relatiollship 
bebveen their constitutive levels functioning according to the 
principle of marginal control. This dual relationship is often 
comprised of several interconnected hierarchical levels, where 
each level operates according to its oVIn principles and each in 
their turn forms a set 0 f boundary condi tion8 upon which the 
succeeding level builds by the marginal control it exercises over 
the next 10\"fer level. Human speech is a clear illustration of 
such an expanded sequence of levels. Sounds, \Vords, grammar, 
style, and purpose fWlction in this way to compose a reality cal
led communication. It follows that an adequate comprehension of 

,t 
,". 

29"Tacit knowing: Its Bearil1g on Sorne Problems of Philosophy,1t PP. 175-176. Polanyi underscores in this article (P. 180, n. 10) how the purpose of a machine is often decisive for its identification with this case. "Some years ago Phillips (Eindhoven) and United Incandescent Lamp (Ujest) were in conflict about the question whether the newly invented sodiu111 ciischarge lamps were to be classed as 'neon lights' wlder an agreement to which both firms were parties. An important point made for llQ1 classing t11e111 thus Y/as that sod±um lights are used for seeing hy them and neon lights for being seen." The salient feature of this illustration is that the purpose of the discovery, not primarily it8 physical components, was able to resolve a contractual dispute. This implies, in Polanyi's terma, that there is a distinct level which defines a machine and \'Ihich io irreducible to the lower level which it controls. 
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an entity can be achieved only by tacitly integrating the diverse 
levels which constitute it, so that its distinct and highest 
level, which tells us what it 1s, may become the focus of our 
attention. 

In terms of Polanyi's understanding of reality, these re
flections mean that reality itself is composed of diverse, in
terdependent levels. 

In a hierarchic sequence of comprehensive levels each higher level is related to the levels below it in the sarne way as the operations of a machine are related to the particulars obeying the laViS of physics. You cannot explain the operations of an upper level in terros of the particulars on which its operations rely. Each higher level of integration represents, in this sense, a higher level of existence, not accountable by the levels below it.30 

This "higher level of existence" attributed to the integrating 
level of a comprehensive entity provides a preliminary under
standing of POlanyi's criterion of reality. Machines are more 
real than their physical components insofar as they cannot be 
explained by a simple appeal to these constituent elements: 
machines reveal, through their harnessing of the boundary con
ditions of inrulimate nature, possibilities not contained in 
nature as such, even though they are thoroughly dependent on the 
principles of nature. To this extent machines manifest in a 
very elementa.ry way consequences unforeseen by physics and chem
istry. Furthermore POlanyi's critique of the reductivist program 
of Laplace 110W ia gi ven an ontological as v"ell as a logical 

foundation. Things that are less tangible, such as the opera-

30nScience and Man's Place il}. the Un1verse," p. 70. 
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tional principles of a machine, are more real, because they re

present a higher level of existence than the obviously tangible 

components which these operational pril1ciples control. 

These reflections would seem to hold equally .for an illlder-

standing of life. Thera is, however, a fundamental difference 

between a machine and a living thillg which necessitates further 

clarifications before such a judgmant may be validly made. Since 

machines are hmnml artifacts and are extraneously used to shape 

bOillldary conditions of inanimate nature, they cannot be produced 

spontaneously by nature itself. But the morphological structures 

of living things are not so produced. Is it possible that Buch 

structures grow to maturity simply because of the operations of 

physical-chemical laws? Polanyits answer is negative, and we 

must noV! tUl"l1 to an exposition 0 f his reasons for this conclusion. 

2. The emergence of life 

Any discussion on the irreducibility of life to physical and 

chemical laws must first clarify the runbiguity present in the 

predominant view of biologists which assumes that a mechanil3tic 

explanation of life is virtually equivalent to its explanation 

by the laws of inanimate nature.31 This assumption i6 held aven 

by that minority ~roup of biologists who wish to argue that not 

~ propartiea of life can be underetood through a mechanistic 

31See The Tacit Dimension, pp. 41-42 and "Life Transcending 

Physics and Chemistry," 55. 
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model and therefore postulats organismic processes to account 

for living functions. As a result of Polanyi's analysis of the 

structure of a machine in relation to its physical components, 

this claim is clearly mistaken. The ambiguity of the claim can 

then be clarified by reco~lizing that much can be learned from 

the interpretation of many biological functions as machine-like. 

The point being made here is that, while a machine-like explana

tion of an organ adds to our understanding of the biotic processes 

of the organism, it may not be construed as explaining the 

living thing by means of physical and chemical laws. 

This may be seen very briefly by recalling that physics and 

chemistry are meaningful only within a set of boundary conditions 

which form a framework for understanding the operation of their 
. . 

laws and which are not derived from the se laws. Ac cordingly , 

whenever biophysicists and biochemists attempt to explain biotic 

processes, they are always concerned vdth these processes only 

insofar as they are relevant to an existing organisme Thus bio

logical principles form the boundary conditions under which such 

research is conducted. The laws of physics and chemistry are now 

studied within this framework of dual control, so that only 

those chemical and physical aspects which relate to the living 

entity are considered to be part of the science. In other words, 

the principle of marginal control, with the biotic processes 

forming the upper level, now determines the conditions under 

which physical and chemical properties are studied. Biophysics 

and biochemistry simply elucidate as thoroughly as possible the 
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physica1 and chemical principles on which the living thing relies 

and which its ovm operational principles control.32 

In light of these clarifications, we may now rephrase our 

original question on the development of an organism in this way: 

Can the constitutive properties of a developing organism shape 

their ovm boundary conditions without the se properties themselves 

beconüng subject to a set of extraneous boundaries such as organ

ismic principles? An adequate treatment of this problem requires 

ru1 examination of the claims made by Crick for DNA. Polanyi's 

contention is that the control of morphogenesis by DNA is similar 

to the control of an engineer in the design of a machine. For 

our purposes it will suffice simply to sunmarize the genera1 out

line of his argument.33 

We may begin by assuming the prevailing view, espoused by 

Crick, that DNA deterrnines entirely the growth of the organisme 

We are then faced with an overwhelming redundancy. If, as both 

Watson and Crick maintain, DNA transmits a code or a blueprint, 

it must function as a bOWldary condition on its chemical makeup. 

otherwise its chemical properties are the effective source for 

the pattern of development, and DNA as such is rendered super-

32uLife Transcending Physics and Chemistry," 61. 

3~Polanyi's more rigorous and detailed statement of this in
~ovat~ve. argument ma;y be found in hie articles, uLife ',lIr.:tnscend
~ng Phys~cs and Chem~stry," 62-64 and uLife's Irreducible Struc
ture!!! pp. 227-230, a1?-d in his remarks delivered in the symposium 
publ~shed under the t~tle, "Do Life Processes Transcend Physic'" 
and Chemistry?!! Zygon, III (1968), '+44-447. 0 
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f'luous. This is precisely the case, of course, in the structur

al bonding of an ordinary chemical molecule. But insofar as DNA 

is wlderstood to control the genetic development of an organism 

by transmitting a code, it cannot be wlderstood to achieve this 

by the exclusive means of its chemicul properties. Ruther, it 

must be understood to be effecting a set of boundary conditions 

on these properties. 

In the development of the living organism, then, DNA forms 

part of the morphological structure of the organism and thus is 

irreducible to physics and chemistry. It transmits to the cell 

a quantity of information not found in physics or chemistry 

(though dependent on their operation), and thus it transcends 

physical ruld chemical laws. The growth of rul organism results 

in a configuration of particles which is highly improbable and 

in no 'Nay shaped by the principle s 0 f physi cs and chemistry. 

This shaping by DNA is thus analogous to the shaping of a ma

chine by an engineer. 

Furthermore, DNA cannot be understood as fixing its own 

boundary conditions. Eecause of the information brought to the 

organism wi thin the lllorphological framevrork, the shaping 0 f the 

organism by DNA is more than a stabilization of an almost infin

ite number of possible configUl1ations. Such shaping "achieves 

control of the boundaries by imprinting a significant pattern on 

the boundaries of the system. Or, to use information language, 

we may say that it puts the system under the control of a non

IJhysical-chemical principle by a profoundly informative inter-
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vention.,,34 As a result of the control exercised by DNA 011 

physical and chemical properties, a higher principle operates by 

controlling the entiremorphological development:. This higher 

level then is not simply produced by DNA, for it is 110t reducible 

to it. "It appears," acooi"ding to POlanyi, "that DNA evokes the 

ontogenesis of higher levels, rather thOO1 determining these 

levels.,,35 

Such evocations may be ID~ened to the integration of partic-
jh 

ulars by tacit knovdng, especially when seenAlight of the para-

digm case of problem solving. A poet, for example, passesses a 

tacit intimation of a potential coherence of disparate words, 

feelings, and insights which he proceeds to integrate in his work 

by establishing a new comprehensive entity which expresses this 

coherence. Thus emerges a new poem. 

Before we continue this exposition of Polanyi's argument, we 

shall pause for a moment to clarify two points concerning the 

distinction between biotic levels and the level of inanimate nature. 

The first clarification concerns a precision on the meaning of 

the irreducibility of the former to the latter. The irreduci

bility intended cannot be equated simply vdth a recognition that 

a comprehensive system displays :t'eatures not observable in its 

disparate particulars.36 Holistic systems, such as the spherical 

34lfLife Transcending Physics and Chemistry," 6l~. 
35ltLife's Irreducible Structure," p. 235. 

36Polallyi maltes this point because this type of an under-
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shape of planets and the ordered aggregates that meJs:e up crysta1s, 

are to be found in physics and cheldstry. Binee they may be re

ducib1e to physical and chemical 1aws as in the above exam1'1es, 

the comprehensiveness of systems which disp1ay qualities not im

mediate1y discernible in their components is not a sufficient 

criterion in itse1f for recognizing the distinctivSness of living 

beings. 

The second clarification concerns the admission of a kind of 

continuity between living things and inanimate nature. This does 

not negate the irreducibi1ity of life to nature. Rather it points 

ta the fact that the difference between a high1y comp1ex chemica1 

structure and a very simple ce11 may not be c1aar1y identifiable. 

The control of the living organism over its boundary conditions 

may be minimal. "The fact that the effect of a higher princip1e 

over a system of dual control can have any value dovm ta zero 

may a110w us ta conceive of a cOlltinuous emergence of irreducib1e 

1'rincip1es vdthill the origin of 1ife.,,37 The systems of dual 

control, in other \Vords, must be conceived as ranging over a wide 

spectrum down ta that point where the upper 1evel disappears total

ly and the lower levaI takes over complete control of the partic

ulars which formerly constituted the living entity. 

standing of irreducibility i8 incorrectly assumed by some biQlo-:', 

gists, sucIl as Barry Commoner, to be sufficient to accoullt for 

the distinctive reality of life. See "Life Transcending Physics 

and Chemistry," 56-57. 

3711Life t s Irreducible ,structure," p. 231. 
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Keeping these considerationc in mind, we may now return to 

the major focus of Polanyi's argument. Inanimate nature, the 

workings of which are defined by physicul and chemical laws, op

erates infallibly. It cannot fail because it does not achieve 

anything. As soon as a living being enters the picture, however, 

all this is changed. Intrinsic to a living being is sorne pur

pose which it muy or may not achieve. The only reasonable con

clusion, '\'/hich may be dra-wn frOID this in light 0 f Polanyi' s an

alysis, is that a set of operational principles, not present in 

nature, cornes into being when life arises. 

Furthermore the hierarchic structure commonly recognized in 

the forms of life requires the admission of higher levels of 

emergence. Since the higher levels of life, Buch as the in-

stinctive, control lo\'[er levels, such as the muscular, the boundary 

condi tions 0 Î these lo'wer levels must be left open and cannot be 

understoocl to produce the higher levels. "Thus the ilogical 

structure of the hierarchy implies that a higher level can come 

into existence only through a process not manifest in the lower 

level, a process which thus qualifies as an emergence.,,38 

This emergence is one which entails the creation of ne\'l com

prehensive entities and which requires an expanded froll1eworlt for 

understanding the significance of evolution. 39 The crucial prob-

38The Tacit Dimension, p. 45. 

39Ibid., pp. 46-LI·8. A thOl'ough explanation of this process 
would arso-include a systeme,tic vray of understanding a creative 
agency to accottnt for these innovations, such as the theories of 
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lem facing any evolutionary theory is the very fact of the emer-

gence of life and the rise of higher forms of life, including 

man, frotl lovler forms. As vie had pointed out earlier, however, 

the predominant scientific view of evolution employs as its chief 

explanatory tools natural selection and chance or random statis

'I;ical variations of population groups due to external events. 

This has resulted in diverting the focus of attention from the 

fundamental question of hoVi any single individual of a species 

had come into existence to the qui te distinct pl"oblem 0 f the ori

gin of species. Consequently the possibility of fundamental 

innovations achieved by living things--even if in conjunction \vi th 

environ11lental assistance--leading to new forms of biotic existence 

cannot be acknowledged by the prevailing scientific paradigme 

Once this distinction40 is recognized, however, the evolutionary 

emergence of novel forms of life may be seen to be both a reo.l 

.achievement and a gradual ascent with a hierarchy of real levels. 

In addition to the distinct ontological levels which operate 

in all biotic forms of existence, the conception of evolution as 

Bergson, Teilhard, and Whitehead propose. Since our concern is 
primarily methodological, this kind of explanation will not be 
attempted here. For our purpose the minimal requirements for 
recognizing the distinctive features of life, including eventual
ly man, vdll provide a sufficient basis for dealing with the 
foundational problem of man's religious beliefs. 

4·01n The Tacit Dimension (p. 48) Polanyi suggests the use of 
the term ideogenesis ta refer ta the more restricted causal sequence 
of the individual growth i11 arder ta distinguish it from the no1"
mally analysed statistical sequence of phylogenesis. 
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emergence also recognizes 'I;he graduaI and, at times, almost im

perceptible process which produces fun dament al innovations. 41 

In the hierarchic structure outlined so far, the higher level of 

an individual organism controls the boundary conditions left open 

by the lower. Even though the upper level represents··a distinct 

ontological level of existence, not reducible to the lower, it 

nevertheless relies on the worltings 0 f the lower level. The rea

son for this, as was pointed out earlier, is that the upper 

level, \'Ihile not accounted for by the lov/er level, is nonethe-

less evoked by the preconditions which it sets. The organism 

relies on the workings of the operational principles of the lower 

level and channels them by controlling their bowldary conditions, 

but it doea not abrogate them. As a result, every new consoli

dation in the evolutionary ascent of life brings with itself an 

increasing possibility of failure. In short, the emergence of 

greater capabilities is always accompanied by increased liabilities • 

.A necessru. ... y concomitant to this recogni tiono f increasing 

levels of achievement accompanied by their liabilities is the 

acknowledgment of a center of individuality for each living 

organisme On ralatively 10Vi levels of emergence, Vlhera a con

solidation of capabilities and liabilities is weakly controlled 

by a set of higher operational principles, this center of in

dividuality will not necessarily be immedia'l;ely evident. But 

l~1For the detü.iled exposition of POlanyi's argwnent leading 
to ~his conclusion, see Chapter 13 of Personal Knovlledge, es-
pec~ally PP. 393-402. -
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its manifestations becoDle more clearly perceptible as Y/e pasB from 

vegitative lite ta animal behavior. In other \'lords, \'.,rhenever we 

recognize an individual living thing at uny level of existence, 

vie tacitly acknowledge that it achieves sorne degree of success 

or failure. At Ieast two profound consequences fa 110 v.,r from this. 

First, since our identification of the existence of an in

dividual includes the attribution ta it of some degree of success 

or failure, this implies that the center of individuality of any 

living being at ally level of existence is real.42 In arder ta 

comprehend it, we fOCUB our attention on the coherence that is 

its highest level by sUbsidiarily integrating the particulars of 

its lower levels. And because we critically appraise its achieve

lllents and judge it ta be real, we furthermore expect it ta re

veal more of itself indefinitely in future manifestations. 

This implies, secondly, that vve must dwell in a framework or 

horizon capable of dealing with life in arder ta knovr a living 

thing. A refusaI ta enter into Buch a biotic framework, if it 

could be pushed ta its theoretical limits, would result in an 

instance of alienation \'Ihich would preclude any knowledge of lite 

by rendering aIl our cOlumon observations of living beings mean

ingless.43 Normally this is not done, and probably cannat be 

done, in practice, because a very intimate forro of shared i11-

dVl6lling is llecessary for the recognition of life. Hany modern 

42uKno\Tlng and Being," 11. 135. 

43"The Logic of Tacit Inference," p. 152. 
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biologists, who attempt to follow the ideal of the physical 
sciences, would per~ps feel uneasy with this contention, since 
it requires the a.dmission of a grasp of a reality over and above 
the physical cOIDponents of the animal. Yet this is precisely 
h01tl Vie come to know the reality of living things. Polanyi' s ar
gument for the irreducibility of life to its physical components, 
including his elaboratioll of distinct ontological levels operat
ing in aIl organic life, provides a substantial foundation for 
this everyday experience. And the theory of tacit knowing, 
whereby we incorporate the particulars of an object in order to 
integrate them and focus on their coherence, can be applied direct
ly to the recognition of life: uThe particulars of living be-
ings are knovm as such by attending ~ them to their jOint 
meaning which i8 the life of the organism.fl4l~ The center of the 
animal f s indi viduali ty is .P-..nOWll and judged-a t least taci tly--
to be real, just as the more tangible cdmponents of its body. 

In this sense, aIl our .knowledge of life is convivial. 45 

Vie know a living thing by dwelling in its potentialities and re
cognizing its liabilities, by appreciating its activities, and 
by understanding the meaningful way i11 which these activities are 
achieved. Only when we are willing to accept this higher form of 
indwel11ng can the center of the individual living thing be ac
credited as real. Buch conviviality, when it reaches the level 

44~., p. 151. 

l~5Bee Personal Knowledge, pp. 363-364, 378 and The Tacit Dimension, p. 51. 
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of man, is transformed from a simple knowledge of life to the 
encounter of another person. 

3. The emergellce of thought 

The panorama disclosed so far through this presentation of 
Polanyi's thought points to a confluence of evolution conceived 
as emergellce with the tacit povlers of man. After a preliminary 
indication of the contradictions and difficulties inhel""ent in a 
strictly objectivist Vie\7 of hwnan Imowledge, we proceeded to 
introduce Polanyi's conception of tacit knowing as an altel"'native 
which '-Tould overcome -chese difficul ties by proposing a systema tic 
framework to describe and explain more adequately ·che processes 
involved in the hUmal.l mode of knowing. Tacit knowing was then 
seen to be a.u act of comprehension achieved by integrating pal"tic
ulars into -cheir coherent meaning. Through an analysis of our 
01.'111 acts of cognition and a brief look at other humall actions, vIe 

next saw that the entities being comprehended were similar in 
structure to the act of comprehension itself. The critical element 
of this insight consisted in the recognition that the relation
ship of a comprehensive entity to its constitutive elements is 
determined by the marginal control of the higher level of the 
reality over the boundary conditions left open by its lower level. 
'l'his structural relationship then opened to vie"l a s·l;ratified 
and hiel"archical series of levels of reality, including 0.11 liv
ing things. From within this framework, finally, we l'lere able 
to ul1derstand emergence as the action producing innovations lead-

.--
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ing tO\'/ard higher levels of existence both by allowing in
di viduals to develolJ and species to evol ve. ll-6 

In this broadened perspective emergence functions as a gen-
eral conception vnlich accounts for creative advances on aIl biot
ic levels. As the achievements produced by emergence gradually 
rise to the higher levels of biotic existence, the tacit powers 
we first encountered begin 'co become discernible. Finally at 
the highest levaI of emergence, the specific form which emergence 
assumes is the human mode 0 f knowing described by taci t Ywl0w'ledge. 
It is thus in this comprehensive setting that the process of 
elllergence is transformed to tacit knowing in mall. Vie meet again 
man, who creates ne\'l meanings out of hi8 experience with reality 
by incorporating subsidiary elements in innovative ways so -Chat 
he may comprehend them ev el'" more adequately. 

