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A PROBLEM OF COHERENCE
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Inthispaper | addressmyself totwoissuesconcerning Polanyi’ sepistemology. Thefirstisthat notwithstand-
ing his critique of objectivism and his post-critical perspective, Polanyi remainsfirmly rooted in the tradition of the
Enlightenment. To put this somewhat differently, | think that although he may beregarded asan early postmodernist,
he may be seen also as someone who tried to do ajob of restoration, namely drawing attention to essential elements
intheheritageof the Enlightenment, el ementshethought werein danger of being forgotten andthreatened. Obviously,
thisavery largeissue and therefore | shall confine myself strictly to the epistemological issuesinvolved.

The first point quite naturally leads to a second, namely that Polanyi’s being both a modernist and a
postmodernist has everything to do with acertaintensionin hisposition. | shall point out briefly that one of the more
serious problems in this connection is the overall coherence of his epistemology. This second issue, it seemsto me,
isthemoredifficult and interesting and | shall therefore concentrateonit. Inthelast part of my paper | shall also make
afew suggestions for a possible solution.

Inorder to seeinwhat respectsPolanyi’ sepistemol ogy may becalled modern” or “ postmodern,” let mestart
by giving useful working definitions of these vague terms. Using some ideas recently devel oped by the theol ogians
Murphy and McClendon, | suggest we characterize " modern thought” or modernism quite generally ascomprising at
least three doctrines of knowledge, language and reality respectively.! These doctrines are:

(2) epistemol ogical foundationalism,
(2) the (either) representational (or) expressivist theory of language,
(3) reductionism.
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Obviously, modernism comprisesmorethan this. For instance, it also incorporatesidealslike the autonomy
of theindividual, tolerance and emancipation through reason and science. However, keeping as closely as possible
tomy epistemological interests, thisminimal definitionisuseful enough for our present purposes. A few wordsonthe
three modernist doctrines.

(1) Murphy and M cClendon identify epistemol ogical foundationalism with the view that knowledge can be
justified only by finding indubitable, incorrigible and therefore “ foundational” beliefs upon which it is constructed.
Though thisis certainly correct as ageneral characterization, further important aspects should be pointed out. As|
takeit, foundationalism can also be defined as the epistemological position which adheresto the age-old definition
of knowledge(withacapital “K") or epistemeasjustified truebelief. It may al so beidentified withtheequally old quest
for certainty and the accompanying attempt to solve the problem of skepticism. Foundationalists are extremely
concerned with the problem of whether, and if so how, beliefs, statements or theories can be justified. If they justify
their beliefsby anappeal toaset of particular “ fundamental” or basicbeliefswhichareallegedly incorrigible, self-evident
to the senses or beyond any conceivable doubt, | suggest we call them dogmatic justificationists.

(2) Therepresentational-expressivist theory of languageisthe view that the primary function of languageis
representing the objects or factsto which it refers. In all other cases language merely expresses psychological states
or attitudes of the speaker. Clearly, onthisview all ethical discourseisnon-factual and non-referring and therefore at
most expressive, or, aslogical positivists(cf. C.L. Stevenson) said, emotive.

(3) According to Murphy and McClendon, reductionism is part of modernism as the attempt to understand
reality by reducing it to its component parts. In ethics and political philosophy we have aparalléel in the sensethat in
Enlightened modernism the individual isamost always considered to be more important than the whole, so that the
individual has priority over the community (Hegel and some of hisfollowers are probably the exceptions here).

Can wefind traces of these modernist doctrinesin the theory of personal knowing? Starting with reductionism, itis
quite clear that the answer should be “No.” Not only is Polanyi’ s epistemol ogy explicitly anti-reductionist, itisalso
quiteclear that itisthoroughly halistic. And holism, asweshall seeinamoment, i sprecisely amark of postmodernism.

Not only do we not find any reductionism in Polanyi’s work, we do not find any trace of the
representational-expressivist view of language in it either. Thisis not to say that in his view language is not in the
referring or expressing line of bussiness. Rather, Polanyi triestointegrate both functionsin histheory of the personal
or tacit component, according to which all assertions of fact express beliefs (or judgements) and are “essentially
accompanied by feelings of intellectual satisfaction or of apersuasivedesire and asense of personal responsibility.”?2
Asl have shown el sewhere, thisdoctrine of thetacit component of assertionsisin significant respectsquitecongenial
with Searl€’ stheory of speech acts.® So there isno modernism here either.

Thisleavesuswiththequestion of epistemol ogical foundationalismandit seemsto methat we cannot answer
thisinthenegative. Foritisquiteclear that Polanyi takesthemaodernist problem of justification of belief andthedefence
against skepticism very seriously. Part |11 of Personal Knowledge is largely devoted to this issue, as the fiduciary
programme, including the “Critique of Doubt,” the doctrine of commitment and Polanyi’s explicit invitation to
dogmatism, are clearly meant to solve the problem of skepticism.
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Theconclusionthat thereisastrong element of modernismin Polanyi’ sposition can be strengthened further
by pointing out further modern, perhaps even premodern, ideas to which he quite clearly adheres. These are:

(a)Theidea of truth as aregulative standard to which we ought to submit ourselves and as something we
ought to search for, even though we shall never findit.

