The Tacit Victory and the Unfinished
Agenda

[ EDITOR’SNOTE: On April 11, 1991 at the Kent State University conference cel ebrating the Polanyi centennial
there was a panel discussion which bore the title listed above. The panel included nine persons whose interest in
Polanyi’ sthought islongstanding; panelists were asked to comment on the relevance of Polanyi’ sthought to issues
and discussions current intheir interests. Sam Watson' sremarkswere a part of this session at Kent Sate. A similar
panel discussioninvolving threeother personsoccurred at the Polanyi Society banquet in November 1991 in Kansas
City. Volume XVI11, Numbers 1 and 2 contain “ tacit victory” articles from both these gatherings.]

Polanyi and Rhetorical Studies
Sam Watson

What relations might there be, between someone’ s act of speaking (or of writing) and that same someone’'s
act of knowing?

Students of Polanyi’ sthought will recognize that as acomplex question: Given the presence of thetacit, no

articulationisever exhaustive; no act of articulation isever complete. On the other hand, it ispossible (thoughit may
hardly ever bedesirabl€) to engageinarticul ationwithout any act of knowing at all; wordsused mindlessly may signify
nothing, but words can be used mindlessly.
Students of speaking and of writing will recognize the question above as an important one. However, though many
of them areincreasingly familiar with Polanyi, they still often miss much of the question’s complexity. The question
reasonably “frames’ Polanyi’s influence among these scholars, and it suggests the direction of an agenda as yet
unfinished.

It isaquestion as ancient asit is contemporary. On its basis Plato (Gorgias) condemns rhetoric as “mere
flattery,” while I socratesinsists, “With thisfaculty [of speech] we both contend against others on matterswhich are
opentodisputeand seek light for oursel vesonthingswhich areunknown” (Antidosis, 256). Beginning with Aristotle,
who definesrhetoric as“the faculty of discoveringinthe particular case what are the available means of persuasion”
(Rhetoric, 1.2, emphasisadded), thefoundati on of ancient rhetorical theory and practicewasan art of inventionlargely
consistent, | think, with Polanyi’ sthought. In the age of science, however, thisart dissolved; instruction in speaking
and writing came to be seen as merely “managerial,” a matter of making good use of the knowledge derived
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independently, via“ scientific” method. Thismerely “ managerial” view of rhetoricfinally gave usthemindlessness of
rote drill and the purposel essness of the five paragraph theme.

Among scholars and teachers of speaking and writing, the second half of the twentieth century has been a
time of recovering ancient rhetorical theory, of reinventing it withinand for the contemporary world. Central to those
efforts have been attempts to formulate some distinctively rhetorical art of invention. For instance, members of the
“good reasons’ movement see rhetorical invention as a matter of discovering “reasons for” (or against) particular
coursesof action, intheabsence of compelling fact. Andthese scholars, such asChaim Perelmanand WayneC. Booth,
haveread Polanyi -- partially. They oftenenthusiastically embracehis* critiqueof doubt” while, ironically, they continue
acritically to accept an essentially Cartesian epistemol ogy, failing to acknowledge the epistemological reorientation
which Polanyi offersus.

While scholars of rhetoric have been articul ating new (and renewed) theory, they tend not yet to have come
to grips with issues of epistemology. Teachers of writing have not done so either, directly, though they have been
articulating pedagogies and understandings of writing that seem deeply harmonious with Polanyi’ sthought and that
often draw upon himdirectly. Thus James Britton cites Polanyi in calling our attention to theimportance of “ shaping
at thepoint of utterance,” thesort of meaning-making whichtakesplacewithinan act of articulation. Polanyi ispresent
inthetitleof Janet Emig's“ TheTacit Tradition,” astudy of theintellectual forebearsof contemporary writinginstruction.
Polanyi informsmuch of Peter Elbow’ swork, and heisoneimportant guidefor L ouiseW. Phel ps, inher programmatically
and philosophically important work, Composition as a Human Science. Rather than review the varied citations and
uses of Polanyi inthe current literature, | would liketo point to two areas of current thought, two especially sensitive
ones, which are resonant with hiswork.

Among many extremely influential writing teacherstoday, acentral termis“voice.” (It would repay serious
study, todeterminejust why and how teachersof writing haveadopted the“ vocal” metaphorsof speech, whileteachers
and theorists of speech, with their complex printed schemata and “lines of argument,” seem unconsciously to have
adopted the metaphors of -- writing!)