The problem in need of clarification noV! is twofold. First, 
we must be able to explain hovi man is a real emel"gence. This 
means primarily that the center of individuality of a human be
ing must be shown to be a reality not totally accounted for by the 
lower levels which also malte up human existence. Or, to use more 
traditional categories, t.he mind-body problem must be examined 
in such a way that we are not encumbered by 'che liabilities of 
an extraneous entity, called the umind," which is somehow "in" 
the body. Yet at -che same time, if man is an emergence, as 
Polanyi claims, then sorne systematic relationship must be offered 
which will satisfactorily eJ.."Plain the specifically human powers 
of thought. The basis for this explanation has already been 

46The Tacit Dimension, pp. 48-49, 55. 
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indicated, though its specific' application to man must still be 
demonstrated. Secondly, the significance of this for understand
ing man must be examined. If knowing is a real achievement, then what man is and may become will have a profound effect on hOVi and 
what man might .lmow. 

Vie may begin by cOl1sidering our ".lmowledge of other minds, tr 
as the problem is sometimes expressed. The act by which we lmo\'! another person is the same as that by which 11e l'"..now life. By 
relying on a set of clues 'which constitute -che external workings of another personls mind and tacitly integrating them, \Ve recog
nize the person who performs them. We dwell in the external 
manifestations of the workings of another persan in or der ta 
integrate their meaning into a focal wll01e which ls the center 
of individuality of the person. We do not, in other words, ob
serve the worldngs of another mind in themselves, and then by a 
process of inference impute to the se actions a mind. "Vie ex
perience a man's mind as the joint meaning of his actions by 
dwelling in his actions from outside. u47 What Polanyi is claiming is that any entity wllich is composed of different levels of reality can only be recognized adequately by ackno\'lledging its 
most comprehensive elements which form its highest level.48 
This is routinely done whenever we recognize a friend. 

An objection to this explanation that may be raised at this 

and 
4711The Logic of Tacit Il1tterence," p. 152. See also Psychology," 34 and The Ta.cit Dimension, pp. 29-32. L (") 
I·OSee The S'cudy of Han, pp. 65"766 , 71. 

"Logic 
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point is articulated most forcefully by sorne linguistic phil

osophers and behaviorist psychologists. A behaviorist, for 

example, contends that aIl activity usually considered "mental" 

can be fully explained--at least in principle--through an ob

jective description of the overt behavior of the individual, 

v/hich would include, in addition to the conditioning of external 

events, ·che neurophysiological mechanisms 0 f the brain. As Vie 

!lad indicated earlier, however, this can only "'lOrIi: by means of a 

subtle pseudo-substitution. The behaviorist program could work 

only if the particular overt action could be knovm focally and 

at the sm~e time kllown as a human action. But this i8 not pos

sible. Vie can lmOVl a particular action as a human action only 

if it functions as a clue which VIe tacitly integrate into a co

herence V/hich is the mind of the person performing the action.49 

From a different perspective Gilbert Ryle argues, in ~ 

Concept of Hind, that body o..nd mind are 110t two separate things 

as though \Ve could inter the existence of minds by observing overt 

htUllau behavior. Vlith this Polanyi is, of course, in complete a

greement. But because Ryle formulates the problem from a com

pletely objectivist framework, he can only conclude that there 

is no such thing as mind and that OU1" observations are simply 

following the workings of another human being.50 

~.9See "On Body and Hind," 202-203 and "Logic and Psychology, f1 

3L~-35. 

50For Polanyils discussion of Ryle's argument, see "Logic and 
Psychology," 34 and "The structure of Consciousness," pp. 222-
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While Polanyi rejects the conclusions to which behaviorists 

and many lillguistic philosophers are led, Ile is generally sym

pathetic to the thrust of their arguments insofar as they point 

to the fallacies of a simplistic dualisme Unfortunately, because 

they have operated out of objectivist presuppositions, it appear

ed as though the only alternatives consisted in the dichotOllly of 

a mnd-body dualism or a one-dimensional ontology of materialism. 

Polanyi's theory of tacit knovling and the hierarchical strati

fication of reality 'chrough succeec1ing levels of marginal control 

attempt to breru~ this spell.51 

The significance of our knowledge of another person can now 

be further expanded vii th a view to clarifying his understanding 

of the distinct reality of the human person through a consideration 

of the case of visual perception. According to the theory of 

tacit Imowing the impact of light beams on our eyes generate re

sponses by our ocular muscles, retina, and the complex network of 

our brain cells, including such things as our memories of past 

223. In the latter article Polanyi makes an interesting compari
son between Ryle's position and the phenolllenological stallce of 
Herleau-Ponty. Polanyi contends that there is a remarkable a
greement in both positions insofar as they reject any dualistic 
analysis of the human person. But then the problem reasserts it
self: Ryle's assumptions do 110t allow him to recognize the real
ity of minc1, vrhereas l'1erleau-Ponty does by an appeal to "ex .... 
istential experience. fI This dilemllla can be resolved only by a 
more ftmc1amental clarification, such as that 0 ffered by the theory 
of tacit Imowledge and the ontological levels of existence, so 
that the insights of both can be appreciated. 

51See Harjorie Grene, The Knower and the Knovm, pp. 2~,1-242. 

1 , 
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experiences and linguistic frameworks. AlI of these responses 

serve as subsidiary elements \'Ihich we tacitly integrate into a 

focal 'wIlole which is the object of our sight. In other words 

our conscious dealings wi th :;the world around us always rely sub

sidiarily 011 our bodies. TV/o distinct levels of awareness are 

operating together whenever '\'fe see something. A conscious act 

of perception therefore includes both the focal point, which is 

its object, and its subsidiary roots, "'/hich are comprised of the 

bodily responses to the elements constituti~g the objecte 

This analysis brings out the relationship of the mind and 

body froIn the vantage point of human consciousness. In order to 

express this relationship between the levels of consciousl1ess 

briefly., POlanyi uses the term "from-toU experience.52 Vie at

tend ~ the experience of the subsidiaries ~ their comprehen

sive feature. Thus we are not only conscious 2! things, but also 

conscious ~ sUbsidiaries, which include our incorporation of 

the particulars of the comprehensive entity and, of course, their 

impact on our bodies. This means that a mind is a from-to ex

perience, while the subsidiaries of this experience, if viewed 

focally, \'Iould be perceived as bodily mechanisms. 

Before this understanding of the mind-body relationship is 

carried further, it will be helpful to recall a few points froIn 

52See "The structure of Consciousness," p. 214; "Life's Ir

reducible Structure," p. 238; and "Logic and Psychology," 29. 
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the description of tacit lo10wing outlined earlier so that some 

difficulties which may present themselves here can be resolved. 53 

First, we must admit that there is a radical transformation of 

the sensory qualities we experience from the particular colors, 

shapes, motion, and situation of a thing to the internal bodily 

responses to which they correspond. This type of transformation, 

however, is COll~on in human knovdng, particularly in the sounds 

of vJOrds Vie use and rely on to convey their explici t meaning. 

Next, the displacement of meaning to the external object as the 

distal term of tacit knowing vdll not appear problematic as soon 

as we recall what was already discussed when we analyzed our use 

of tools. And finally the claim that we are subsidiarily aware 

of bodily events, including the neural traces of the cortex, 

means that these events functioll by contributing to our awarel1ess 

of a focal object through our reliance on th~ It is by their 

functiollal relationship, not our focal awareness, that we are 

tacitly aware of them. 

This last point is important for understanding the function 

of human consciousness in kl.1ovdng. By ack11o\'lledging it, we admit 

that our awareness of objects includes even the integ:r.'ation of 

the cortical traces of the brain which we bring to bear in our 

consciousness of them. III Polanyi's estimation this analysis 

solves an experimental problem by accounting for the unit Y of 

cOllsciousness that we experience, even though there is no ana-

53The particular points in the discussion which follows are 
examined in "Logic and Psychology," 38. 
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tomical point in the brain which could llilify the cortical traces. 54 

The relatiouship of body and mind may thus be seen as au in

stance of the relationship described by subsidiary and focal a

wareuess. 55 In the process of perception we attend from a set of 

subsidiary clues to the joint meaning they represent. If a 

neurophysiologist Viere to describe thoroughly the bodily proces-

ses which were operating while a subject was vievdng an object, 

he would be focusing on that which the subject \'las attending from. 

Seeing an object is quite different froIn seeing the mechal1ism by 

which someone sees it. The subject alone can experience the in

tegratiol1 of the subsidiaries. The neurophysiologist~ on the 

other hand, cau only look at the bodily responses of the subject. 

The distinct contents of these two experiences are partially re

sponsible for the attraction of a Cartesian dualism.56 From 

Polanyi's perspective, however, such "dualism" results from our 

ability to shift the focus of our attention from that to which 

our bodily mechanisms refer to those mechanisms themselves. 57 

It would be facile to conclude from this, however, that lllind 

and body are simply two aspects of the same thing. Buch a paral

lelism would not account for both of the experiences described 

above. Furthermore, it Vloulc1. leave unexplained the personal ex-

54Ibid., p. 39. 

55lfThe Structure of COl1sciousness," p. 219. 

56"The Logic of Tacit Inference," p. H1-7. 

57"LOgic and Psychology," 39. 
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perience of the unit y of consciousness and our ability to inte

gra.te our bodily processes. Polanyi points this out by asserting 

that 

• • • the bearing by which Y/e ullderstand both the input and 

the output of a neurological process must be established by 

ourselves, by our interpretation of the behavioral Si~lS of 

this input and output. ~e neural functions supply these 
signs. but they do not supply their interpretation. Since 

this interpretation forms no part of the nervous system, 
the system cannot be said to feel, learn, reason, et cetera. 
These are experiences Qr actions of the subject using his 
O\vn neural processes.5~ 

For the explication of the :mea.ning of this experience, Vie 

must return now to Polanyi's analysis of the ontological levels 

of reality and apply this to the relationship of the mind to the 

body. We may recall that every living entity is subject to a dual 

control. Its lowest level is defined by the operational prin

ciples articulated by physics and chemistry. The precise way in 

which these principles can be applied is varied and cannot be de

termined by the principles themselves. This describes the boundary 

conditions of physics and chemistry. It8 highest biotic level, 

then, controls these boundary conditions according to the opera

tioual principles of the living thing itself. In every living 

entity, at least these tv/o sets of operational principles function 

jointly, for the higher i8 not reducible to the lower. 

On the human level, mental operations, described by set pat

terns which 11lalo:e'up explicit thought and the integrative powers 

of tacit knowing, function jointly with the principles of human 

physiology to constitute an entity under dual control. The mind 

58"On Body and l'lind, Il 202. 
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then is a distinct ontological level in man which relies on the 

operational principles of the body while controlling the boundary 

conditions left indeterminate by these principles.59 

This conception of man provides an explrulation of the mean-

ing of human existence 'which avoids the dichotomies of a radical 

dualism and a one-dimensional materialism by ackllowledging the 

distinctive feature of man as a discrete ontological level. The 

mind of mrul is not an extraneous entity added on to the body in 

some incomprehensible manner. The rela tionship betvleen mind and 

body is simply one more instance of the dual control which functions 

between all successive ontological levels. 60 Furthermore, it 

demonstrates that Vie can come to know the reality of mind only 

by a personal judgment based on a tacit integration. 61 This 

follows from the general considerations of tacit knowing. In or

der to know the highest level of any entity, we must attempt to 

dwell in its particulars and tacitly integrate them into the focal 

whole which is describ,ed by the operational principles of its 

highest level. If' 'Ne focus our attention solely on the opera

tional principles of' a lower level, we shall inevitably miss Itnow

ing the full significance of the reality.62 

59t1The structure of Consciousness," pp. 218-222 and "Logic 
and Psychology," 39-40. 

60"The Logic of Tacit Interence," p. 155. 

61~., p. 151 

62ftThe structure of COl1sciousness," p. 221. 
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These considerations 'explain why a behaviorist description 
of man will never-recognize the distinctiveness of the human 
mind. They show further that, though the operations of the mind 
normally will not disrupt the workings of the physiological (and 
physical and chemical) principles of the body, they can be rad
ically affected by severe malfunctions of the body (such as brain 
damage). And finally they demonstrate that, "though rooted in 
the body, the mind is free in its actions--exactly as our common 
sense knows it to'be free.,,63 

The implications of the distinctive level of human conscious
ness for understanding the meaning of man May now be explored on 
the fOillldations provided by the logic of emergence. When the 
personal, linguistic, social, cultural, and historical elements 
of tacit knowing which were described in the preceding chapter 
are seen in light of this emergence, then knowledge itself, like 
every living activity, is a real achievement. The primary signi
ficance of this insight is that the human person and the knowl
edge he pro duces are ontologically grounded in a developmental 
process. 

If we consider the ideal of total objectivity from this per
spective, then it clearly must assume a knower outside the flow 
of history. This can be achieved only when time itself is atom-
ized by conceiving it implicitly as a succession of "nows" through 
which the knower successively passes. In Polanyi's perspective, 

63"Logic and Psychology," 40. 

, 1 
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184 

however, hmnan knowledge can never be this detached, self-con

firming truth encased in a static, a-temporal instant. Rather, 

it is a process directed from the real to an articulate expres

sion of the real. 

This can be clarified by recalling once more the structure 

of tacit knowing. Our knowledge is from the proximal to the dis

tal terme This is to say, we know by reaching out of ourselves, 

our past achievements, toward the real, the focal point of our 

awareness, which is not yet but soon to be.64 This means that 

thereality that man is at present can only be understood as the 

complex of interloclCLng achievements from his past, including 

his physical makeup, his social relationships, his cultural heri

tage, and his intellectual and moral standards directed toward 

their fulfillment. 

Polanyi~ls conception of the ontological structure of reality 

as embe,dded in time and directed toward the future, including 

therefore the reality of human knowledge, has bean expanded upon 

64See Grene, The Knowerand"theKnoWA, p. 244 and her "Intro
duction" to· Knowin~ and Beinf' p.' xi. See also Karl Rahner l s 
remarks in Slirit J.n the Wor d, p. 111: "Therefore, the motion 
takes hold 0 each of its moments only insofar as it i6 from and 
toward its end. The present of the motion (its momentary state) 
i6 thus a vindication of its past-in reaching-outwtowards the 
future, and only in thisreaching-out-of-the-past-into-the-
future does the present mailitain itself." This understanding-
of a "noV/" as actual only insofar as it strives toward and de
rives from an end provides a striking convergence vdth Polany±'s 
understanding of' the ontological character of time from a dif
ferent tradition. 
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in light of some modern and contemporary expressions by Marjorie 

Grene. Since she is attempting to clarify this by referring to 

the analogies found in different perspectives, her expression is 

perhaps worth repeating. 

This principle is reminiscent of Heidegger. That, "as one 
might say, the primary tense of existential time is future, 
is perhaps the central insight of Sein und Zeit; "but the 
difference from my present thesis is significant. Vlhile 
Heidegger's future is the cessation of life, death only, 
Polanyi's unit of tacit Itnowing, or the parallel structure 
of comprehensive entities, comprises an open multiplicity 
of tensions--or, in Husserl' s term, protensions,. that is, 
ways in which the future pulls us toward i t. In the yet un
solvedproblem, the developing embryo, the dance half-per
forme d, the melody half-sung, the nesting behavior in course 
of enactment: everywhere in the living world the same tu

ture-drawn structure is'evident. Wllat spreads out before 
us here in the variety of life's achievements is not so 
much Heidegger's 'being to death' as Tillich's 'openness to 
the future.' Each protenaion, each foreshadowed end, is 
indeed definite and limited, and its achievement or the 
failure to achieve it will be definite and limited as well.
Yet the number and variety of kinds of telos is open and un
limited. " This principle is closer also to Whitehead; it is 
indeed equiva.1ent tq Whitehead's 'prehension,' or the lnre 
of form as yet unrealized. It is the contrary equally of -
the Cartesian independent instant, and of the Newtonian ab
solute time which flows ùniformly in one direction. Pro
tensions are temporal arches, curved times reac~g6back 
from their goals to the steps that lead on to them. 5 

A further implication of this understanding of comprehensive 

entities Vlhose reality is fashioned through a stretch of time and 

from a matrix of overlapping relationships is that values and 

meaning become ontologically grounded. When 'we recognize any 

comprehensive entity, its reality is partially determined by its 

surroundings, which, in turn, help to make these surroundings what 

65The Knower and the KnO\VU, p. 245. 
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theyare. A bird building its nest, to use one of Grene's ex
amples, is an activity which is susceptible of success or fail
ure. Our attribution of success to a particular instance of 
such an achievement is not simply a conventional imputation on 
our part. Granted Polanyi's understanding of emergence and the 
distinctive reality of animal life, then the action of the bird 
~ successful within the context of the physical, environmental, 
and biological determinants of the bird's nest-building if it 
produces its intended results. 

Such an appraisal of the ontological foundation of value can 
be denied, of course, by reverting to an objectivist framework 
which attempts to conceive a one-dimensional world of isolated 
particulars randomly moving through discrete atomic moments of 
existence. But, as we have tried to argue in exposing Polanyi's 
thought earlier in this work, this stance is logically contra
dictory. Any sort of meaning given to a reality conceived as 
atom1c can be upheld only by a prior tacit attribution of meun
ing to this very conception, even though such an attribution is 
not explicitly allowed by the objectivist stance. Once we recog
nize, on the other hand, that natural entities constitute wholes 
which are not reducible ·to their constituent parts and which are, 
accordingly, more real than their parts because they manifest 
higher modes of existence, then we are compelled to recognize 
also the reality of their achievements and failures. 
has specifically asserted this: 

Polanyi 

The stratification of reality that is revealed here can be directly recognized by recalling that an- act of comprehen-
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sion invariably appreciates the coherence of that which it comprehends. This lends distinctive values to things belonging to levels above that of natural inanimate objects. \Ve judge machines and the physiological operations of living beings to be either in worldng order or out of order, and at the level of appetitive-perceptive centres \Ve exercise, in additiol) to this appraisal, the assessment of rightness and error.66 

The most significant consequence of Polanyi's reformulation 
of hoVi man knows is thus the reinsta~ment of the hierarchical 
structure of reality which traditional ontology had always held. 
VJe can recognize real comprehensive entities, and in this recog
nition we discover, as weIl as crea te, values. This provides an 
intelligible and meaningful foundation for our recognition of the 
multiplicity of forms of being with their appropriate structure 
of dual control without the liabilities of either an ontological 
dualism or a materialism (-\Vith its implicit one-dimensional meta
physics).67 This conception allows us, then, to recognize not 

66The Study of Man. pp. 58-59. See also Marjorie Grene's amplifications of this aspect of POlanyi's thought in The ~lower and the Known, pp. 202-217 (which she has substantially adapted from her earlier article, "The Logic of Biology,tf in The Logic of Personal Knowledge, PP. 191-205), tfTacit Knowing and the PreRef'lective Cogito," in Il1tellect and Hope, pp. 53-54, and "Hobbes and the Modern Mind," in The Anatomy of Knowledge, pp. 14-15. 
67A thoroughgoing articulation of the ontology of emergence is lacking in POlanyi's writings to dateo What he has expressed, however, at least provides a basis for a reasonable validity to the Ullderstanding of the dimensions of being. It has, as Marjorie Grene points out in The Knower and the Known (PP. 22/+-225), a historical antecedent in Aristotle, though his form-matter theory cannot adequately comprehend the radical innovations of real emergsnce. Polanyi's conception of the logic of emergence, theref'ore, could be complemented by something like Whiteheadts systematic metaphysics as expressed in Process and Reality or a reformulation of Aristotle's categories as expressed in Lonergan's Insight (PP. 431-487)" Since they would take us too far af'ield, neither of these possibilities vdll be pursued h~re. 
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only the distinctive center of human individuality, but also a 

scheme whereby we Crul situate it in the unfolding of emergence. 

The mind of man, accordingly, develops throw~h its own 

hierarchical frameworl~s and relationships which are real, just 

as in the case of the evolutionary antecedents sketched above. 