(b)Strong, almost naivescientificrealism.
(c)Openly professed commitment to (natural) scienceasby far themost reliabl eguideto knowledgeandtruth

(d)The thesis of a correspondence (of some sorts) between the structure of tacit knowing and the structure
of the comprehensive entity which isits object.*

Obvioudly, (a) - (d) areimportant and interesting elements of Polanyi’ s philosophy. Sincel cannot go into

them, sufficeit to say that they are not postmodernist. Beforeturning to our main concern, theissue of justificationism
and in particular Polanyi’ sinvitation to dogmatism, let us see briefly where he stands in respect to postmodernism.

Murphy and McClendon characterize postmodernism in contrast to the three modernist doctrines.
(1)Epistemological holism.

Quineistaken asan early postmodern epistemol ogist who explicitly rejected the foundationalist model and
replacedit withaholist account. Humanknowledgeisnot takeninisol ation, either astheoriesor asparticular knowledge
claims, but rather as a whole. By considering theories in conjunction with the relevant background knowledge,
epistemol ogical holismrendersthestatusof thewell-known requirementsof fal sifiability and verifiability problematic.
For instance, according the so-called Duhem-Quine thesis,

any statement can be held true come what may, if we make drastic enough adjustments el sewhere
inthe system ... Conversely, by the same token, no statement isimmune from revision.

As| shall indicate below, Polanyi can be interpreted consistently as an adherent of thisthesis.

(2) Theattempt toanalysemeaningsolely intermsof itsreferential forceisabandoned. Theobviousexamples
in this connection are the later Wittgenstein and the speech act theorists.

(3)Inpostmodern ethics, asdefended by Alasdair Macl ntyre, emotivismisavoided by recovering acorporate
or organic view of society that will support the notion of a common good.

Itiseasy tofind these and other postmodern elementsin Polanyi’ s epistemol ogy and for thisreason Murphy
and McClendon may well have taken it asaparadigm exanige of early postmodernism. | point out the followingin



particular.

(i) Polanyi’ s epistemol ogy isthoroughly holistic. Support for this comesfrom thefact that he nowhere pays
attentionto statements, beliefsor theoriesinisol ation, but alwaysin context and aspartsof alarger network or framework
of beliefs and always embedded in a background of tacit notions, stances and practices. Typically holistic is also
Polanyi’ semployment of notionslike ' superior knowledge” (the sumtotal of the knowledge and valuesembedded in
aculture stradition), “conceptual framework” (by meansof which and through whichwe make sense of theworld and
which is objectively given in the languages of a culture) and “ system of belief.”

(in)A further important characteristic of postmodern epistemol ogy, hot mentioned by Murphy and McClen-
don, isitsbeing “ naturalized.” Thisnotion also stems from Quine, who argued that whereas the natural sciencesare
seentraditionally as contai nedin epistemol ogy, epistemol ogy may now betaken asacomponent part of psychology.®

Clearly, Quine' sideaof areciprocal containment of epistemol ogy in psychol ogy andvicever sacontradictsthecommon

modernist thesis of the strict separation of matters of logic (Kant’ s quaestionesdeiure, Leibniz’ sveriteés deraison)
and of mattersof psychological (sociological, historical) fact. However, it isal so obviousthat Polanyi’ stheory of tacit
knowing is meant to dissolve this exclusive digunction and that he often employs scientific ideas and facts for
illustrating, and even demonstrating particular theses within that theory.

(iii) Asregardshisview of language, there can be no doubt that Polanyi isemphasizing itscommunal nature.
Inview of thefact that he has often beeninterpreted asasubjectivist and asolipsit, it should benoted that in Polanyi’ s
view the search for knowledge and truth isacommunal affair also.

(iv)inmy view afurther postmodern elementisthefiduciary or fideist thesi sthat conceptual frameworksand
cultural practiceshavetheir owninternal standardsof rationality and excellence, thoughnot, if | read Polanyi correctly
at al, of truth.

There may well be other elements but (i) - (iv) clearly establish Polanyi as a postmodern philosopher of
knowledge (and possibly also as a postmodern moral philosopher). However, the combination of the postmodern
fiduciary thesis(iv), theexplicit invitation to dogmatism and histypical modernist preoccupation with the problem of
justifying our commitment to scienceasacentral part of our ‘ superior knowledge” |eadsto asuspicion of incoherence,
or at least strain within Polanyi’s epistemology. This brings me to the second part of my paper in which | shall be
concerned with the question whether or not Polanyi’ s position isincoherent in being both relativistic and dogmatic
at the sametime.

v

Let us start with the postmodernist thesis (iv). It seems that it leads to relativism as soon as we pose the
question of how we can giveareasonsfor our commitment to science (or any other cultural system). Part of Polanyi’'s
solution to this problem consists of a sociological description or, if you prefer, a philosophical assessment of an
important aspect of our modern cultural predicament. Underlying scienceisanaturalistic conception of the universe
which forms part of modern man’ smental life. Therefore, whether welikeit or not, scienceitself is part of our mental
life
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A more interesting part of his solution, however, isthe postmodern principle which Polanyi introduces for
assessing cultural belief systems, namely that “ any sincereaccount of thereasonsfor whichwe. . . sharein themental
life[offered by acultural system] must necessarily be given as part of that life.””