In every act of knowledge, the person modifies his mental ex

istence at least to some degree by incorporating the particulars 

of the reality in order to r'ely on them subsidiarily to focus on 

their coherent feature. 68 Furthermore, since every act of know

ing is an indwelling, the fraraeworks described in our tacit hori

zons include standards and criteria through which our mental life 

is actualized. Any partj dillarform of ind\"Ielling is thus a par-

ticular vlay of being a human person. This ol1tologically grounds 

human articulate systems and at the sarne time recognizes that 

man's social relationships will determine his conscious mode of 

existence. 69 It does not follow from this, however, that man is 

totally determined by the frameworks in which he exists. What 

does follovl is that, if a judgment compels us to accept a new 

framework, this is a corresponding change in our way of being be

cause the framework in which we dwell has been altered.70 

The basis for such existentia1 choices we have a1ready in

dicated in the discussion of universa1 intent and sha11 try to 

68See "On the Introduction of Science 
203-204 and "Faith and Reason," 242. 

69The Study of Han, PP. 82~83. 

70"Knowing and Being," p. 134 

into Hora1 SUbjects," 
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clarify it further through an m1alysis of truth in the next section. 

At present it points to a significant feature in Polanyi's under

standing of man. Throughout the li fe-long process of tacit know

ing a person develops himself in conjunction with the opportuni

ties l)rovided by his cultural' indwelling. If he tal1.:es advantage 

to the fullest of the potential afforded by this indwelling, he 

actualizes a self-striving toward an evel" gl"eater comprehension 

of the real. In this self-actualization he is guided ultimately 

by pl"inciples of responsibility which trmlscend even the intel

lectual operations of the mind. The emel"gence of these principles 

and man's ability to be guided by them are one of his distinguish

ing charactel"istics, indicating a new stage in the evolutionary 

pro cess which had been previously dominated by simple self-per

servation.71 This means that, just as the mind controls the 

boundary conditions of the body, sa tao a person's mind itself 

unfolds through a sequence of rising principles culminating in 

his responsible jUdgments.72 

VIhen they are seen in light of emergence, our standards for 

responsible judgment are also provided vdth ontological signifi

canee. Insofar as all men strive toward the comprehension of the 

real, this activity includes not only their subjective tastes 

and physical environment, but also the social community which 

establishes a hierarchy of both individual and cultural structures. 

71The Tacit Dimension, p. 52. 

72uLife's Irreducible structure," p. 238. 

'; 
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Man' s responsible judgments must take ·I;his socia1ly structured 
reality into account if they are to be a valid expression of what 
is in fact the case. As a result, "not only goals, but meanings, 
which are prior to goals, acquire an ontological reality in refe
rence to which life is not only, by us, interpreted, but ~.,,73 

At the conclusion of the last chapter we introduced POlanyi's 
notion of a heuristic field which activated a gradient for dis
covery, and claimed that this described a "society of explorers tt 

searching for the potential meaning embodied in our cultural tra
ditions. The exposition of the logic of emergence may be under
stood, fina11y, to provide an ontological basis for this conception 
aIso. Polanyi has attempted to clarify this relationship between 
emergence and human thought by comparing sorne forces Vlhich con
trol inanimate nature with the processes of growth in human know
ledge. Gellera1ly spealdng, the developments produced by inanimate 
nature may be understood to include these three characteristics: 
*'(1) We see forces driving toward stabler potentialities; (2) cata
lysts or accidental releasers of friction-locked forces cause them 
to actualize these potentialities; and (3) such accidents May beï 

uncaused events subject only to probable tendencies.,,74 The 
achievements of man resemble these characteristics in that a prob
lem May be evoked by potentialities in the cultural framework lead
ing to a more stable configuration represented by the choice of a 

73Grene, IfTacit Knowing and the Pre-reflective Cogito," p. 54. 
74The Tacit Dimension, p. 89. 
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solution. And, as in the case of radioactive decomposition, this 

choice is comparable to uncaused mechanical events, guided only 

by a fram ewo rh: which leaves the direction of the solution indeter

mina te. Nevertheless, the intervention of the activity of the 

knower specifies at the same time ho'w discoveries differ from the 

inanimate developl11ents: "(1) the field evoking and guiding them 

is not that of a more stable configuration but of a problell1; (2) 

their occurrence is not spontaneous but due to an effort toward 

the actualization of certain hidden potentialities; and (3) the 

uncaused action which evoltes them is usually an ima.ginative thrust 

toward discovering these potentiali ties. t!75 

In this way Polanyi has attempted to integrate the human powers l ,: 

of thought into the framework of an evolutionary emergence. Through 

ms reformulation of the outlines for an ontology of evolutioll, 

knowing mind once again becomes a natural entity without being 

absorbed back into that from Ylhich it emerged. In light of his 

efforts, the mear.dng of man may be described as man t s radical 

openness in the process of history toward an evel" more comprehen

sive discovery of reality. 

D. The Discovery of Reality 

The aim of this chapter so far has beeu to uncover the onto

logical structures implied in the theory of personal ,k.nowledge--

75Ibid -' 
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with respect to both the kJ.lov/er and the knovm. This analysis was 

required so that neither the subject of kllowledge nor the scope 

of the object towal"'d which the subject' s attention might be di

rected wotLld be need.1essly truncated by a priori assUlnptions. 

The previous sections of this chapter could th en ,be considered as 

an extended, though necessary, excursus. Its purpose was two

fold: to clarify the meruling of Polanyi's understanding of real

ity so that any objections to it could be vievled from this more 

comprehensive perspective; and then, once this vantage point had 

been grasped, to enable us to demollstrate that hur.aan Imowledge, 

though always perspectival and embedded in historical process, is 

llevertheless of reality and can accordingly make a claim to truth. 

Since the force of our argument requ.ired that POlanyi's under

standing of reality be outlined first of all in its general 

features, some important precisions were temporarily bypassed for 

the sake of aChieving °chis comprehensive view. Now that this has 

been accomplished, a more detailed analysis is possible and re

veals that there are several distinct nuances to this understand-

ing o'f our knowledge of reality which depend on the point of em

phasis in a particular contexte OUl~ goal of validuting Polanyi's 

contention, that our knovfledge is a comprehension of that which 

is real, will be aided by delinea:cing four of these interdependent 

senses in whic11 he uses the term reality.76 

76Edward Pols ma.h:es a similar clarification, though with dif
ferent emphases. See his article, "Polanyi and the Problem of 
I:1etaphysical lt:nowledge," in Intellect and Hope, pp. 75-80. 
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The primordial sense of reality, upon which Polanyi grounds 

the other sense of the term in the exposition of his thought, is 

that which exists independently of our focal or explicit knowl

edge of it. In this first sense, reality serves as the external 

pole of aIl our personal affirmations made with universal intent. 77 

This fJleélnS that aIl our claims to truth which are expressed through 

our articulate jud~lents must be grounded on the real. Implied 

in this notion, moreover, is the recognition that truth admits to 

degrees of realization in expression dependent on the context with

in which our affirmations are made. This is so both with regard 

to historical developmel1t and to frameworks \"Thich presumably pen

etrate the reality more profoundly. Thus within the scientific 

horizon, relativity physics expresses the quantifiable properties 

of nature more comprehensively than Newtonian physics and is in 

this sense "more true." Both make their truth claims in reference 

to reality viewed frora the same fundamental framework which has 

developed in the course of history. Similarly tOdély one could 

say that empirical psychology provides él more adequate understand

ing of man than chemistry becéluse its concern is such that it pen

etrates the reality of man more profoundly than a simple chemical 

analysis. This means that, even though they both operate from 

within an empirical perspective, a psycholog:l'ca:J.!.. description of 

the neurophysiology of man presumably goes beyond his chemical 

77See , for example, Science, Faith and Society, Pp. 23, 35; 
Personal Knowledge, P. 311; "The Creative Imagination," 92-93; 
and The Tacit Dimension, pp. 25, 87. 
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pl"'operties because i t penetra tes a higher level in man. 
Un fortunately , when reality has this primordial sense in 

POlanyi's thought, 1t functions more as a description of the claim 
that vve know the real rather than an explanation of how we do 
Imow it. This sense of reality, in other words, does not provide 
any inooediate criteria for our judging that a particular affir
mation made \nth universal intent does in fact relate to reality 
as its objective pole. 

A second sense for Polanyi's understanding of reality may be 
uncovered in the phrase, "aspect of reality.,,78 Wheh this phrase 
appears in Polanyi's writings, it generally is used in conjunction 
\vith the first sense. On the other hand it bears a resemblance 
to the next two senses we shall examine. Consequently the pre
cise nleaning with which Polanyi intends to endow this phrase is 
not completely clear. Nevertheless since he uses it primarily in 
the context of scientific knoV/ledge, he probably is 1ntending to 
establish the ontological validity of science by ac.knowledging 
that the quantifiable properties of reality (in the first sense) 
are aspects 0 f reality. Thus the scientific framework illumina"ces 
the meaning of reality by explaining an aspect of reality. l],'h1s 
ob~lously cowlters the various forms of positivism, idealism, and 
instrumentalism by claiming that a scientist knoVls an aspect of 
reality. It likewise points to the inaclequacy of the application 

78See Science! Faith and Society, p. 10; Personal lfuQ.YQ.edge, p. 311; The Tacit Dimension, pp. 68, 82; "Problem SOlving " 101. and "The Creative Imagination," 88. ' , 



195 

of the scientific understanding to an aspect of reality for \'/hich 

it is not suited. The problem with this second sense of reality, 

however, is that it does not, of itself, provide a sufficient 

eÀJ;>lanation of our ability to know an aspect of reality through 

science nor of Polanyi's recognition that science is not applicable 

to sorne other aspects of reality. 

A third sense 0 f reali ty found in Polal1yi' s though t is much 

more significant for our purposes: this is the recognition of' 

the levuls of reality or, expressed in classical terms, degrees 

of being. If POlanyi's arguments against aIl forms of implicit 

metaphysical reductivism, vlhich viere outlined in the previous 

section, have any validity whatsoever, then he i6 clearly affirm

ing that there are levels in reality which we Imow. The im

portance of this third sense of reality obviously consists in the 

fact that we have here an understanding of reality vrhich requires 

us to move beyond the merely phenomenal to a knowledge of reality 

which is, in the traditional sense, metaphysical. There remains, 

however, the taslt of providing an explanation of 110w vie do ImoVl 

such levels of reality represented by life and human thought. 

This shall be our concern shortly. 

The fourth sense of reality found in Polanyi's thought is his 

comparative use of the terme As Vie have already seen,79 in this 

sense it functions as a criterion, where the ability of something 

79s ee section B above, "The Heaning of Reality," especial1y 
pp. 154-155. 

., 
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to manifest itself in l1ew and tmexpected ways is a sign of its 

degree of rea,lity. In light of this delineatiol1 of the first 

three senses fol" rea,li ty in POla,nyi' s thought, the meaning 0 f 

this comparative use of rea1ity is more firmly established. 

Through it the intercol1nected11ess of the first three senses is 

also c1arified. Whenever one thing is asserted to be more real 

than something else, it clearly imlJlies that this is grounded 

objectively as the eX'cernal pole of our assertion and so is real 

(i11 sense one). Thus when an entity is said to be more real in 

comparison vrlth o.11other entity, it implies both that it is a 

higher level of reality (sense three) und that it is real i11-

dependen-l:;ly 0 four knowing i t (sense one). .AIso a scien ti fic 

theory may be said to be more reo.l than au instance of what it 

i8 describil1g because it heightel1s our perception by disclosing 

an aspect of reality (sense two) in the particular reality (sense 

one) v/hich, in turn, will lead to future and novel manifestations 

of aspects of rea,lity presently unknm'J11 or even unthin1:o.ble. 

Lest this be mislli1derstood, a use fuI distinction, offered by 

}1arjorie Grene in her defense of Polanyi's criterion of reality, 

may be introduced at this point.30 An objection to Polanyi's 

criterion of reality might be raised by maintaining that it is 

confusing the artificial with the natural, or that it is mru~ng 

the conventional more real than the factuaJ~., If the criterion 

Viere applied ·co two differe.nt natural entities which comprise 

-----'----------------
80The Kl10wer and the Kl101.m, p. 222. 
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two distinct levels of reali ty (sense tIU'ee), there would be no 

great difficulty concerning its intent, though some V/ould doubt 

that it ever could be applied. But when it is a question of human 

constructs, the matter is not so clear. What can it mean to 

claim, for example, that a painting is more real than that which 

it depicts, or a scientific theory more real than nature? Such 

an objection can be clarified, suggests Grene, by distinguishing 

different dimensions in reality. Polanyi's criterion is calling 

our attention to the "depth" or "intensity" of being. This is 

distinguishable from "facticity," the fact of existence or non

existence, v/hich is a linear, "extensive" dimension of being. In 

this sense, then, a painting could express a dimension of, the 

depth of reality which goes beyond any extensive dimension of 

\'1hich Vie are normally aware. 81 The problem wi th Polanyi 1 s cri

terion arises, in other words, because the implicit understanding 

of reality which predominates in the objectivist framework is 

the linear, extensive dimension as the only proper sense of real

ity. For Polanyi, on the other hand, reality cannot be so con

stricted because it is much richer and includes the realm of 

"fact" as one aspect of the reality VIe know alongside many other 

dimensions which reveal the depth of reality, including all liv-

81See Polanyi, "Vihat Is a Painting?" American Scholar XXXIX 
(~970), 6~5-?69 •. Even ~h?u~h Polanyi is not directly con~erned 
wJ..th ?larJ..fYJ..ng hJ..s defJ..nJ..tJ..on of reality (sense four) by at
temptJ..ng to explain the reality of a painting as evoldl~g in us 
001 ~xperience that transcenda nature (see especially PP. 665-667) 
he J..lldirectly supports Grene's earlier interpretation of this ' 
criterion with respect to art. 

1. , 
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ing things and their achievements. 

While these clarifications may be quite helpful for under

standing Polanyi's thought, it still remains to be explained how 

we do know reality in ruly of the senses just delineated. Un

fortunately, there is no thoroughly explicit treatment of this 

problem in Polanyi's writings. Indeed, the fourth sense of real

ity, vnlich accredits something as possessing a deeper reality 

because it can mrulifest itself indefinitely in the future, could 

be interpreted as an attempt to evade the problem. According 

to such an interpretation, Polanyi's criterion of reality would 

be understood to be formulating a test of fruitfulness in a posi

ti vist or pragma tic sense. To do so, hovJ'9ver, would be not only 

a failure to situate this in the context; of Polanyi's thought as 

a whole, but also a misconception of the criterion itself. The 

fruitfulness of a theory seems to work as a way of conceiving its 

truth only because the theory does in some sense correspond to 

reality. A the ory is proposed not because it is now fruitful 

(which can only be demonstrated in the future), but because it 

is held to be true and implicitly, then, a correct understanding 

of reality. If the theory is true, it will be fruitful precise-

ly because it discloses an aspect of reality existing independently 

of us and capable of revealing itself to us in novel \'Tay in the 

future. 82 

82See Science, Faith and Society, pp. 10, 23; Personal Knovrl
edge, pp. l46-1L~8; "The Creative Imagination," 86; and l-iarjorie 
Grene, The Yillower and the Kll0\'n1, p. 220. 
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The significance of these few remarks begins to bear greater 

importance vihen they are placed in the larger context of the 

problem of our knowledge of the real. Since for Polanyi knowledge 

which is true is based upon a grasp of the real, an analysis of 

his understanding of truth should provide a clue to any valida

tion of our knowledge of reality which is implied in his thought. 

Accordingly, we must briefly attempt to present Polanyi's under

standing of truth as the final consideration necessary to expose 

any implied explanation which could substantiate his claim that 

we know reality. 

The discussion above clearly indicates that Polanyi under

stands truth to be the expression of a relation between a person

al affirmation made vdth universal intent and sorne objective 

reality. It is equally clear, moreover, that the process where-

by this occurs cannot be understood according to the "corres

pondence theory of truth" as it is espoused in much of contem

porary philosophy. Early in this study we noted how the ob

jectivist framework, because it does not admit the jUdgment of 

the person to enter into the act of knowledge, results in an 

"objectivist dilemma" where truth, at least as Bertrand Russell 

expressed it, consists in the coincidence between subjective be

liefs and an actual fact. 83 Polanyi points out that the pos

sibility for these two terms ever coinciding cannot be explained 

consistently from withi11 the objectivist framework o If the pereon-

83see above, p. 16, 11. 7; the referellce is to Persollal Knon1 -

edge, p.n304f. 
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al affirmation is discounted in the knowing situation as provid

ing the basis for establishing such a relationship, then there 

is no \Vay in which we cau ev en speak of auy supposed ttfacts" with

out an infinite regress. 

If vve wish to a.void such a regress and arrive at an adequate 

understanding of truth, \'le are required, in Polanyi's estimation, 

to acknowledge the necessary participation of the knower. What 

this means cau be seen from a consideration of an ordinary factual 

claim. When we say tha.t a factual statement is true, Polanyi 

explains that what we are doing is making an articulate assertion 

which "is composed of two parts: a sentence conveying the content 

of what is asserted and a tacit act by which this sentence is 

asserted e ,,84 The articulate assertion itself may thus be separated 

from the act of assertion in order to test it by some criteria. 

If it stands up to the required evidence, the original assertion 

may then be repeated and judged again to be true. But the act of 

judging itself is not composed of two parts. Bince it is a.n act 

which the knower is performing, it establishes a relationship be-

tVfeen the knower and that which is knm1ffi through the articulate 

expression. The act of knowing a reality and expressing it ade-

quately is something the person is doing, not observing.85 

According to Polanyi's analysis, then, truth can only be 

ImOl'V11 by an intelligent affirmation expressing the relationship 

84Personal Knowledge, p. 254. 

85Ibid _. 
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of the knower to the reality of that which is known. Only be-

cause the predominant contemporary explanation of the corres

pondence theory of truth leaves out the subject and the reality 

or being of the thing knO\vn does it gain a semblance of credi

bility.86 We have already seen that to do so is logically con

tradictory. Because of this objectivist understanding of the 

correspondence theory of truth, Polanyi calls his understanding 

a "redefinition" of truth.87 We would submit, however, that 

POlanyi's analysis is in fact a redtfinition only in the context 

of contemporary thought and recovers the classical metaphysical 

Wlderstandil1g of the adequacy of thought and the being of a par

ticular thing. 88 

If the personal affirmation is that which relates the Imower 

with the reality of the thing ImO\Vl;l, then our contention, that 

POlanyi's understanding of l{llowledge provides an explanation of 

how we know the real, can be substantiated only by an analysis of 

the process whereby a person in fact makes a judgment which he 

asserts to be true. Or expressed negatively, the claim that we 

know the real can never be demonstrated impersonallYe 

86A strikingly similar critique of this theory as it is es

poused in much of contemporary British philosophy is presented by 

C. B. Daly, "Metaphysics and the Limits of Language," in New Es

says on Religious Lanruage, ed. by Dallas M. High (New York: Ox

ford University Press, p. 123. 

87See Personal Knowledge, pp. 71, 104, and 254-255. 

88For contemporary expressions of this tradition~l understand

ing of truth, see Karl Rahner, Spirit in the World, P. 129 and 

Bernard Lonergan, Insight, p. 552. 
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This same conclusion is just as forcefully advanced if we 

consider what is meant by our knowledge of the real. We have 

already seen the nuances which the term reality possesses in 

Polanyi's thought. It follows that, unless we wish to be dog

matic and erect a notion of metaphysical knowledge which Vlould 

be a pr:iJu:limpossible to achieve, we must recognize similar 

nuances when we attempt to understand what the claim that we 

Imow reality means •. In the course of his analysis of Polanyi's 

contribution to -Che understanding of metaphysical knowledge, Ed

ward PoIs has performed this task admirably. In order to situate 

his observations, we may point out that if our knowledge is to be 

of "reality" or "an aspect of reality," or if it opens us to 

"levels of reality" or to el1tities which are "more real," then it 

must in sorne sense go beyond Kantian phenomena. The question, 

accordingly, is this: in what sense does the "appearance" of 

something lead to a knowledge of reality in that appearance? In 

this context PoIs mrures the follovdng comments; 

Kant, in erecting the thing-in-itself as an impossible ideal 
toward which we might turn if Vie were provided with an intel
lectual intuition, almost persuades us that this is what meta
physicians have always been after. Yet few, if any, philoso
phers have ever claimed that it was within our capacity to 
know an absolute reality unqualified by a relation to reali- ;1 

ties of lesser degree. No doubt if someone should want to 
Posa&ss:·'a transcendence so pure as to be isolated from aIl the 
manifestations that depend upon it, Kant gives him good rea- :1 
sons why he cannot have it. But we have a right to hope for 
a knowledge that should yield us something of the domain that 
he held inaccessible to reason. Certainly we shall not set-
tle for less and still wish to call i t metaphysical knovlledge. 
It should yield us something of the absolute in the relative; 
transcendence in and through the particulars it transcends; 
the really reai refracted ~n various degrees of reality; Be-
ing appearing to us in appearances. If we look for pure Real-
ity :;'n the sense of a thing-in-itself \Ve shall certainly find 
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pure Nothing: nothing happening; nothing at issue; no diversity, but instead a stolid and inane Unity. It clears our minds to be persuaded of the impossibility of this extreme case, even if there are sorne of us who can honestly say that we have never been tempted to look in that direction. And \Ve are convincingly taught by Kant that, if there are more profitable directions to look in, there is profit there only if our glance issimultaneously upon the nature of our own cognitive powers.89 
Just as in the case of our true judgments, so also here in our 
kllowledge of reality we are driven back to the bedrock of the experience of ourselves as Imowers for the source of any validation. 

The requirements of our inquiry lead us to examine again the human mode of knowing, but now for the purpose of exposing any 
conditions which enable us to know the real and judge truly. 
This clearly does not imply any attempt to establish an explicit 
knowledge of "reality-in-itself" or judgments whj.ch embody "e
ternal truths." The modern understanding of intelligibility demonstrates the explicit content of aIl human affirmations is not 
the absolute and necessary. Rather, there is an experience of 
the dimension of ultimacy90 which qualifies aIl our intelligent 
acti vi-cy and \'Ihich functions as the condition enabling us to knoVl 

89pols , "Polanyi.and the Problem of Netaphysical Kl1o\'lledge," pp. 62-63. 

90For this mode of expression see Langdon Gilkey, Naming the Whirlwind (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-l1errill Company Inc., 1969), pp. 296-414; Religion and the Scientific Future ~New York: Harper & ROVl, PUblisners, 19,/0), pp. 4'7-64-; and "Empirical Science and Theological Knowing," in FoundatiOllS of Theology, ed. by Philip HcShane (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1972), pp. 9.3-97. Huch of the subsequent unalysis in the remainder of this chapt el" is dependent on these penetrating studies. 
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in a:ny sense whatsoever. In relation to this experience of ul
timacy we do ,know the real in the contingent, the truth in the 
manifold of relativity. Polanyi's analysis of the human mode of 
lUlowing uncovers at least three moments where such a dimension 
of ultimacy can be experienced in our conscious life. In the 
concretely existing knowing subject, they operate cOl1currently 
and are thus susceptible to analysis only at the ris1l:: of dis
tortion. Nevertheless, if thi8 warning is kept in mind, we can 
discover the dimension of ultimacy 011 the basis of which our 
historically conditioned and relative judgmel1ts are made in these 
experiences: (1) the tacit foreknowledge of reality grounding 
every judgment, (2) the rational power of regulative principles 
derived from our cultural frameworks, and (3) the intellectual 
passions leading us to an ever more adequate comprehension and 
discovery of reality. 

Through his analysis of the structure of tacit knowing, POlanyi 
recognized in the ontological aspect of every act of l~nowledge 
a condition for the possibility of a.ll hurflall knowledge of reali
ty. V/hile this tacit reference to the real is éllways present, 
it normally goes unnoticed because we are relying on it to focus 
on a particular entity or sorne aspect of reality. The moment 
when this element of our cognitional activity most profoundly im
l)inges upon our cOl1scious experience is in the paradigm case 0 f 
Imowledge, in our knovrledge of a good problem leading eventually 
to a new discovery. 

The context in which Polanyi first uncovered this dimension 
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of u1timacy vias, of course, his appraisa1 of scientific discovery. 

Very ear1y in his study of the scientific enterprise Po1anyi 

pointed out that "the scientist's intuition can integrate wide1y 

dispersed data, camouf1aged by sundry irre1eval1t conne:x:i..onsf~ 

and indeed seeIt out such data by experiments guided by a dim fore

know1edge of the possibi1ities which lie ahead.,,9 1 Years 1ater, 

after having gl"app1ed with the implications of this insight for 

actua1 scientific discoveries, Po1anyi was able to c1arify this 

process even further by providing an ana10gy from physics: 

l have spoken of our powers to perceive a coherence bear
ing on rea1ity, with its yet hidden future manifestations. 
But there exists also a more intensely pointed knowledge of 
hidden coherence: the kind of foreknowledge we calI a l)l"ob
lem. And \Ve know that the scientist produces problems, has 
hWlches, and, elated by these anticipations, pursues the quest 
that should fulfi11 these anticipations. This quest is guid
ed throughout by feelings of a deepening coherence and these 
feelings have a fair chance of proving right. We may recog
llize here the powers of a dynamic intuition. 

The mechanism of this power can be i11uminated by an anal
ogy. Physics spealts of potential energy that is released 
when a weight slides dovm a slope. Our search for deeper co
herence is likewise guided by a potentiality. We fee1 the 
slope toward deeper insight as we fee1 the direction in which 
a heavy Yleight is pulled along a steep incline. It is this 
dynamic intuition which guides the pursuit of discovery.92 

There are two significant fcatures contained in this analysis 

of the process of scientific discovery. The first is that the ex

perience of ultimacy, in the form of a potential1y deeper coher

ence, is guiding the scientist toward his comprehension of the 

as yet urutnovm reality. Secondly, moreover, it implies that this 

91Scienc9, Faith and Society, p. 24. 

92"The Creative Imagination,1I 88. 
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'cacit foreknowledge is operative precisely because it is cognitive. 

As Vie saw earlier in this study, this cognitive foreknowledge is 

required by the logic of our Imowledge of problel'l1s. In order for "' 

a scientist to pursue a discovery, he must have an awareness of 

what he is looking for, v/hich is at the same time not yet explicit 

or focal. Buch a paradox, which constitutes our knowledge of a 

problem, "makes sense if we admit that we can have a tacit fore

k.l1owledge of yet undiscovered things.,,93 By means of this tacit 

forelmowledge of the reality he is seeking, the creative scien

tist experiences a dimension of ultimacy in his conscious re

search which guides him toward an explicit formulation. 

While the primary locus for Polanyi's rulalysis of this fore

Imowledge of the real in our intellectual activity is science, its 

operation is applicable universally in all htman knowledge. 94 

That POlrulyi understands this to be operative in all our acts of 

Imowledge is clear from his explicit assertions and from the re

quirements of the consistency of his thought as a whole. Ji'or ex

ample, in the context of our ability to comprehend novel elements 

93The Tacit Dimension, p. 23. 

94Edward Pols, in his otherwise excellent assessment of POlanyi's 
thought in relation to our kllowledge of the real, doss not admit 
this. He appreciates, for example, how POlanyi's notion of a tacit 
foreknowledge offers "a self-evidential base for our knowledge" 
(or, as we are expressing it, an experience of the dimension of 
ultimacy ~n.our knowledge), but only with respect to the purs}ait 
of scient~f~c truth and not for comprehensive entities in general. 
As vie shall try to demonstrate, it is our contentio~ that hé',::LèI.' 
lllistclten in this restrictive interpretation. See his UPolanyi 
and the Problem of 11etaphysical ~Cnowledge," p. 84, n. 27. 
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of our experience by understanding their joint meaning, he de

clares that "our active foreknowledge of an unknown entity is the 

right motive and guide of Imowing in all our mental endeavors.,,95 

In another case, which we have already discussed in a different 

context, Polanyi explains that our use of generéll conceptions re

quires a foreknowledge which allows us to integrate tacitly·n~w 

instances to which the term can refer. In this explanation he 

remarks that, vnlile.it is more evident in sorne cases, such fore

Imowledge is "never quite absent from the act of knowing.,,96 Final

ly in the context of his criterion of reality, Polanyi maintains 

that our recognition of the depth of an entity is derived from the 

experience of ultimacy based on our tacit foreknowledge that the 

reality does have this depth and thus can reveal itself in novel 

ways in the future; and tlthis is tO class our knowledge of reality 

with the kind of foreknowledge which guides scientists to dis

covery.,,97 

In addition to these explicit assertions fOllild in POlanyi's 

writings, a consideration of the structure of tacit l~owing in 

the framework of emergence shows that, if knowledge is always an 

9511Faith and Reason," 243. 

9.6"Knowing and Being," i). 129. It is instructive to note that 

in this article Polanyi begins with an analysis of our acts of 

tacit knowledge in general, including the recognition of the fore

IG10wledge required for our ability to use general terms, and only 

then moves to an .analysis of the foreknowledge \'/hich is manifested 

in the recognition of a problem. The logical structure of the ar

gument itself is further evidence for the general applicability 

of this theme. 

97The Tacit Dimension, p. 33. 



208 

activity, something we do, then this I1from-to" or vectorial 

quality of tacit kno\'ling presupposes such a tacit forelol0vlledge 

of the real. Vlhat tacit knowing is "from" is described by the 

ontological aspect of. its structure, and its directedness "to

wards" is experienced both as a foreknowledge of. the real and an 

explicit comprehension of an aspect or degree of reality grounded 

in thi8 foreknowledge. 98 

Flowing frOID this, the second dimension of ultimacy in our 

cognitive experience il3 to be found in the cultural heritage by 

l11eal1S of 'which we develop our mental existence. Our cultural 

heritage is composed of articulate frameworks or intellectual 

horizons which provide the conditions for our application of ex

plicit methods, norms, axioms, and the like. They form the gen

eral ontological conceptions implicit in any given intellectual 

inquiry. VVe ImoVl the world in an explicit way by thin.king through 

them, not about them. As such they are not, indeed cannot be, 

the subject of explicit, formol demonstration. 

Polanyi analyzes this dimension of ultimacy in terms of the 

structure of commitIilel1t VIhere the persol1al and the universal meet 

in respol1sible judgment. "Here the personal COllles into existence 

98This feature of Polanyi's thought finds a strong parallel 
in Karl Ramler' S 11otion of man' S pre-apprehe11sion of being 
(Vorgriff ad esse) which is unthematically co-affirmed as the 
transcendental condition for the possibility of every thematic 
affirmation or judgment. See his Spirit in the World, Part II, 
Chapter III, pp. 117-236. 
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by asserting universal i11tent, and the universal is constituted 

by being accepted as the impersonal terro of this personal com

mitment. n99 As a result of these interacting forces of our intel

lectual life, the personal act of k110wing includes as a condition 

for its concrete actualization the element of compulsion or de

termination which is experienced in the forro of the responsibil

ity permeating our judgments about reality.l00 By committing 

ourselves to the intellectual horizons of our cultural heritage 

and acting in the Vlorld i11 light of them, Vie come into being as 

persons through a conscious separation of ourselves from the con

tingent flow of immediate events in the V/orld. This can be a

chieved because the premisses implied in such a commitment function 

as a demand on our responsibility and thus are normative. 101 

Through our reliance on these articulate fromeworks we then 

make our explicit claims to truth. Because of our commitments to 

the universal standards of our articulate frameworks, Polanyi 

li.kens such judgments to Kant. s analysis of morality. 102 But 

there is a major difference in that co~nitting ourselves to these 

"regulative principles" derived from our intellectual frameworks, 

we noV! are affirming them to be true and thus to be an adequate 

illeans of understanding certain aspects of the reality illlder con-

99personal Yùlowledge, p. 308. 

100~., pp. 309-310. 

101Science, Faith and Society, p. 54. 

102See "The Logic of Tacit Inference," p. 156. 
" ",' 
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sideration. 103 In order to acknowledge the validity of this ex

plru1ation, it is necessary to keep in mind that the tacit ref

erence to reality is operating simultaneously with our explicit 

affirmations.104 The human mode of knowing i8 thus empowered to 

brealt the flow of relativity in affirming the truth of a partic

ular aspect of reality in light of an intellectual horizon to 

which it is committed. It does so even though the truth affirmed 

in contingent and provisional, not absolute or necessary. This 

dimension of ultimacy is present in our affirmations about reality 

in the sense that, given a historical framework and the personal 

responsibility seeking universal intent, aIl the demands of ra

tionality have been at this moment fulfilled. This enables us to 

affirm, "Such i5 in fact the case," wlth respect to a particular 

situation, n.9..t. that it is necessarily_.the case. We can then g~ve 

our reasons for affirming why vie say something is true, though 

these reasons can never be fully specifiable. 105 

The third dimension of ultimacy is experienced in what POlanyi 

terms our "intellectual passions. tt106 They energize our mental 

life by filling us with a drive to understand which is objective 

and universal in intente Theae intellectual passions have a cog

nitive element insofar as they perform a selective function by 

upholding certain interests and values and discounting others. 

103Personal Knowledge, p. 307. 

104The Tacit Dimension, p~ 87 

105Personal Knowledge, p. 320. A slightly more nuanced ex

pression of this dimension of ultimacy is presented by Bernard 

Lonergan in his allalysiG of Jche grasp of a perspective judgment 

as virtually unconditiolled. See Insight, p. 280. 

106See Personal Knowledge, pp. 132-202. 

1 
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Closely associated with this is their heuristic function which 

accepts these values in order to probe more deeply into the mean

illg of reality from that perspective and which--in cases of maJ."ked 

originality--leads to the dwelling in a new framework with an 

altered set of values. And finally, these il1tellectual passions 

often vdll function persuasively in an attempt to convince others 

of the validity of a new or different framework. 107 

This drive to understand is experienced with its most pro

found force when we are struggling vdth a problem which finally 

becomes open to our comprehension. What happens in such in

stances is not the surcease of intellectual passion. Rather what 

occurs is the grasp of a neVI insight l'/hich is contemplated both 

in itself and in the expectations it raises that it will in its 

turn be filled with new implications for further development. 108 

Having examined thase three dimensions of ultimacy from the 

vantage point of their distinctive moments in human consciousness, 

we can now turn to an appreciation of their significanèe in a 

more profound fashion by analyzing their joint operation, for it 

is in this Vlay that they are experienced by the Imowing subject. 

At this point we may say that our intellectual passions, which are 

grounded on the experience of our tacit foreknowledge of the real 

and are fostered by our historica1ly conditioned intellectual 

·l07~., p. 159. 

108See The Study of Han, p. 84 and "The Creative Imagination," 
91-92. 
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horizons, lead us toward an ever more explicit discovery of 

reali ty. Because of this eÀrperience Vie cau accept our cultural 

horizons with aIl their limitations and weaknesses and still ad-

here to a quest for the truth. The limi ted way in which vie ac

tivate this quest will define our particular form of personal 

existence ffi1d constitutes our tlcalling.,,109 We can do this in 

full responsibility by 1"ecognizing that, in spite of the fact 

that our culture is embodied in limited horizons, it still opens 

us to various aspects of reality. Thus ev en though our explicit 

affirmations never :t'ully ey..haust the reality 0 f the thing in 

question, we experience, in addition to the truth of the af

firmation, a taci t Itl1O'\vledge which is indeterlllinate and which 

goes beyond the explicit content of the affirmation because it 

cannot yet be explicitly stated. 110 In other words, we experience 

the affirmation as graspil1g the 1"eal through a particular, his

torically conditioned horizon, knowing at the same time that the 

aspect of reality we have ex-'plicitly grasped doea not exhaust its 

full signif'icance. 111 Because of this \'le realize, finally, that 

we can comprehend the reality of anything only in stages, gradual

ly opening its meaning to our explicit understanding. 112 

1098ee Personal Knowledge, PP. 321-324 and The Tacit Di1l1el1-

w.u, p. 79. 

110"The Logic of Tacit Infel"ence," p. l~.l. 

lllThe Tacit Dimension, p. 32. 

112"Tacit Moning: Ita Bearing on Some Problell1s of Philoso

phy," p. 168. 
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This leads to the conclusion that any tru·ch \Ve discover, which 

is l"'ecognized only insofar as it has a beal"'ing on l"'eality, will 

be provisional and pel"'spectival, but nevertheless adequate in the 

contexte By pursuing the real wi th the l"espol1sibility born of 

ill1iversal intent, we grow as persons and at the same time expand 

our cultural horizons into increasingly adequate tools for ,the ex

plicit comprehension of the real. This process has been aptly 

described by Polanyi as follows: 

The intellectual daring which impels our acts of commitment 
retains its dynamic character within the state of C0111li'litment, 
in relying on its oym resourcefulness to deal with the un
specifiable implications of the knowledge acquired by the act 
of comndtment. In this self-reliance lies our ultimate power 
for };:eeping our heads in the face 0 f a changing world. It 
makes us feel at home in a ill1iverse presenting us with a 
succession of unprecedented situations and even makes us en
joy life best precisely on these occasions, wlnch force us 
to respond to novelty b, reinterpreting our accepted knowl
edge.113 

The question which 110'11'1 can be raised from the inquiries in-

itiated in this chapter concerns the significance of this dimen

sion of ultimacy making human knowledge possible and the ultimate 

meaning of emergence. On the one hand, this dimension of ulti

macy does not result from uny effort of our knowing; rather it 

is experienced as the condition transcending all our explicit af

firmations. This dimension of ultimacy, which is encountered at 

the core of our self-awareness, provides the fOill1dation that al

lo'ws us to trust in our abili ty to knoVl the truth provisionally 

and to hope that vie shall discover i t fully. On the other hand, 

113Personal Know1edge, p. 317. 



the ultimate referent tOVlard which ou.L' knowing strives is reality, 

but only inso far as i t is 1010wn by way 0 f a taci t foreknowledge. 

It is this transcendent reality which provides the ground in light 

of which Vie are able to comprehend the meaning of the contingent 

reality of our focal awareness and to believe that the meaning 

y,rill be fulfilled in a way that is still incomprehensible. 

In each pole 0 f this experienc e our founda tional inquiry thrO\'lS 

us open to mystery--that which grounds our proximate norms of in

telligibility and which draws us ever deeper into itself. Our 

inquiry has thus led to the conclusion that this openness to mys

tery, which is the source of an inexhaustible intelligibility,114 

constitutes the ultimate meaning of man and the final goal of 

emergence. This appears to be the inescapable exigency of our in

quiry. As it stands, however, this conclusion is ambiguous. Never

theless, we would submit, echoing the sentiments of Polanyi, that 

the recognition of the validity of this hope115 and this belief116 

establishes a basis for religious fai'l:~h. For if the" depths of 

mystery, in light of which we k110W and toward which we are dra-wn, 

can be approached in any sense, it will only be through religious 
discourse. 

114For a more detailed discussion of mystel"'y in the sense we 
are using it here, see Karl Rahner, uThe Concept of Mystery in 
Catholic Theology," in Theolo,ical Investigations, IV (Baltimore: 
Helicon Press, 1966), PP. 36- 3; Bernard Lonergan, Insight, pp. 
531-549; and John Dunne, A Search for God in Time and Memory 
(New York: The Hacmillan Company, 1967), p. 7. ' 

115Personal Knowledge, p. 324. 

116The Tacit Dimension, p. 92 and Personal Knowledge, p. 405. 



:rV. A FOUNDATIONAL INQ,UIRY ImrO THE STRUCTURE 

OF RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

A. The Continuity between Faith and Reason 

The goal of this inquiry has been to propose a general con

ception of human Imowledge which would provide a fOU11dational 

analysis explanatory of all intellectual activity, including re

ligious belief. The success of this endeavor thus has been de-

pendent on a fWldamental assumption. In order that the goal be 

aChieved, we have had to presuppose an underlying harmony or C011-

tinuity, in some sense, between religious faith and other human 

intellectual enterprises. This sort of assumption is not uni-

versally accepted, and the raruts of thoee who do not accept it 

include believers as well as non-believers. Consequently a brief 

analysis of thi6 problem is in order so that the meaning and 

validity of our assumptions lllay be clarified. 