We are reminded here again of ideas of the later Wittgenstein who on arather common interpretation held
that language games and forms of life can only be accounted for in terms of standards and criteriawhich areinternal
to them.

It seemsto methat Polanyi’ sinternalist principle suggestsperceptual and conceptual relativism. It may even
beinterpreted asan early version of athesi sof theso-called“ Strong Programme” inthe soci ol ogy of knowledge, namely
that there are no context-free or super-cultural normsof rationality.® Ontheother hand, Polanyi’ srelativismisnot as
radical, for it isobviousthat heis neither arelativist about truth nor amoral relativist.®

Whereasthe postmodernist el ements appear tolead to rel ativism, Polanyi’ smodernist ideas seem to convey
astrongwhiff of foundationalism, particularly inthe case of hisexplicit invitation to dogmatism. Clearly, our question
now becomes how to account for the fact that Polanyi is both arélativist and a dogmatist.

In order to understand Polanyi’ sinvitation to dogmatism, we had best turn to Polanyi’ s cherished example
of acultural system, science. Thereisawell known passage in Personal Knowledge, where he addresses himself to
the question as to why we should believe in science and not in say, witchcraft, Zande magic, fundamentalism or
communism. In other words, the question appearsto bewhether, andif so how, our fiduciary commitment to (natural)
science can be justified now that proof and foundations have turned out to be impossible.

Polanyi took this problem very serioudly. In fact, he tells us that the whole of Personal Knowledge “is but
aquest for a substantial reply to a question of this kind.”°

He wants to ‘ stabilize belief in science against skepticism” and this leads us to the well-known passagein
Personal Knowledge where Polanyi explicitly invites usto adopt “dogmatism.”

Thisinvitationismeant “torestoreto usoncemorethepower for thedeliberateholding of unprovenbeliefs.” 1t
How should we take this? It certainly seemsto come quite close to subjectivism or dogmatic justificationism, and it
should come as no surprise that some have interpreted Polanyi as representing precisely a kind of dogmatic
subjectivism.’? Again, the tension isreal. How are such matters to be reconciled?

\Y

A solution to the problem of the coherence of Polanyi’soverall position, | suggest, consists at least of two
steps. Thefirstisconcerned withtheproper interpretation of Polanyi’ sdogmatism, thesecond with hisfallibilism--the
doctrine that we always might be mistaken in what we sincerely believeto betrue.

By “dogmatism” | understand the doctrine according to which there are at | east some propositions or things
whichwecannot fail tobelieve, and whicharesuchthat it followsfromour believingthemthat they aretrue. Descartes
would betheparadigm exampleof adogmatistinthissense. Itisalsoacentral thesisof what weearlier called dogmatic
justificationism, characterized by adesperateinterestin thelgust for certainty and securefoundationsin solving the



problem of skepticism.

Thereis, however, another kind of dogmatism whichisnot concerned with foundations but with methodol -
ogy.®® This methodol ogical dogmatism is better known as the principle of tenacity which prescribes that one should
sticktoone’ stheoriesor beliefsaslong asitisreasonably possible. Obviously, thepoint of thisruleisto put aconstraint
on theattitudes of scientistisand other explorers: it saysthat we should not give up our beliefsand theoriesin theface
of adverse evidencetoo soon. For, asalready C.S. Peirce (and in hisfootsteps Popper and others) pointed out, if we
did, we would deprive ourselves of the opportunity to find out their strength.™

As| have argued el sewhere more extensively, the best interpretation of Polanyi isto say that he advocates
methodological, not justificatory dogmatism.®> My reasonsfor thisrest mainly on anumber of statementswhich are
admittedly rather isolated, but leave no doubt asto their fallibilist import. | refer to such Polanyian statementsas, for
instance, “every factual assertion is conceivably mistaken” and thus also “ conceivably corrigible,” “the possibility
of error is a necessary element of any belief bearing on reality,” “all fundamental beliefs are irrefutable as well as
unprovable” and the emergent Noosphere, and thus all our allegedly superior knowledge “ comprises everything in
whichwemay betotally mistaken.”

Thusthebalancecanberestored: good reasonscanbegivenfor thethesisthat noreal incoherenceisinvol ved,
provided that we may interpret Polanyi’ s dogmatism as methodol ogical and provided that we may alsotakehimasa
falibilist. Wemay then see Polanyi asatraditionalist who maintainsthat now that proof and foundations have turned
out to beimpossibleand aGod' seyepoint of view i sunattai nable, weshould rely on our cultural systemsandtraditions
astheonly starting point for our inquiriesavailabletous. Thisisalsothedialectical processof |earning and discovery,
of dwelling in aframework asacondition for breaking out of it. And pace Professor Torrance, thisisafurther reason
why | do not believe that Polanyi intended to break away from the Enlightenment.
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