The relationship bet\veen faith and reason is a perennial prob

lem for religious thought. 1 This is noJc at t all surprising in 

lA recent e::cample of an analysis of this problem from D.. his
torical and typological point of view may be found in Herbert 
Richardson, Tovfard an American Theolo (Nelu York: Harper & Row, 
PUblishers, 19 7 , pp. 30-L~9. See a 60 the fOllowing classical 
expressions of thi6 problem: Etienne Gilson, Reason and Revela
tion in the 11iddle Ages (New York: Charles Scribner' s Sons, 1938) 
and li. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: Harper & 
ROVl, Publishers, Torchbook Edition, 1956). 
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view of the historicity of cultural frameworks. The problem be

cornes particularly acute, however, during those transitional 

periods between the gradual erosion of the authority of a fading 

cultural Gestalt and the emergence of the competing attraction 

of its still dimly perceived successor. At such times the fun

damental conceptions of reality which dominate the age are cal

led into question, and all previous responses to this problem 

must be re-examined. 

While any re5pon5e 'will necessarily have qualifying elements 

derived from the particular cultural setting in which the 

question is raised, the solutions logically possible may be 

categorized according to three general p05itions. 2 One ten

dency holds that in some sense faith and reason are harmonious, 

or reconcilable, or complementary. The problem here consists in 

specifying how this is so. A second tendency would understand 

the acceptance of one term to imply the renunciation of the other. 

This category comprises two opposing poles: on the one hand a 

fideist view which accepts the demands of faith, usually under

stood in a fundamentalist or literalist sense, at the expense of 

reason; and 011 the other hand a rationalist vie'\'l which follows 

the dictates of reason, usually understood in a completely 

autonomous sense, and rejects anything not contained under this 

2See Avery Dulles, The Survival of Dogma (Garden City, N.Y.: 
D01..l.bleday & Company, Inc., 1971), p. ~·4. 
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rubric, especially religious belief. Here the problem is solved 

by denying the validity of one element which causes the problem. 

A third tendency 111aintains that faith and reason are the subjects 

of distinct spheres or realms, that there is no continuity be

tween the t\'10, but that both are valid in their proper areas. 

According to this vievr the problem is resolved by arguing that 

there 1s no problem or that the problem arises only when one in

trudes upon the domain of the other. 

In terms of the structural elements which constitute human 

il1tellectual activity at the fotmdational level disclosed by our 

analysis, only the first of these possibilities can be convincing

ly upheld. 

Insofar as the second tendency is concerned, the basis for 

this judgment consists in the recognition that iJ.ny concept func

tions vrl thin a gi ven 1nteIIectual horizon. "Faith" and "reason" 

are no exceptions. Therefore anti~ explicit conceptions of the 

meaning of faith and reason are derived partially from the per

sonal experience 0 l' the inc11 vidual and partially from the pre

vailing cultural horizon which provides the 1110St general notions 

of reality tacitly assumed by the age. Since the cultural hori

~n, vlithin which the pélrticular conceptions of faith and reason 

are formed, is nor1i:1ally not noticed, it is quite possible for 

sorne groups vlithin the culture to misapprehend the reality of 

f'aith or reason by conceiving them in isolation 1'1"'0111 other ele

ments of' the cultural 1'ramevmrk or by absolutizing them in a Vlay 

which tries to make the conceptions directly equivalent to the 
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reality. Froln such a limited perspective, faith and reason may 

indeed appear to be contradictory. The antagonism, however, is 

the result of a failure to probe deeply enough into the realities 

involved from within the given perspective. Whitehead has ex

pressed this point in his ovm inimitable mrulner: "You cannot 

shelter theology from science, or science from theology; nor cau 

you shelter either of them from metaphysics, or metaphysics from 

either of them. There is 110 short cut to truth.,,3 Any attempt 

to safeguard "faithtl by a deliberate limitation and refusaI to 

encounter the truth of other elements of a culture which would 

force faith and reason into competing and antagonistic positions 

is botmd to truncate ruld falsify its reality. 

The third tendency, even though it is much more sophisticated 

than the second, is also lacking at the foundational level of in

quiry. During the modern period in the West it has beeu artic

ulated in the characteristic form of a discontinuity between 

"nature" (or sCience) and "history" (or revelation). According 

to this view, then, "nature and history are structures in reality 

so fundamentally different that it ought to be said they have 

nothing in coùLmon. They are incormnensurable. Conflict between 

them is impossible."4 The dichotomy here is one of method, where 

3Alfred North Whitehead, Religion in the. Ï'1akiny (Cleveland: 
The World Publishing Company; Heridian Books, 1960 , pp. 76-77. 

L:-Carl Michalson, The Rationality of Faith,· p. 24. This work 
by }üchalson represents one of the most thoroughgoing and lucid 
arguments in favor of this position. The thoughts expressed here 
are dS:L'ived primarily from his ~xposition of its rationale. 

11 
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tVlO distinct structures of reality are operative.5 ItHistorylt is 

that which refers to the question of meaning, particularly the 

meaning of man, V/hile "nature" is that which refers to the question 

of things or essences and i6 silent about man.6 Historically 

this dichotomy goes back to the Kantian distinction between spec

ulative and practical reason. 7 Un fortunately , understanding the 

relationship between faith and reason in this way carries vdth it 

a set of' liabilities similar to those which Vie had uncovered 

earlier in our study. 

The major difficulty in this view can be expressed by consider

ing the following question: In what sense are the tv/a disparate 

structures of reality related ta "realitylt (or whatever else one 

may 'wish to term 'che objective referent)? If nature and history 

are not "two different lands of realitylt8 and if at the same time 

they are not "two ways of experiencillg sorne third reality lurk

ing in the background,u9 the11 to what does the methodo10gical 

distinction re fer in addi tio11 to sorne f'orlllal abstraction? Il'he 

posi'l;ion seems to assert that the question of meaning, \'Ihich i11-

and 
PP. 

5~., p. 31. 

6~., Pp. 25-26, 29. 

7Nicha1so11, 1t shou1d be pointed out, i8 weIl 

seems ta subscribe ta the Ka.ntian framework. 

25-26, 37, and 46. 

8Ib1d., p. 31. 

9l1?,ti., Il. 39. 

awal"e 0 f this 
Bee Hichalsoll, 

1: 
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cludes the mealling of faith, is spealdng of reality, but only of 

historical reality within which faith is discernable. On the 

other hand, the question of fact, which is also a structure of 

reality, has nothing to say about the meaning of man because it 

is, of cotœse, non-historical and constituted by the realm of 

nature. This is very difficult to rnaintain consistently because 

in those cases where a fact frOID the realm of nature may speak of 

the meaning of rnan--as a theory of evolution would seern to be 

able to do--it must then be suddenly transposed from the realm 

of nature into the realm of histroy.l0 

It would appear that there is a fundamel1tal ambiguity here 

cOllcerning man' s knovlledge of reality. If, through fai th, a per-

son knows that "God created man," then this must have something 

to say about nature and the fact of evolution. Similarly, if a 

person ID10V1S that i t i.'3 a fact of natUl"e that man evolved, then 

thia has some light to shed on the meaning of "God created man." 

Any recognition of a mutual interdependence of this sort implies 

the further question that asks ho VI "nature" and "history" Crul be 

thus related. To point out that man cau look at the sarne reality 

10This i5, in fact l precisely vlhat Hichalson ia forced to con
cede: "One ought not to say as Socrates did (Phaedrus 230 C) that 
'landscapes teach us nothing,' but only that if alld YJ'hen they do 
so inforrn us about the fundamental meaning of human existence, they 
are not in those moments classifiable as nature but as hiatory" 
(Ibid., p. 29). He does not, however, clarify hOVl any such lilove 
is made. 
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(not a third reulity) in tvlO different vlays is to demand an. ex-

planation of how man does this. Again, at this foulldational 

level the third view of the relationship bet'V'leen faith and reason 

does not probe o.eeply enough. 

Even though the view which holds faith and reason to be 

dichotomous has been found incomplete, it uevertheless does pro

vide a valid correction of the second tendency. This probably 

accounts for much of its attractiveness among its udherents." 

It does not malŒ the mistal.:e of expecting faith to tell us every

thing about the \101"'10., nor does it expect science to ex-plain 

everything about the meaning of ma.n. The context vIithin VJhich 

certain issues are raised determines the focus of the issues and 

the scope of the answers. By clearly separatil1g the tv/o concerns, 

it constan.tly warns against expecting a type of al1swer from an 

approach to reality "/hich precludes the a.11swer. This insight must 

be talten into account in our attemlJt to explain the continuity 

between faith ruld reason. 

Vlhen the se introductory clarifications are ta1:.:en into the C011-

text of Polanyi's analysis of human knowing, then it should be 

clear that the proposaI for understanding the continui ty betvleen 

faith and reason ''17111 not be dependent simply on some explicit 

conceptualization of faith ruld reuson, nor will it result pri

marily from some overlapping of a comlllonly shared object of C011-

Il]?or example, see ~., p. 30 and l~2 where 1-1icha1so11 maltes 
points siDilar to ours. 
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cern. Rather, their relationship can be seen to lie at the 

fundamental level of the structure of human intellectual inquiry. 

From this underlying level of human consciousness every search 

for the meaning of reality spr~ngs. Upon this basis particular 

conceptions of reason and faith emerge and only in conjwlction 

\vith these conceptions are specific realms of reality demarcated. 

The significant feature of this proposal is its understanding 

of knowing as a heuristic achievement. From the fundamental 

structures sustaining this effort, the specific ways of knowing 

which arise form a continuum. At every point on this continuum 

there is a combination of a personal appropriation of some speci

fic framework and the personal utilization of this framework to 

extend onels comprehension of the real. Expressed in terms of 

the structure of tacit knowledge, this means that every act of 

knovring comprises a taci,t reliance on the authority embodied in 

a specific intellectual tradition in order to focus on sorne aspect 

of reality. At this level of analysis, all our knowledge exhibits 

a similar structure. It is operative whether we are trying to 

analyze sorne chemical property or to account for sorne historical 

event.12 

FrorA the vantage point of this dynamic structure of knowing, 

then, the various fields of YJlowledge vdth their proper metho-

12See The studi of Man, PP. 73-93 for Polanyils detailed 
treatment of the ra ationship between science and history from 
the vantage point of the theory of tacit knowledge. 
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dologies and areas of C011cern do not differ in kind. The saroe 

fU11damental structure sustains them all. Nevertheless, there 

are differences in the explicit ways this structure is actualized. 

The theory of tacit knowing accounts for these differences ac

cording to the degree of participation of the knower in that \'Ihich 

he 1010WS. Once the various realms of inquiry are understood to 

be activiated by the sarne dynamic structure of Imowing, then the 

differences bet'ween them become differences only of degree. 13 

These considerations can 110V! be arllplified by recalling the 

similarity in the structure of our ImoVling a physical object and 

another person and by observillg the transition between them. We 

1010w a physical object, such as a book, by dwelling in ml intel

lectual frameVlork which allows us to relate to it intentionally 

and by incorporating its particulars so that we may comprehend 

i t focally. As we move to a 1010wledge 0 f reali ties on a higher 

level of existence there is a parallel growth in intellectual 

frameworks and degree of incorporation of the particulars of the 

thing 101own. In order to k110W a machine, therefore, Vie must dwell 

in a. horizon capable of appreciating its operational principles 

and must incorporate its particulars so that we may tacitly in

tegrate them into their coherent whole. When we Imow a living 

thing, Vie must pass over ta a horizon capable of dealing with 

life by permitting us to make the integration of its particulars 

at this more profound level. Similarly the recognition of a 

13ltFai th and Reason," 24L~. 
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person requires the further reliance on a framework which in

cludes the operations of intelligence. And, again, if we vdsh 

to recognize the moral respollsibility of a person we must move 

to an even higher level of indwelling. Polanyi has swrunarized 

this pro cess by remarking 

• • • that the participation of the knower in the thing he 
knows increases steadily as the objects of knowledge ascend 
to ever higher levels of existence, and that, corresponding
ly, the observer also applies ever higher standards of ap
preciation to the things known by him. These two trends 
will combine to an ever more ample and more equal sharing of 
existence between the knoV/er and the known, so that when we 
reach the point at which one man knows another man, the 
knower so fully dv;ells in that which he kl1ows, that vie can 
no longer place the two on different logical levels. This 
is to say that when we arrive at the contemplation of a 
hunlrul being as a responsible person, and we apply to him 
the same standards as we accept for ourselves" our knowledge 
of him has definitely lost the character of an observation 
and has become an encounter instead. 14 

Because aIl kl10vdng unfolds through sueh increasingly pro

gressive degrees of indwelling corresponding to the level of 

reality being known, it is impossible to mru~e any absolute de

marcation between faith and reason. This is so on the side of 

the knower where we find a continuity of specific ways of k110VI

ing: "From the minimum 0 f indvlelling exercised in a physical 

observation, \'le move without a break to the maximum of indwelling 

which is a total cOmmitment.,,15 This is also the case froIn the 

side of reality which discloses a hierarchy of levels of emergence 

lLl-The Study of Han, pp. 94-95. 

15"Sciel1ce and Han's Place in the Universe," p. 71; see also 
"Science and Religion: Separate Dimensions or Common Ground? 
Philosophy TOday, VII (Spring, 1963), 12. 
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leading to the question of the significance of this cosmc pan

orama: "Thus natural l""..uowing expands continuously into the 

knovlledge of the supernatural.,,16 

Nothing that has been expressed so far on the continuity be-

tVleen faith and reason should be taken as detracting from the 

distinctiveness of faith. What we have stressed to this point 

has been the human mode 0 f apprehension which remaills constant 

throughout. But the degree of indvlelling varies. Stnce any form 

of indwelling affect our 'way of beillg in the world, religious in

dwelling, vIhich demands a radical commitment, modifies what we 

are as persons in a way 110 lesser form of indwelling can possibly 

approximate.17 An explanation of this characteristic 110V! re

quires an understanding of the dynal11ics proper to religious faith. 

B. Religious Faith As "Breilldng Out" 

l, The experience of the sacred 
and the human mode of knol'ling 

The problem of understanding religious fD.ith has oany facets 

and may be approached from various perspectives, It may be trader-

stood qui te properly according to the requirements delilanded by 

sorne specific theological or doctrinal position, 'which coulc1 bring 

16"Faith and Reason," 2~.6; see 0.1130 "Science and Religj.on: 
Separate Dimensions or Common Ground?" l2-lLl-. 

17"Faith and Reason," 244. 
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up again the problem of the relationship between faith and 1"eaS011. 

An appeal to such a stance at this point vlOuld thus not be bene

ficial, because our inquiry is attempting to establish the gen

eral conditions for recognizing the validity of religious faith. 

l!'rolil the vantage 0 f the requiremen ts llecessi tated by our founda

tioual inquiry, this program can be successful only by explaining 

the processes 'li'fhich constitute the act of faith. Such an explan

ation consists in exposing those elements uncovered by our analy

sis 0 f human cogni tional acti vi ty ,vhich pel"mi t us to raise the 

question of ultimate meaning. Therefore our task here is to ex

trapolate from the structure of humall cOl1scious activity, which 

has been derived from our interpretatiOl1 of Polal1yi's theory of 

tacit knowing, an explanatioll of that which occurs whellever man 

·attell1pts to respond to ultimate questions. 

VIhen the problem of our k:novfledge of reality VlélS probed 

through an analysis of our cognitional activity on the founda

tional level at the conclusion of the previous chapter, an ex

perience of the dimension of ultimacy was disclosed to be an in

tegral constituent. This dimension is experienced not as an ob

ject of our comprehension in the sense of a knowledge of sorne 

specifie entity, but as a qualifying condition enabling us to 

affirm the truth of anything at aIl. It is known only by \'Tay of 

a taci t foreknovlledge vrhich engages our heuristic -'stri vings by 

mer.l11S of our dwellil1g in an articulate framework. 

].i'rom the vantage point of the stl"'ucture of human k:nowing 

~.sclosed by this foundational inquiry, aIl men are open to the 
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transcendent source of this experience of u1timacy. Because of 

this orientation to thé dimension of ultimacy, 0..11 men can come 

to a provisional knowledge of the reality of specific comprehel~

sive entities oold can make judgments about them. In this pri

mordial sense, then, aIl men are religious. 

This designation of man as religious obviously goes beyond 

the usual meaning ascribed to the tenu. It should nevertheless 

be clear that the sense intended here refers to man's fundamental 

way of being in the world, and not to a:l1y specific way he may or 

may not actualize this capability for experiencing the dimension 

of the ultimate. The recognition that man's constitution as a 

conscious being is grounded in an experience which transcends 

particular judgments is in fact nothing more 'chan a further 

specification of the meaning of man described earlier. 18 1nso-

far as man consti tutes himself i11 history by being draVll1 to an 

ever more comprehensive discovery of reality, the possibility of 

experiencing the sacred is always present to the individual per

son. The assertion that man is religious is thus justified in 

terms of our foundational analysis because the dimension of ul

timacy, through which man transcends the world of contingent 

events, sus tains every act of comprehending the real co .. 
Horeover, the study of the religious phenoraellon itself just

ifies this usage. In any concrete historical religious tradition, 

the sD..cred, no matter how it is cOllceived, i8 that \'/hich is real 

l8See above p. 191. 
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in the ultimate sense and that from which aIl other actions and 

entities derive their meaning a.nd reality. Hircea Eliade has 

described this feature of the religious phenomenon as folloVl6: 

• • • the sacred i6 pre-eminently the real, at once power, 
efficacity, the source of life and fectuldity. Religious 
mrul's desire to live in the sacred i6 in fact equivalent 
to his desire to take up his abode in objective reality, 
not to let himself be paralyzed by the never-ceasing rel
ativity of purely subjective experiences, to live in a 
real and effective V/orld, ruld not an illusion. This be
havior is documel1ted on every plane of religious man's 
existence ••• 19 

The data from the religions phe110menOll itself thus converge with 

the analysis of human cognitional activity. 

These observations now permit an expla.nation of the' structure 

operative in the human mode of Imowing, seen from the founda

tional level of inquiry, when a person encounters, or claims to 

enCOUl1ter, the sacred. According to the theory of tacit kll0W

illg, the knower comprehends the knowl1 by dwelling in a framework 

which allows him to integrate its paJ."'ticulars into a coherent 

whole. In order to comprehencl a reality on a higher level of ex

istence, he must progress to a corresponclingly deeper level of 

indwelling. Throughout this continuum the tacit re1io.11ce 011 

reality as such is al\'lays present, grounding all historically 

conditioned horizons and pervacling all heuristic thrusts beyond 

them. As a result the possibility of questioning the meanlng and 

19Hircea Eliade, The SCLcred and the Profane, translated by 
\'Jillard Trask (New Yor1>:: Harper & RoVl» Publishers; Torchbook 
ed:ttion, 1961), p. 28; see a1so Pl). 12 and 210. In Cosmos and 
Historv, translated by Wi1lard Trask (New York: Harper & Row, 
Publishers; Torchbook edition, 1959), pp. 34-35, Eliade wcikes a 
similar point by comparillg the implicit olltology of prilllitive 
religious symbols to Plato's theoretical ontology. 
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significance of reality itself is likevlise always present through 

our taci t forelmovlledge. Whenever this dimension becomes the 

focus of anyone's faith and hope, or doubt and despair, this per

son is engaged i:o. an encounter wi th the transcendent fullness or 

the unfathomable depths of the sacx'ed. 

In this context, then, religious faith is to be understood 

as that form of indwelling which has as its primary goal the 

brealdng out tovlal"'d the trrulscendent source 0 f the experience 0 f 

ultimacy.20 It strives to break out of the limited horizons 

'which any form of indwelling iml)OseS in order to contemplate 

directly thaJc which is experienced tacitly in ordinary acts of 

knowledge as the dimension of ultilllD.Cy. This ability of our cog

nitional poV/ers ta breal .. out of a limited horizon and ta contem-

plate the real is the struc-l.;ure of religious belief insofar as 

it can be explainec1 fr01l1 the vantage point of our fOlUldational 

inquiry. 

This explanation can be amplified somewhat by a consideration 

of a primary .::md authentic ~.xpression of religious belief-

mystical encounter. Insofar as can be ascertained from the claims 

of mystics themselves, the constitutive feature of the mystical 

experience is the feeling of an immediate presence of a reality 

transcending the world. 21 Any concrete description of this ex-

2°la"or a seneral explanation of the notion of "breaking outil 

and its relation8hip ta indwelling, see Personal Knowledge, pp. 

195-202. 

21Joseph Haré'chal, through a survey of psychological and 

phi10sophical studies on the qu~stion of the knowledge of real

ity and its re1ationship ta the phenomenon of mysticism, argues 

for such a conclusion. See his Studies in the PSYCh010~y of the 

Hystics, translated by Algar Thorold (Albany: Magi BOO\:s, 1964), 
êspecially pp. 57-135. 
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perience, of course, \'/ill vary according to the different form3 

of indwelling from which the mystic begins. So whether the effect 

of the expel"ieJ1ce is understood as an absorption or a personal to

talization, or vlhether the source of the experiellce is interpreted 

------as a positive fullness or as a tranquil no-thing, it is always 

identical in this characteristic of presence. 

From the vantage point of the theory of tacit knowing, Polanyi 

has made the following instructive observations of mystical experi-

ence: 

The religious mystic achieves contemplative communion 
as a result of an elaborate effort of thought, supported by 
ritual. By concentrating on the presellce oi' God, who is be
yond aIl physical appearances, the mystic seeks to relax 
the intellectual control which his pO\'l0r3 of perception in
stinctively exercise ovel" the scene confronting them. His 
fixed gaze no longer scans each object in its turn and his 
mj:ùd·~cealSelS to identify their particulars. The whole frame
work of intelligent understanding, by which he normally ap
praises hi8 impressions, 8in1:a.·into abeyance and Ullcovers 
a Vlorld eJ:::perienced uncomprehendiI+gly as a di vine miracle • • • 
[The mystical tradition) invites us, through a succession of 
fldetachments", to seek in absolute ignorance union \'Iith Hilll 
who is beyond aIl being and aIl knowledge. VIe see things 
then not focally, but as part of a cosmos, as features of 
God. 22 

Expressed more technically we could say that the mystic's focal 0.

wareness converges toward the tacit ground of his fore~,.novlledge of 

the real, bypassing the Mediation of some limited horizon. In t11i6 

state °che objects of the world, normally conprohended through Cl. 

tacit relianco on the foreh:nowledge of the teal, are lw.10W".a sub

sidiarily by being taken up into a higher level of integration. 

A consequence, \vhich flows immediately froLl this considera-

tion of the 1imiting cnse of re1igious mysticisn, is that the 

structure of religious belief, insofar ne it i6 nppro.:lchec1 froll 

22personal Knowledge, pp. 197-193. 
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the vantage point of the dynamics of human l~owing, results in a 

negative prehension. This means that,in addition to explaining 

hoVi the human mind lmfolds through a tacit reliance on a dimension 

of ultimacy, our fouudational analysis does not provide any posi

tive signification which clarifies the nature of this dimension. 

Of course, one might attelllpt to argue from the principles outlineel 

i11 the previous chapter on the logic of emergence that, just as an 

entity can 0111y be und~rstood by integrating its constitutive ele

ments and focusing on its highest level of existence, so also the 

sacred cau only he understood as that which provides the meaning of 

emergence and hUlllan liie hy serving as their ultimate level of 

organization. UnforttUlately, this presupposes that the dimens:lon 

of ultil11acy refers us toward that which does in fact supply this 

sort of meaning--a presupposition not demanded by the analysis of 

hUllléUl knowing itself. On the cou-crary, it would he just as plaus

ible to argue, if one were to depend solely on the foundational 

inquiry in-co hwnan knovrlng, that the experience of. the dimension 

of ul timacy, which brerurs down our familial'" forms 0 f meaning, thrusts 

us into the presence of nothingness. 2.3 By focusing on its dis

jointed 'particulars instead of its comprehensive features, this view 

would maintain 'chat the only meaning the uni verse possesses i8 the 

IJrovisional one we suppl y to i t, because both the worlel and man are 

absurd when considered by themsel ves. This vi ev}' , hovrever, in 'ad

clition to assW1ling that no higher integration cau be made, carriez 
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within itself a fUl"ther set of liabilities which have already beeu 

exposed in the treatlllent of the personal variant of moral inversion. 

Thus it folloVlS that if we attempt to interpret the signif'icance 

of OUl" ~tbility to breé.Ù;.: out solely f'rom the results of the founda-

tional analysis of human cognitional activity, both theisIil and 

atheism are possible. 

The reason vIThy aJ.ly attellpt to move frOlll a knowledge of the 

world to an ullderstanding of the sacred should result in a formaI 

ignorance can be explail1ed by revievling the dynamics of human Imovr-

ing in the encounter \'1ith the sacred. Insofar as the tacit fore-

h:nowledge of' the real provides the ultimate ground for 0.11 our con

crete judgments, the real in itself cannot ftIDction by becoming an 

object of comprehension., .Assuming then that in the act of religious 

faith the believer breaks out toward the transcendent source of this 

dimension of ultimacy and experiences it as the sacred, he can never 

have a "h:'l1owledge fl 0 f the sacred in the technical sense 0 f compre

hending an e11tity in light of some framei'Tork. In other vrords, \'le 

always 1:110\7 a particular thing as an aspect of reality, or a level 

of reality, or a degree of rea.liJ.;y because we dvrell in a framework 

".."hose ultimate horizon is reality as such; since our reliance on 

this ho~cizon, which is experienced as a dimension of ultimacy, is 

precisely that which mali.:es comprehension possible, -rre can knQ1.7 i-c 

only by a taci t forelmowledge and never through a focal comprehen

sion. 2L
f-

2l.(·,see Karl Rahner, Spirit in the Worlc1, pp. 179-187 fOl" an 
exnlanatiol1 of this point frOEl the perspective of Transcendental 
'l'homism. 

. '. 
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The srune conclusion can be draYl11 from an examination of the 

way in which the concepts of "existence" or "reality" fUllction with-

in a conceptual system, and then generalizing this to any concep

tualizatioll of the sacred \'Iithin a given conceptual system. When

ev el" the concept of "existence" is used, VIe do not know ~ vIe i11-

tend. This is to say that "existence" is never an object of com'" 

pX'ehensioll; it is always the presupposition functioning tacitly by 

allowil1g us to use our conceptual systems to maJ.œ ey,.isten tial judg-

ments. "Existence" or "reality" is the coutext in which our jUdg

ments are made. Theil" meaning 1s experienced tacitly as the ontol-

ogical aspect in our l::.J.lovling some thing, 110t as the content of any 

act 0 f l,..nowledge. They are not intelligible concepts because they 

are non-compreheudable. Insofar as Yle have beeu arguing that reli-

gious faith concerns itself with this dimension, it yvoulc1 follovl 

that our canceptual system does not permit us to comprehend the 

sacred. The reason for this is that the intelligibility and com

municability of humall knowledge presupposes a cOl1ceptual system and 

an object of experience wllich it can informe ~'hus every conceptual 

system devised by man is limited to the vlOrld as the only conunonly 

shared object of experience. Since the sacred transcends the V/orld 

of our experience, no attempt to comprehend the sacred by informing 

it i11 light of a conceptual system can succeed. This is so even 

in the limiting case of mysticism, which was implied by Polany:l's 

description of the state as opening the lilystic to lia V/orld ex

perienced uncomprehendingly as a divirie miracle."25 Even if \'Ie 

25See above po 230. 
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accepted the validity of a mystic's. experience, he still could 

not pro vide an intelligible accoilllt of his experience by relying 

on a conceptual system devised to cOlllprehend the \'Iorld--except 

perhaps to those vill0 shared his e~cperiel1ce.26 

This is not, howeve1", the Vlhole of the matter. So far our 

analysis has exposed the dynamics of faith exclusively from the 

vuntage point 0 f the structure 0 f the hUlllan mode 0 f knorJ'ing. On 

tlus level of inquiry faith appears as that form of iildwelling 

\'Ihich breaks out tov12 .. rd the diaension 0 f the ul timate. The only 

understallding provided by t11is analysi.s is an explanation of the 

operation of hUlllan cognitiollal D.ctivity which functions during the 

performance of the act of faith. The "content" of faith remains 

ullknovm. Nevertheless religious believerz:: do mal>:e cognitive claims 

about the dimension of the sacred and occasionally derivative claims 

about the intelligibility of the V/orld. The problem of understand-

ing its capacity for making such claillls raust now be analyzed frOID 

an eXl)anded vantage point which includes faith itself. 

2. Conditions for the recognition 0 f the sé'.cred 

Our'reflections have led to a prelilllinary understanding of 

religious belief insofar as an intelligible account of its dynamcs 

vw .. s exposed in terms of: the structure of hUlllan cognition. At t11i8 

fOillldational level Vie underntood a religious believer to be a per

son who adopts a mode of being in the world which enables hilil to 

26This appraisal of the limits of our conceptuc..l l3ystems in 
dealing \'li th the sacl"'ed i5 adapted frolil Victor Preller , Divine 
Science and the Science of God, PP. 159-163 und 191-195. 
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break out of his normal patterns of indwelling toward that dimen

sion which permeates and sustains aIl his cognitive endeavors. 

In breaking out toward this "object," he recognizes the sacred. 

Since the human knower cannot comprehend this object by means of 

a reliance on an intellectual framework, the further problem arises 

here which consists in explaining under what conditions such a 

recognition of the sacred can occur. This analysis is required 

so that sorne account may be given for the cognitive claims made by 

religious believers. 

One of the pervasive constituents 0 f hlllilan knovling uncovered 

by this inquiry is that every intelligible affirmation of reality 

unfolds by means of a tacit reliance on an éU1tecedent intellectual 

framework. Theae horizons enable man to expand his intellectual 

control beyond his immediate perceptions through a reliance on the 

accumulated insighta of past generations. By submitting himself 

to them and learning to appreciate their validity, he makes him

self in history by acting in accordance with their norms of intel

ligibility. Through such historical indwelling, moreover, he can 

then alter or expand the limits of his inherited horizons because 

of his own personal responsibility validating such existential 

choices in the encounter vdth the dimension of ultimacy. We have 

already seen how this mutual interdependence between a historically 

condi tioned fl"amework and man 1 s personal stri ving to ImoVl the real 

permits us to admit -the contingency of individual judgments and 

the developmel1t of human Imowledge, while at the sarne time to up

hold our claims to the truth. 
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Since man is such a historical being, this implies that, if 

he is to discover any ultimate meaning for raality, he must be

come open to and aware of the possibility of the presence of the 

sacred in history. If there is to be rul understanding of the 

sacred in DJ.1y sense, this is a primary condition for i t which de

rives from our analysis of the human mode of Imowing in the context 

of the sacred. Because man cannot intelligibly comprehend reality 

as such through his own creative intellectual powers, only a pos

sible mrulifestation from the side of the sacred itself can provide 

this .kind of intelligibility. On the other hand, because man's 

cogni ti ve powers which are grounded in the dimension o·f ul timacy 

show tha.t he is in fact ordered toward reality in its most profound 

sense, such a possible manifestation of the sacred could be recog

nized by man. 27 Thus aven though men are religious in the prim

ordial sense discussed above, this analysis of the implication of 

man' s orientation in history explains tha'c man can recognize the 

sacred only if he acknowledges his responsibility in the face of 

the ultimate. 

This observation main tains only that man can and ought to be-

come aware of any manifestation of the sacred. It simply demon

strates the real possibility of a necessary condition, derived froID 

our analysis of the hum.an mode of Imowing, "f11.1Gb. describes hoVi the 

sacred could be the object of a cognitive experience by man. The 

actual occurrence of any di13closure on the part of the sacred, how

ever, canbe determined only concretely. Therefore a second con-

27For a more thoroughgoing éxplication of this thesis, see 
Karl Rahner, Hearers of the Word. 
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dition for recognizing the sacred is that man must learn ta per-

ceive the sacred. 

This is, of course, a condition required for the perception 

of any reulity. FUlldamentally it implies that a persan must ac

cept a part;icular framewor.k in arder to understancl any reali ty the 

framework claims to enlighten. Such submission ta the authority 

of an intellectual horizon is the context providing the conditions 

for our intelligent activity and is a constitutive feature of the 

theory of personal knovlledge. "Tacit assent and intellectual pas-

sions, the sharing of an idiom and of a cultural heritage, af

filiation to a li.ke-minded community: such are the imlJulses which 

shape our vision of the nature of things on which we rely for our 

mastery of things. No intelligence, however critical or orgal1ized, 

cau operate ou'Cside such af.!:lduciary framework.,,28 The intelligibil-

ity of any articulate affirmations, in' other words, can be appre

ciated only by sharing the standpoint in which they are uttered. 

This points ta the significance of Polanyi's emphasis on st. 

Augustine's maxim, nisi credideritis, non intelligitis, particularly 
" 

in its application to the intelligibility of religious belief. 

Augustine's contention that an IDlderstanding of the mystery of the 

sacred requires an rultecedent belief in it is one of the recurrent 

themes in his writings: 

••• unless Vie had first to believe the great and divine 
thing which Vie desire to IDlderstand, the Prophet vlOuldl not 
have spoken idly when he said, "Unless you believe, yo\l 
shall not IDlderstand" (Is. vii, 9, ~. LXX). Our Lord 

28personal Kllowledge, p. 2,66; see also The Taci t Dimension, 
PP. 61-62. 
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himself, too, by His words and deeds exhorted those whom 
He called to salvation, that they first believe. But 
afterwards, when He was talking of the gift of which He 
would give to believers" did 110t say, "this is eternal 
life, that they may believe," but "this is eternal life: 
that they may know Thee, the only true Go,.:l., and Jesus 
Christ whom Thou hast sent" (John xvii, 3). Furtherr.a.ore 
lIe said to those who Viere already believers, "Seek and 
you shall find" (Matt. vii, 7). For what is believed to 
be unlOl0wn cannot be called found, nor is anyone capable 
of finding God, unless he first believe that he will even
tually find Hira. • • • That which we seek on His exhortation, 

we shall find by His showing it to us, so far as it is 
possible to such as us to find this in this life. 29 

Our analysis is thus reminiscent of Augustine's reflections where 

an ullderstanding of the sacred is conditioned by the ability to 

perceive it which comes only by an acceptance of its standpoint. 

Lest this be miscol1strued as an appeal to a blind author-

itarianislll, hO'l:vever, it must be recalled that the experience of 

ultimacy accompanying OtIT reliance on any frruaework continues to 

funct:Lon. Whenever we wish to explore the meaning 0 f any reali ty, 

a mutual interaction operates between the object under consideration 

and the framework through which we consider the object. A more 

penetrating discovery of the meaning of the reality may lead to an 

alteration in our framework either by increasing our conviction of 

its validity, or by modifying certain elements v/hich are nOVI seen 

to be incomplete, or even by the rejection of it and the acceptance 

of a new horizon for Ullderstanding the reality in question.30 

Augustine himself admits this dialectic when he aclnlowledges that 

29De libero arbitrio, II, ii, 6 as quoted in Erich Przywara, 

An Augustine Synthesis (London: Sheed and Ward, 1936), pp. 58-59. 
For the range of Àugustinets thoughts on the dynamics of faith and 

understanding leading to vision, see the collection of hia writings 

arranged by Przywara on Pp. 41-93. 

30See Personal Knowledge, p. 267. 

.._". 
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the recognition of truth is a criterion for accepting any belief.31 

The need for accepting a mrulifestation of the sacred places no 

restrictions on human knowing; on the contrary, it supplies a con

dition through which any intelligibility it May possess can be re-

cognized. 

Since any intellectual framework will normally be embodied 

concretely in the social co~nunity which espouses it, the conditions 

for recognizing the sacred outlined so far can be actualized by an 

individual person only if he opens himself to the guidance of a 

specific religious tradition. To do so requires an existential 

choice which will affect radically his manner of being in the world. 

But the choice is not arbitrary. The person is seeking after an 

understanding of the dimension of ultimacy toward \'Ihich he finds 

himself directed. This effort places him at a threshold similar 

to the state experienced during aIl creative breru~throughs. It 

has been described by Polanyi as folloVls: 

31Here is one vlay Augustine expresses this point: "'Ne are 
guided in a twofold \'Tay, by authority and by reason. In time, 
authority has the prior place; in matter, reason ••• Thus it 
follows that to those desiring to learn the great and hidden 
good it is authority which opens the door. .And whosoever enters 
by i t and, leaving doubt behind, follows the l)recepts for a truly 
good life, and has been made receptive to teaching by them, vdll 
at length learn how IJre-eminently possessed of reason those things 
are which he pursued beiore he saw their reason, and what that 
reason itself is, which, now that he is made steadfast and equal 
to his task in the cradle of authority, he now follows and com
prehends, and he learns what that intelligence is in which are aIl 
things • •• " De ordine, II, ix, 26 as quoted in Przywara, An 
Augustine Synthesis, p. 54. --
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His quest trrulsforms him by compelling him to mrute a 
sequence of choices. Doea thia mean that he is existentially 
choosing hilllself? In a sense it does; he does seek i11tel
lectual growth. But he does ll.2i sit back and choose at his 
pleasure a l1ew existenc(~. He strains hia imagination to the 
utmost to find a path that might lead to a superior life of 
the mind. AlI his existential choices are made in response 
to a potential discovery; they consist in sensing and fol
lowing a gradient of u.nderstanding which will lead to the 
expansion of his mental existence. Every step is an effort 
to meet an immediate necessity; his freedom is continuous 
service.32 

The beginnil1g of the understnl1ding of the sacrec1, therefore, i8 a 

conversion--no matter hovi tentative or hesita.nt its initial s'catus 

may be. 

In order for such a conversion to occur, however, an appre-

ciatiOl1 of a final condition for the recognition of the sacred is 

required. The usual way in which the meaning of an u.ruul0wn reality 

is brought to anyone's attention is through some form of communi

cation. If man is to be aware of a possible manifesta.tion of the 

sacred in history, and if he searches for it through an acceptrulce 

of the proclamation of a religious cOl1ll1lunity, then clearly one of 

the prillléU'Y instruments for achieving this understanding will be 

language. \'le have already seen, though, that the conceptual systems 

devioed by man can never cirCUlllscribe the ultimate. Therefore 

religious lanGuage can be understood only on the condition that one 

recoc;n:l,.~'H3 that i t conveya i ts meaning through symbolic or o.nalogico.l 
" 

modeo of expreosion. 

32Th0 Tacit Dimension, pp. 80-81. The context 
Polanyi i5 spelli~ing is that of scientific discovery 
equally appropriate description of the transition t~ 
indwelling. . 

in wllich 
but it io an 
religious 



A failure to recognize this characteristic will lead in

evitably to a reduction of religious language to the level of 

vacuous utterances. A comparison of the structural elements of 

faith and the semantic aspect of tacit knowing clarifies why this 

is so. In our normal knowledge of the world, the "data" we ex

perience are made intelligible because we integrate them into mean

ingful 'wholes by relying tacitly on our conceptual systems. These 

systems are thus created by man ta inform and to convey the meaning 

of his e~~eriences. The conceptual systems themselves are tacitly 

experienced to be valid (or invalid) because of our reliance on 

them for maldng concrete affirmations through which we experience 

further the dimension 0 f the ul tima te as the condi tiol1. upholding 

their application. This means then that they supply a narrower 

frame of reference than the sacred itself. As a result the intel

ligibility we supply to the V/orld through our concep-cual systems 

Gcannot be used legitimately ta "comprehendli the sacred by a uni

vocal extension of meooling. 

Since faith nevertheless doea claim ta lead to an "uncJ.er

standing" of the sacred, religious language must provide some mean

ing. The source of its intelligibility, however, cannat be man. 

Religious faith, we have argued, is a form of ind\7elling ,vhich has 

as its primary func-cion a brealdng out toward the sacl"'ed. Ta the 

.§lxt,ent that a believer achieves this, he transcends the normal \. 

bounds of intelligibility and i6 supplied with another source of 

in-celligibility--the ligh-c of faith produced by the encounter with 

the sacred. The \'lords he 110\'il uses are infused vii th an addi tional 
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meaning because of their reference to the sacred.33 

For this reason religious language, since it necessarily re
lies on the meaning derived from the conceptual systems embodied 
in any historical culture, cannot be tall:el1 to intend precisely the 
sarne thing that the terms it uses intend when they function normal
ly to inform our experience of the world. In their secular use, 
the terms enable us to comprehend an aspect of reality because we 
Cru1 affirm it tlu~ough the meru1ing provided by our tacit reliance 
on the conceptual system in which the terms fUllction. In their ;.'. 
religious context the language fW1ctions primarily by engaging the 
believer in the attempt to break out. Vlhat is intended in a re--
ligious utterance goes beyond the norms of intelligibility provided 
by the cOllceptual system. As a result the language of faith does 
110t comprehend its objecte The "understanding" that comes from re
ligious belief is thus fundamentally'proleptic, because the meaning 
faith supplies is causal in the sense that it draws the believer 
into anever greater cOIlll11union \Vith the sacred. 

The meaning of faith, then, is recognized by dwelling in the 
heuristic vision it sustains.34 Because of his dwelling in the 

33For a more technical discussion of this facet of religious language, see Preller, Divine Science and the Science of God, pp. 241-261. See also Ian Ramsey's discussion of the categories of "disclosure" and "discernment" in Religious Language (New York: The Hacmillan Company, 1957). 

34persona1 Know1edge, p. 199. 
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commullity of faith which is the bearer of a ma.nifestation of the 

sacred, the believer is enabled to recognize the sacred through 

an act of Vlorship rather than as the comprehended content of an 

affirmation.35 Insofar as faith is an indwelling fostering a. break

ing out, its expressions of worship are properly speaking neither 

true nor false. The attempt to break out can only be genuine or 

hypocritical. Since, from this perspective, religious faith does 

not mak.e factua1 assertions, i ts language is symbolic "precise1y 

because the symbol does not 0111y signify the thing intended but 

also embodies its presence and calls upon the hearer to enter the 

world which the symbol reveals.,,36 Like all heuristic visions, in

c1uding science and the arts, its meal1ing cau only be held tacitly 

through an appreciation of its validity derived from experiencing 

4t 37 , ....... 
The genera1 implications of our explanation of religious be-

1ief as a breaking out show that a recognition of the sacred is al

ways a gift bestowed by the sacred. At the same time the recogni

tion of this manifestation of the sacred requires a concon~itrult 

response on the part of man that i8 a total transformation. Only 

consequent upon such a commitment to the object toward which he i8 

8tri ving does his neV! form 0 f indvlelling become meaningful. 

35~41' p. 279. 

36Kenueth Schmitz, IIPhiloSOlJhy of Religion and the Redefinition 
of Philosophy," Han and V/orld, III (1970), 59; the original i8 
italicized. 

3711pure and Applieù Science and Theil" Appropriate Forms of 
Organization, Il 232--233. 



Our analysis so far has attemp'ced to provide an explanation 

for the validity of the act of faith and the status of its cogni

tive claims from the perspective of the structure of religious be

lief as a form of indwelling. In addition to this general theoret-

ical explication, however, 'lNe must recognize that a specific re

ligious experience will assume a con crete form \'Ihich has implica

tions beyond the inculcation of its heuristic vision. Accordillg1y 

a religious experience, in addition to brealdng out toward the 

sacred, will be conditioned by the events through which it occurs 

and the cultural framevfOrh: in which it i8 cast. Certain of these 

events and ihterpretatiol1s become privi~eged by provid1il.~,; an 0.1"'-

L{ ticulate set 0 f gUiCl~ines for fostering the attelllpt at brealdng 

out. Even though in the religious context they are sYillbolic and 

point beyond themsel ves to'ward the sacred, they nevertheless C011-

sti tute a collection of "data" which serve as a basis for tU'lder-

standing the implications of faith in the vlOrld. In this sense 

relig:Lous belief can he fostered or imlxlired by the understandillg 

of empirical evidence '\'Illich corroborates or contradicts the data 

sustaining its heuristic vision. To explain hmv such claims affect 

the meaning of religious indwelling requires noVi an examination of 

theological understand.ing. 

C, Theology As Understanding 

Through our foundational il1quiry into the structure of humcm 

l~.l1oVling we have been able to offer an explanatiol1 for the possibil-
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ity and meaningfulness 0 f religious belief. Because 0 f the ex

perience of the dimension of ultimacy sustaining 0.11 our efforts 

to comprehend reality, we CéJn submit ourselves to a form of in

dwelling which strives ta enlighten this dilllension. If \'le do, the 

meaning of the sacred is discovered by breald.ng out toward it. In 

this sense religious belief is a. heuristic vision whose meaning is 

l010Wll tacitly by dVlelling in it. In addition to this, however, the 

tradition which el11bodies this indwelling derives from special ex

periences and expresses symbolically the heuristic vision it fos

terse Its primary meaning is thus embedded in claims with empiri

cal and historical aspects. The task of a.l1alyzil1g these claims and 

explaining hoVl they contribute to an understa.nding of the impli

cations of the primary llleaning of the religious tradition is t.he 

role of theology. 

An explanation of theological understanding is a complex tasl>: 

because the se several interconnected levels of meaning are involved. 

In terms of our fouudational analysis, the primary source of mean

ing for theological understanding is derivec1 from the encounter with 

the sacred experienced in breru~ing out. Yet theology expresses 

this meaning ·chrough assertions about specific facts, by means of 

interpretations of his·l;orical events, and in terms of culturally 

conditionec1 frameworks--all of which have other meanings besides 

their reference to the sacred. Our attempt to explain the under

standing which theological inquiry ac:leves will consist in out

lining schematically the relD.tionship between these various levels 

of meaning. Since theology proper can be done only in CI. specific 
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context;, we shall refer to examples dra\~m from Christian thought 

whenever vie vr1sh to illustra te a general principle. 

Our D.nalysis of the structure of l"eligious belief has shO'l:vl1 

that the fundal1lental presupposition of any theological inquiry is 

the dwelling in a religious tradition or, at the very least, an 

ope1111ess to such an indvre11ing. Unless theological expressions 

are seen to be disclosing the implications of the heuristic vision 

sustaining thern, the ul'1.derstanding provided by theology will appear 

meauingless or even self-contradictory.38 Any attempt to ~ader

stand theology outside this framework of meaning is bound to fail 

because such an attempt would judge the validity of theological 

claims solely froin the \'Iorld circumscribed by observable experience 

which cannot cOlllprehend its meaning. The specifically re1igious 

import of any theological statement calmot be understood except by 

those who share the form 0 f indwelling i t is attempting to clari·fy. 

In this sense, "theo10gy reveals, or tries to reveal, the impli

cations of religious vfOrship, and it can be said to be true or 

false, but only as regards its adequacy in formulating and purify

ing a pre-existing religious faith.,,39 

Herein lies the objectivity of theological u11derstanding. 

Theology is objective not in the sense of the impersonal detachment 

which we have already found to be inadequate, but in the sense that 

"we must so submit ov.rselves to the dictates of the object that Vie 

38personal Knovrledge, P. 282. 

39· () ~., p. 201. 
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think in terms of it, and not in terms of what \'te think vie already 

know about it."40 This general methodological principle is ap

plicable to aIl levels of understanding. Without exercising such 

a faithfulness to the object of inquiry, aIl our assertions about 

it V/ould be nothing more than sheer subjectivism. The "detachmentM. 

frequently understood as a requirement of objectivity is nothing 

more than a negative expression of this princip1e. It is not any 

sort of detachment from the object which fosters objectivity; 

rather it is our faithfulness to the object which permits us to be 

detached from presuppositions 'Vlhich are discovered to be ul1warranted 

in 1ight of the object. 

Theological1y, this means that the ul1derstanding of the sacred 

must not be made subservient to scisntific premisses, nor to meta-

physical systems, nor even to a long-standing theological tradition. 

Rather, the sacred itself must always be the reality in 1ight of 

which the adequacy of any approach for understanding its meaning is 

to be judged. A theologian is capable 0 f eX1Jressing the meaning 

of the sacred, which is derived from his indwelling, only because 

of his faithfulness to the object experienced through his indwell-

j.ng. For a Christian theo10gian, therefore, this would mean that 

the basis of his attempts to understand the implications of the 

Christian faith is hi8 faithfulness to the experience of God de

rived from his dwelling in the community of vlOrship and to the norma

tive proclamation of this meaning, particularly as the Vlord of God 

40Thomas F. Torrance, Theo10gica1 Science (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1969), p. 35. This work by 'rorra.l1ce i8 a thorough

going explication of the import'of thi8 principle for theologica1 

understrtnding. 
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forminE; this community is recorded in the Bible. 

S'curting from the givenness und primacy of its object, theo

logical unders-cal1ding unfolds through tVlO complementary phases. 

The first concerns itself' with an understanding of the meaning of 

the tradition as it had been expressed in the pust. The second con

sists in expressing that meaning today through a reliance on the in

dwelling of f'aith éUld in dialogue \Vith cOlltemporary cultural frame

vrorks. Both historical investigation and contemporary exposition 

derive from and lead back to the llleaning recognized in breaking out. 

In this dual movellent various levels of meaning come into play, aIl 

of them integrated by the memling derived from'the religious in-

dwelling. Vve shall e:i::.:t.mine briefly the relationship betvleen these 

levels of meéll1ing as they interaet in each phase. 

In the task of historical allulysis, theological understanding 

comprises at least these levels of meuning: textual criticislll, 

exegesis, hiotorical critieism, and historical theology. Since our 

understalldillg of the past is based on surviving records, a pre-

liminary task for theological understalldil1g is establishillg whaJe 

the text is and \Vhat the words of the text meau. ...'l ... t these levels 

the appropriate methods of textual criticisl1l und the principles 

derived from a knowledge of languages apply. Upon this basis the 

intention of the text must be il1terpreted. Here hiGtorico~ researeh 

attempts to d.etermine the accuraey of' the events to which the doc-

uments refer, the significD.llCe ascr:Lbed to these events by the 

witnesses, the assumptiol1s of' the cultural horizon vrithin \'Ihich 

these evants are understood, and h01'1 these o.ssunptiol1s affected the 



interpretation afforded these events by the witnesses who dwelled 

in them. Historical criticism thus analyzes the text in terms of 

its own self-understanding and in its relationship to the broader 

cultural spectrum in which it is situated. 

Insofar as itis dependent on these levels of meaning, the 

first phase of theological inquiry functions much Iike other em

pirical sciences in that the results of these inquiries serve as 

data. To this extent, the primary meaning of religious indwelling 

is dependent on the experience of the world. A believer's recog

nition of the validity of his religious indwelling thus depends on 

how weIl the meaning of its heuristic vision accords with these 
~ 

experiences. This symbiotic relationship between interpre~îve frame
~ 

works and certain empirical events is similar to any other form of 

indwelling, be it scientific, political, or artistic. It is equal

ly true of religious indwelling because "the universe of every 

great articulate system is constructed by elaborating and trans

~uting one particular aspect of anterior experience: The Christian 

faith elaborates and renders effective the supernatural aspect of 

anterior experience in terms of its own internaI experience. n41 

The importance of these levels of meaning thus consists in explain

ing the anterior experience on which the religious tradition is 

supposedly based and demonstrating that this experience can in fact 

support its heuristic vision. 

Nevertheless it is clear that these preliminary levels of 

41personal ICnowledge, p. 283. 
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meaning, while they contribute significant elements to theological 

understanding, do not, of themselves, "produce" faith. From the 

vantage point of our analysis, the reason for this is that the Most 

that call be derived from inquiries into these levels of meaning is 

the recognition of clues which point to something beyond themselves. 

The religious tradition, for example, May be approached from a per

spective which precludes its distinctively religiously meaning with 

the result that the possibility of its religious significance will 

be discounted beforehand. Huch of nineteenth century schOlarship, 

which published successive "lives" of Jesus based on rationalist 

assumptions, i8 a wellknown instance of this fact. In order for 

the religious level of meaning to be understood, the indwelling of 

faith must be accepted so that the results of the studies May func

tion as clues illuminating the meaning of the heuristic vision of 

faith. In its phase of historical analysis, therefore, theological 

understanding requires the contribution of historical theology to 

complete its understanding of the distinctively religious meaning 

of the tradition. 

The attempt to understand the various levels of meaning which 

the first phase of theological inquiry seeks, unfortunately, is 

complicated by the fact that the persons who are today pursuing 

these investigations dwell in their own conceptual frameworks. 

Consequently, before the second phase of theological exposition 

May begin, a contemporary theological understanding must reflect 

on the cultural assumptions of its own era. Such reflection vdll 

assess the conceptions of knowledge and reality presupposed·by the 
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age in light of its experience of breaking out. Through this effort 

a clarification of theologyls self-understanding at the time is ex

posed along with its task in the face of standards currently held 

by the culture. From these reflections the conditions required 

both for approaching the historical tradition and for formulating 

a contemporary expression of the faith can be set forth. 

Our foundational inquiry has been devoted precisely to this 

tarut. Earlier in our analysis of contemporary presuppositions we 

have tried to explain how oUl~ knowledge of reality can be affirmed 

even though the explicit forms of our assertions are rooted in his

torically conditioned frameworks. This analysis can now be extended 

to an examination of our ability to understand theological affirm

ations made in differing cultural or conceptual contexts. 

Expressed in general terms, we can say that a person inquiring 

into the meaning of an aspect of reality as it was perceived through 

a past cultural framework can come to understand it because an 

isomorphic relationship exists between his understanding of reality 

today and the understanding of reality as it was perceived through 

the past framework.42 This does not Mean that the frameworks them

selves are related, nor that they share common assumptions. Rather, 

it means that just as a person then dwelled in his cultural frame

work in order to comprehend the real, so also a similar relation-

42For a particular analysis of such a relationship between 
two contemporary frameworks, see Bernard Lonergan, "Isomorphism of 
Thomist and Scientific Thought,tf in Collèction, ed. by F. E. Crowe 
(New York: Herder and Herd&r, 1967), pp. 142-151. 
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ship obtains for a person who today dwells in a framework in order 

to understand an aspect of reality. Moreover, the dista~ce that 

separa tes the two t.rameworks allows the inquirer to identify what 

the assumptions of the past age were and thus enables him to dis

tinguish between wha~ was assumed as a means of expressing an af

firmation about some aspect of reality and what was the intent of 

the affirmation. Because of this foundation in the structure of 

kno\ving, a historian can gradually come to dwell in a historical 

framework and understand reality through the form of indwelling it 

presupposed. The isomorphic relationship between the historical 

culture and his 0~1 allows him to expose faithfully the intended 

meaning and significance of a historical document. 

We must keep in mind, however, that just as today there are 

various levels of indwelling corresponding to various levels of 

reality, so also in the examination of a historical document sim

ilar degrees of indwelling must be operative. If a person today 

does not partake of a particulardegree of indwelling, he May not 

recognize its presence or discount its validity in the historical 

culture he is examining. Again it follows that for a theologieal 

understanding of the significanee of events deseribed in a past 

religious docmnent it does not suffiee simply to clarif,y the mean

ing of text and the events its describes; the heuristic vision of 

faith is neeessary to understand its religious signifieance. 

If, for example, an inquiry into the meaning of 'che New Test

ament were to exclude a religious indwelling, it might come to an 

mlderstanding of its meaning which accounted for the fact of the 
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i existence of Jesus, sorne general fea.tures of his lire, his death 

by crucifixion, the impact he made on a feVi followers, and the as

sumptions of the cultural framework in which these followers ex

pressed what he was and achieved. This sort of an inquiry thus 

might recognize that his disciples proclaimed that Jesus is the 

Christ and that by his death on the cross he saved men from their 

sins. But aside from recognizing these statements a.s claims, this 

inqùiry cannot understand what, they rnean. Without appreciating a 

further dimension of meaning supplied by the indwelling of faith, 

the religious meaning of the events is lost. With the light of 

faith, however, their religious rneaning can be understood, because 

faith "makes present to the intellect nonempirical aspects of the se 

'sarne events, their soteriological efficacy. tr43 Because of this a-

bility to enter into a past form of religious indwelling, a theo

logian can pursue the task of enlightening his understanding of his 

faith through an inquiry into the past articulations of its meaning. 

Based on the clarifications derived from the historical phase 

of the inquiry, theological understanding moves into its second 

phase by formulating the meaning of its heuristic vision in terms 

of contemporary frameworks. Again the isornorphic relationship be

tween various contemporary frameworlts allows the theologiàn to asses 

them in relationship with each other and vrith the demand for faith

fulness to the object of theological inquiry. As a result of such 

a dialogical inquiry, the meaning of traditional doctrines framed 

43Preller, Divine Science and the Science of God, p. 252. 
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in modes of expression no longer current will be recast. This 

activity leads to systematic formulations expressed in terms of 

prevailing thOUg~patterns which serve as guides for a more adequate 1S! 
expression of the meaning of faith.44 Finally these reformulations 

will be utilized for proclaiming the meaning of faith today in order 

to assist the contemporary community's understanding of the impli

cations of its breaking out. 

Any such attempt at a systematic formulation poses its own 

inherent set of problems for the meaning of faith because the moât 

fundamental assumptions of our age are not clearly known. The ade

quacy of a particular conceptual system for expressing the faith is 

difficult to judge. The danger of placing his primary allegiance 

to his system instead of to God is a constant temptation to' a theo

logian. In the final analysis only the judgment of the theologian 

and the judgment of the community of faith he serves are able to 

determine this. Lilte the act of faith, which is a breaking out, so 

too the act of reformulating the meaning of faith can be performed 

only through a responsibility borne of the experience of ultimacy. 

This schematic outline has attempted to explain how theological 

understanding functions as the mediating force derived from the 

preaching of the faith in the past and directed to the preaching of 

faith today. As such, therefore, theological understanding forms 

an organic whole. The concrete activity of doing theology is ac-
~ 

44See Personal Knowledffie, pp. 282-283. 
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complished through the collaborative effort of a community of scholars 

sustained by the sarne heuristic vision, but with a focus on dif

ferent levels of meaning and vdth a utilization of different frames 

of reference. In this way they rely on each other, assist each 

other, and correct each other--all in the service of clarifying and 

purifying their faith. 

D, A Concluding Appraisal 

The aim of this work has been to portray the outlines of an 

approach which could indicate a direction toward a solution of the 

problem of understanding the meaning and validity of religious be

lief. An explication of the structure of human knowing based on the 

thought of Michael Polanyi has served as the basis for explaining 

how our knowledge is of reality even though it is expressed through 

affirmations made in historically conditioned frameworks. This 

analysis was th en extended to account for the meaning of religious 

faith by considering it a form of indwelling which sustains, and 18 

sustained by, a breaking out toward the sacred, As a result of 

this breaking out a heuristic vision is tacitly upheld, and by theo

logical reflections its implications for the understanding of mrul 

and the world are explored in the context of a specifie religious 

tradition, 

The treatment of this problem consequently has been approached 

and formulated from within a particular perspective. Like any 

frarnework, therefore, our study has its ovm limitations. Neverthe

less probing the problem at the foundational level has distinct 
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advantages. Because of the comprehensiveness of this inquiry, it 

results in a perspectiv~ with significant and far-reaching rami

fications which may serve both by uncovering fundamental defi

ciencies in certain frameworks normally not noticeable and, what is 

more important, by contributing substantively and creatively to the 

development of theological issues treated by o·ther frameworks. In 

fact the extent to which it can be developed successfully by a dia

logue \v.ith other theological perspectives will be one of the de

cisive factors for assessing the validity of this approach to the 

understanding of religious belief. Unfortunately a thorough exam

ination of su ch possible developments for our study would go far 

beyond its intente Therefore, a concluding appraisal based on 

comparisons with a selection of contemporary theological concerns 

and positions must suffice for a preliminary indication of the pè

tential scope of our inquiry. 

The Most significant contribution of this foundational inquiry 

undoubtedly consists in its ability to formulate the question of 

religious belief. Through this formulation the meaning of faith 

as a cognitional activity has been c~arified and an understanding 

of its transcendent object as symbolically knOWA has been disclosed. 

Moreover, this'understanding of religious belief is based 

upon a general explanation of the dynamic structure of human know

ing. Consequently the foundational inquiry, in addition to its 

significance for formulating the question of religious belief, pro

vides a basis for assessing the implications of various contempor

ary frameworks for theological understanding. This is achieved by 

'i 1 
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means of an explication of the cognitional activity presupposed 

whenever man comes to understand various aspects of reality and 

their corresponding:.lev.(elsof meaning through his reliance on a 

diversity of articulate frameworks. Bince aIl human intellectual 

endeavors are continuous from the foundational perspective, the 

following appraisals can be made: the relationship of faith to 

the lived experience of predominant cultural frameworks (including 

scientific understanding), the relative adequacy of various phil

osophical approaches for expressing ,the meaning of faith, and even 

the critical grounds establishing a particular mode of theological 

understanding (including the criteria for its own self-understand

ing in relationship to ;:~the? larger cultural setting and to other 

theological positions). 

With respect to modern secular culture, then, a foundational 

inquiry attempts to seek out and clarif,y the forces sustaining the 

culturels sense of identity and sense of reality. Insofar as "reason,ff 

"objectivity," "facts," or trautonomy" might make contemporary man 

view religious language as naive, an assessment of currently held 

cultural presuppositions is a necessary precondition for a mature 

faith. As a result of an examination of the basis for these pre

dominating notions--as our earlier analysis of critical reason has 

attempted--one should be able to come to a recognition of their 

ground in the experience of ultimacy. By raising this foundational 

question in the face of cultural presuppositions, the religious 

dimension would appear to be at least possible and perhaps even 
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meaningful. ~·5 

In contemporary Western society scientific understanding is 

undoubtedly one of the most pervasive forms of experiencing the 

\'J'orld. Its cultural predominance is such that it is frequently 

taken as the norm for all understanding. Since theological thought 

wishe6 to address contemporary man, this form of understanding 

must be -cal;:en into account. The danger lurking in this effort, 

however, is the telaptation to assess religion in terms of the methods 

and assumptions of science. Therefore there is a need for a founda

tional inquiry into the basis of scientific understanding \I1'hich can 

clarify its methodological limitations and the aspects of reality 

it comprehendG. rJhen the scientific enterprise is examined in this 

light and its insights are incorporated into a theological frame 

of reference, the results can be an integrated world view wherein 

a theolo~J of nature provides a basis for an understanding of man 

and God which is consistent with the religious tradition and need 

not take refuge exclusively in "personal existence" or "salvation 

history.,,46 

In a somewhat simila1" vein, a foundational inquiry would neces-

sitate a clarification of the méthods and assumptions of the social· ... 

scientific study of religion. Q,uite frequently this discipline, 

perhD.ps because of an ul1reflective 1"eli&nce on the methods of the 

45For an outstanding exarJ.ple 0 f such an inquiry, see Langdol1 

GiU:ey, Naming the WhirIwind. 

~.6For e~CD.r.lple, see Ian Barbour, ,Issues in Science and Re-

i 
ligion. In OtU" estimation one'of' thè,~pr:iJn.a.i"y:,values of this V/orl:, 

in addition to its fair tl"eatment of a \'/eo..lth of material, is pre

cisely tho.t it earries out sueh a foundo.tionD.l inquiry into the 

methods and conceptions of reality prelJupposed by science. 
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physical sciences, attempts to treat the religious phenomenon as an 

"object." From the foundatiOllal perspective, the question of the 

validity of this approach should be raised: doea an objective in

quiry, in the commonly accepted scientific sense, distort the 

reality of religion? Or, doea it lead, as Robert Bellah has sug

gested, to a Il sylllbolic reductionilisml1 ?47 If so,_ then some modi

fications in this approach are required \'Ihich can recognize the 

meanDlg of religious symbols by partcldLng to some degree of its 

forro of incl'wellil1g. 

Another indication of the importance of a foundational i11-

quiry for religious belief in terms of general cultUl"'al framevfOrks., 

is its role as a guide for traIning the context of mOl"'al decisions. 

The leaders of any social group--be they on the local or national 

level of political or ecclesiastical government--will make their 

judgments from wi thin their cul tUl"al horizolls. Normally this pro-

vides a sufficient basis for decision. At times, however, this be-

cOllles a form of imprisol1Jllent, where -che leaders apply outmoded 

. standards to ne\'! si tua ti011S and new cOlltexts unthought 0 f previously, 

which results in questionable policies. Religiously, such failures 

LI-7 See hi5 "Christiani ty and Syrnbolic Realism, Il Journal for the 

Sciantific Stud of Rel' ion, IX (1970), 89-96. It is signif'lcan-c 

t at one of he pos~tions to vrhich Ballah appeals for hia reformu

lation of a more integral approach is Polanyi's. Yet one should 

also note the responses to Bellah'5 addresa, some of tham highly 

critical and not quite to the point, which del1101'1strate how ingrained 

certain convictions are (sea pp. 97-111). For .:1nother expression 

of the point similar to the one Vie are raising here, Gee VIilfred 

Cal1twell Smith, The 1-19o..ni11 and End of Reli'J'ion (Hew 101"1:: The 

Hew AmericD.,n Library; " entor adition, 19 LI- • 
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have led to the rise of men with p1"ophetic insight who, having 

broken beyond the limits of their cultural horizons, bear witness 

to a higher reality and to new norms of judgment. But there is al

so a need for a more balanced kind of critique, one with the broad

er appeal that domes from an inquiry into the presuppositions of 

a moral judgment and an exposi:tion of a balanced alternative.48 

Without sueh an assessment of assumptions and a re-ordering of 

priorities through a foundational inquiry into fundamental con

ceptions, the properly religious values may easily be overlooked or 

their intent lUay be falsified by following the flletter" instead of 

the "spirit tr of the norm. 

On the technical philosophical level, the importance of a 

foundational inquiry becomes more pronounced because of the need 

to articula.te the meuning of religious belief in terms of contem

porary philosophical perspectives. IIere the ability to phrase pro

perly the question of the meaning of religious belief is crucial. 

The failure to do this, for example, is the primary objection to 

those linguistic philosophers who accept the validity of the formu

lation of the religious question expressed in terms'of the falsi

fication principle. l/.9 Unless the formulation of the question it

self is assessed and seen to be wrulting through a foundational 

~.8A fine example of such an approach applied to the specific 
problelll of abortion lllay be found in Daniel C.;:1.l1ah8.n, Abortion: Law 
Choice and Horality (New Yorl5:: The Hacmillan Company, 1970). In ' 
eJcamining the philosophical perspectives for interpreting the data 
of his inquiry, Callahan is dependent on the vlOrlr. of Polanyi (and 
Grene) for articulating the difficulty in framing asswnptiol1s and, 
at the same time, the need for them (see pp. 351-356). 

1 

49See Antony Fle", and Alasdair Haclntyre, eds., New Essa"lTs 
in Philosophical Theology (London: SCH Press, 1955). 

, 
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, 
al1alysis, the outcol1le of any "debate" is a foregone conclusion be-

cause of the restrictions inherent in the very framing of the ques

tion. 

On the other hand, for those in the linguistic tradition, 8uch 

as Irul Ramsey, who have 8urpa8sed this limitation, the positive 

contribution of lingui8tic analysis to the understandillg of religious 

discourse can be consolidated by a foundational inquil"Y. Insofar 

as i t is recognized tha'!:; "no attempt to mD.ke the language of the 

Bible conform to a precise stl"aight-fol"wD.rd public language--whether 

that languc.ge be scientific or h:LstoI'icc~l--has evel" succeedec1, ,,50 

a conclusi.on i8 l'eached similar to that of our OVl11 analysis. Nore-

over the notion of contextual disclosures revea1ing dimensions of 

reality i8 l'emil1iscent of the increasip,gly deeper degree of indwe'll-

ing l'equired to recognize higher levels of realit~r. Evidently, then, 

a foundational inquiry Vlould be able to help clarify 'che l'elation-

ship bet\'leen 8uch levels of meaning. At this point a dialogue be-

tw'een the founda:!:;iollal a.nd linguis'cic conce1"118 coulc1 promote the 

tasl: 0 f clari:t'"jing the meaning 0 f religious language, in addition 

to providing a mutual enrichment of the trIO perspectives.51 

50Ian RaLlsey, 11e11$ious Language, .... p. 122. 

51 8uch a dialogue has, in fact, already begun, o.t least in80-
fai. ... é:'..S SOl1J.e linguistic philos9P1lB.ES of religion have asoessed or 
u'cilized Polanyi' 8 theory 0 f ImrlOledge. See Ial1 TIalllsey, "Polallyi 
and J. L. Austin," in Intellect and Hope, ed. by Langfol"d and Po
teat, pp. 167-197. For an e:âensi ve r.rcudy 0 f religious langu~ge 
\'Ihich discusses some of the basic epistemological aspects of Po
lanyi' s theQj:-y of kllonledge (but not their ol1tological implications) 
and develops thel~ in light of Ramsey' s reflections, see Jerry H. 
Gill, The Posslbilit'l of Rell iOU8 Kno\'Jled,e (Grand Rapids, 1<1ich.: 
William. H. i'erc lans u Jlishing Company, 971) • 

J 
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A -chorough exposition of this fUllctioll which a foundational 

inquiry can fulfill would requil"'e the further assessment of other 

modes of philosophical discourse.52 Bince Vie are concerned here 

only 'with outlinillg the lilain features for appraising its role in 

religious tll1c1ers-canding, this would ta].:>:e us too far beyond the 

scope of our study. Hopefully this brief examinê.tian of its pos

sible contributions to the school of language 9.nalysis suffices 

as an eXaml)le inc1icatillg hoVl CI. foundational inquiry may provide 

a basis wllich can as,sess the ac1equacy of contemporary philosophical 

approaches for articulo.ting the meaning of faith. 

Finally the significunce of a foundational inquiry may be 

appraised insofar as it contributes -Co theologicD.l understanding 

itself. At this level a foundationo.l inquiry permits an explana-

tion of the grounds for theological understandi:p,g as such. Its 

primary task here is to clarify a conterùporary sel f-understanding , 

includil1g any necessary critiques, which then esto.blishes 'che mean-

52That this is possible can be seen by noting briefly that 
Polanyi himself indicates such points of reference to Heidegger 
( . 0 al l lov/le ' e, p. x) and Herleau-Pollty ("The Logic 0 f Taci t 
Inference,!! p. :J and "The ,s'l;ructure of Consciousness,1t pp. 221-
222). Yet V/hile Polanyi's understanc1ing of indwelling certainly 
has parallels to Heidegger's being-in-the-world, it goes beyond 
this insofar as it establishes 'che human subject in the community 
and grounc1s his relationship to nature--both of which are quite 
important for a contemporary articulation of religious belief. 
And al though PolE"\l1yi' s understanding 0 f the taci t relial1ce 011 our 
bodily l)rocesses is relllarl:ably li1>:e Herleau-Ponty' s description 
of lived experience, Polanyi's more precise articulation in ep
istemological terms (i11cluc1ing the ontological inplications) 
Vlould malte it more suitable, in our estimation, for expressing 
i ts significance for l"eligious belief. In po.ssing we might add 
that an approach which may potentially be quite fruit fuI from the 
foul1dational perspective is Paul Ricoeur's, p<::.rticulD.rly insofar 
as he expresses thE! dialectic between symbol and thought in the 
concludill~ chapter of The Symbolism of Evil, transe by Emerson 
Buchanan (Hevl Y01"1'>:: Harpel" & Hovl, PUblj.shers, 1967), 1JP. 3L1-7-
357. 
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ingfulness of the recourse to the symbols of the religious·traditioll. 
The great "cemptation here ia to short-circuit this process by an 
inullediate appeal to the past \'/hich bypasses the demanda of contempor
ary cultural consciousneas. Vlhenever this is done, 110t ouly are 
the limitations of contemporary perspectives cl~iticized, but lilUch 
of their positive significance is viewed negatively as vieIl. Thus 
we could raise at this point the specific question vlhether Karl 
Barth and the magisterial tradition of neo-Thomism have 110t suc
cumbed to thiz i11 their respective \'lays. On the other hand, it 
would appear that Paul Tillich recognized the importa.ilce of such 
foundations when, by means of the method of correlation, he at
temI>ted to explore the meanillg 0 f religious symbols precisely inso
fm ... as they were "recogllized to be valid ex-.flressions 0 f pl"oblems 
uncovered by an existential-ontological analysis.53 

lu addition to this task of articulating the grounds for 
theological understanding, there is the related effort of explain
ing hoVl a particular theological explication of a religious tradi
tion judges its categories and method to be valid and adequate in 
terms of the demands of f.aith. From this vantage point a founda
tioual inquiry cau assist theological systematizatiOl1 by question
ing its assumptiona and clarifying where they need to be corrected 
or explored more thoroughly:·:so that the systematic exposition may 

53See Paul Tillich, "The Problem of Theological Hethod," Journal 0 f Religion, XXVII (191+7), 16-26. 



be a more faithful instrument for expressing the meaning of faith. 

We shall now illustrate the signifieance of this facet of a founda

tional inquil"Y by eXaL1ining briefly the approach set forth recently 

by Wolfhart Panl1enberg. 

PannenbeI'g has attempted to express the meaning of Christian 

fo..ith in terms of an indirect self-revelation of God l1lediated as 

universal histol"y.5 '+ This endeavor raises an important question.-·.at 

the foundational level. In what sense can the apoealyptic tradition 

it investigates, precisely as history, mediate indirectly the l"ev

elation of God as the proleptic anticipation of the end of history?55 

Of course, Pannenbel"g's intention is clear. He wishes to restore 

a harmony between faith and reason by o..rguing that historieo..l reo..

SOl1 (as opposed to "autbnolllous reasol1l1 ) must demonstrate the basis 
r- 6 

for religious self-1.U1derstanding through historical facts./ But 

this leads him, perhaps because of his 1"eactions o.gainst the existen-

54see "Dogrnatic Theses on the Doctrine of Revelation," in Rev
elation As History, translated by Di. Grans1tou (New York: The Ho..c-
11illan Company, 1968), IJP. 125-158 and "Herl1leneutie and Universal 
ITistory,1I in Basic uestions in Theolo· , translated by G. II. Kehm 
(Philadelphia: lortress ress, , - 36. 

55This is similar to the question raised by Holtnaull w11en he 
asks hoVl God can be heard in "the la.nguage of the facto" br ho\'l 
"The historie complex of partieular historic evento 'itself' 1"e
veals God." See his Theology of HoveA tro.nslated by J. \'J. Leiteh 
(London: SCM Press, 1967), pp. 78 an 117. 

56See "Faith and Reason," i11 Basic -uestions in Theolo 'l, trans
lated by G. II. Kehm (Philadelphia: lior ress Press, -9' ,I, l~6-
64. About this cone ern Hol tmann is in agreement wi th P'::Ll1nellherg. 
Bee 1101tlllo.l1l1'S "The Revelation of God und the Question of Truth," 
in Hope and PlanninG, transla ted by H. Clarl~sol1 (New Yor1::: Harpe:i.'"' 
& Ro\'!, PUblishers, 1971), p. 25. 
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tialist interpretation of eschatology, to place a burden on his

torical reason which it seemingly cannot bear. Moreover, his re

striction of the meaning of faith to fiducia57 does not adequately 

describe its character as breaking out. 

The problem Pannenberg has uncovered is nevertheless valid. 

A foundational inquiry could assist in its resolution by exposing 

sorne of the elements of the problem in need of clarification. One 

suggestion is that Pannenberg's analysis must distinguish the his

torical and religious levels of meruling, both of which may be con

veyed through the events. Then the continuity between historical 

and religious forms of indwelling must be explored. Based on these 

reflections there may emerge an explanation of the dependence of 

the heuristicvision of faith on historical events, which at the 

~ same time aCl~l~~dgeS that the distinctively religious significance 

of the events can ~e perceived only through the indwelling of faith. 

From the foundational perspective, an analysis of this sort i8 still 

required of Pannenberg. Perhaps sucIl a clarification will yet be 

forthcom1ng. 

ThrQugh this study we have tried to present an account of the 

meaning and validity of religious belief expressed in terms of the 

framework of Polanyi's the ory of personal knowledge. In its most 

gelleral features, tacit knowing combines the active role of the 

5ZSee tfInsight and Faith, Il in Basic 9.uestions in Theology, 
II, 28-45. 
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l~.l1ower with his passive acceptance of reality perceived through 

given horizons to enlighten the aignificance of hia own self-under

standing. Through the dynamics of appropriation and surrender, we 

mru~e ourselves. Insofar as man discovers his meaning in the universe, 

he is both ,9.oer and recipient. In religious indwelling both of 

these are at peak intensity, for here man receives what he himself 

cannot do. In this sense faith is the most profound form of doing 

because it derives from the most radical kind of surrender. 

As a result, faith is an enduring component in the conscious

ness of the believer which provides an integration of the meaning 

of human life. This meaning is understood by dwelling in the heur

istic vision of faith. In this respect religious understanding is 

continuous with the cognitional structure sustaining the understand

ing issuing from aIl human intelligent undertru~ings. The full 

realization of the meaning of faith, therefore, becomes open to men 

only insofar as their "hearing the wordlt transforms them. According 

to Polanyirs analysis, this means that men must become, as James 

exhorts, "doers 0 f the vlOrd" (l: 22) • 



BIDLIOGRAPHY 

This bibliography is divided into three sections which in

clude works by Polanyi, worl{.s abou·\; POlal1yi, and gel1eral worka used 

to develop the implications of Polanyi's thought for theology. A 

word about the significance of these divisions i8 in ox'der. 

The first part, containing book.s and articles written by 

Pol.:myi, i6 not il1.tended to be complete. BecQ.use of Polanyi's 

variéd cax'eer a.nd diverse interests, the scope of his published 

works ranges into fields far beyond the purposes of our study. Ac

cordingly \'le have liIDited this bibliography to those Vlorks which 

relate primarily to his anD..lysis of human knovlledge and which con

tribute to the establishment of a basis for theological unclerstand

ing. l'1oreover an attempt to compile a complete bibliography of 

Polanyi 16 v/ritings would be redundant. A bibliography of scienti

fic l'apera authored or co-authored by Polanyi is rea.dily avail

able. 1 A160 the thorough bibliography 0 f POlanyi' s political, ec

onomic, social, and l)hilosophical \'Iritings coml'iled by Professor 

Richard L. GelVlick as an appendix to his Th.D. dissertation has 

beeu brought u]? to date and il1cluded in a recent publication.2 

1This bibliography has been compiled by John Polanyi in ~ 
LOBic of Persol1al Knowledge, pp. 239-247. 

2See Intellect and HODe, editec1 by La:ngford and Poteat, pp. 

~.32-4~.6. Gelvdck also includes here a thorough list 0 f reviews 0.11 

Polal1yi's wor1>:s. 
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f' Anyone wishing a complete bibliography 0 f Polanyi' s wri tings should 
conault these sources. 

The second part is likewise limited to works which criticize 
or develop POlanyi's theory of l010wledge. It should be noted that 
in sorne of the larger works contained in this section Polanyi's 
thought is treated ouly in certain parts of' the Vlork or it is used 
as a basis frOlll which to develop further implications. The title 
of the work is usually a significant indication of this point. The 
inclusion of a particular vlOrk in this part of the bibliography, 
in other words, does not necessarily imply that the entire wor1\:: is 
devoted exclusi vely to an examina tion 0 f POlanyi' s theory 0 f Ir..nowl
edge, though this is at times °che case; rather it means that the work 
has some significa.nce in understanding wha.t Pola.nyi is saying. 

The final part of this bibliography is a reflection of the 
direction in which we have llloved through our expansion of Polanyi's 
theory of lOlowledge into a f'oundation for theology. It includes those 
works which have influenced the direction tal'i:en here. Some of the 
worl~s are not explici-tly theological, but have bean included be-
cause of their relevance for clarifying the problems involved. Some 
have not been explicitly cited in our presen ocatiol1, but their in
fluence can be sean by the perceptive reader. Put very simply, 
this section provides a bibliographic overview of the context in 
light 0 f' which Polanyi' s thought was develoI>ed. 
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