“Voice” isanelusive concept, whichindeed hasmeant variousthingsto variousteachersof writing. “ \VV oice”
is most easily identified with essentialy “persona” narrative (and indeed that is one source of the caution and
sometimesthedisdaintheseteachersmeetinacademiccircles). Insuchwriting, onemay most easily sensethepresence
(or the absence) of some “person” within the words; for many teachers, “voice” has come to represent the presence
of theauthenticating personal,inawrittentext, asenseof somereal persontakingastandwithin (or “ behind”) thewords
of thetext. | believethat Susan Hilligosshassaid it best: “Voice[is] thereader’ s sense of how the writer knowswhat
she knows -- not by analyzing the argument, but by the degree to which the reader can participate in the re-creation
of that knowledge.” Indeed, it seemsto me reasonable to take Susan one step further: “voice” may be the sense that
atext providesof itswriter’ sauthority, not asdetermined prior to and independent of thetext, but asestablished within
thewriting of thetext itself. “Voiceful” texts are oneswhich seem to embody traces of their own creation; they seem
to be the acts of some person’s coming to know, within that person’s acts of articulation.

Among writing teachersasimilar and kindred concept is“writingto learn,” anotion which s, at theleast, a
needed complement to the “writing to communicate” which has become the academy’ s stock in trade. Traditional
instruction, focused ostensibly on“communication” (though often more concerned, really, with matters of propriety
in language and citations) presumed that “ knowleti%e" isto be garnered, somehow, prior to and independent of any



act of writing. Writing isamatter simply of transcribing what someone aready knows -- often, someone quite other
than thewriter herself or himself. Student writing becomes student transcription of what student has read in books or
heardinlectures-- arecipefor mindlesstedium onthepart of studentsand of terminal frustration and boredomfor their
instructors. (Should we wonder that, whether intended or not, the result often is plagiarism?)

“Writing to learn” is quite a different orientation; not, | think, finally a competing one but certainly a
complementary one. Heretheemphasi stendsto beonrel atively short burstsof essentially informal writing, inavariety
of modes. Throughthewriting, studentsfindthemselves(partially) articul ating therel evant experienceand knowledge
they arebringingto anew subject of study; they pose questions; they seek out new and tentative connections. Through
their written language, they are becoming more active learners. Such writing, asit becomes habitual, should deepen
and extend learning; it should also improve students’ abilitiesin “writing to communicate.” | am confident on both
points, though we do not yet have research studies which demonstrate either. Meanwhile the anecdotal reports, from
students and from teachers, characteristically are enthusiastic, sometimesto the point of embarrassment. Needlessto
say, theoretical treatments of “writing tolearn” areyet to be written. When they are written, James Britton and Janet
Emigwill be seento have played key roles. And, in even more overarching ways, sowill Michael Polanyi; | am fully
confident of that.

Polanyi’ sthought already isasignificant source for adirection of work that, on the face of it, might seemto
havelittletodowith speakingand writing. Inwork thatisincreasingly influential ineducational circles, Donald Schon
and others have been devel oping an understanding of “reflective practice,” through which practitioners effectively
act -- and learn -- in complex and problematic situations. Central to this“ professional artistry” isthe practitioner’s
reliance upon the tacit knowledge she brings to the situation.

Central, also, areusesof languagequitedifferent fromthetraditional delivery of whatever wasal ready known.
Language becomestentative, speculative, exploratory. Inimportant senses|anguage becomes conversational, asthe
medical doctor works toward an accurate diagnosis or the architect considers the varied constraints on abuilding’s
design. Education also needs to partake of this conversation, Schon insists, if our students are to become effective
practitionersrather than merely technically knowledgeable.

“Conversations,” taken serioudly, entail “communities,” convivia forums within which persons come
together to explore. In terms of organization and prevailing attitudes, our schools and universities today tend to
encourage neither conversation nor community among the expert practitioners we call “teachers.” The “teacher
research” movement, through enabling teachersto becomereflectivepractitioners, isoffering apromising alternative.
However, as Donald Schon says, such teachers “pose a potential threat to the dynamically conservative [school]
systeminwhich [they] live’ (1983, 332). Louise W. Phelps(1991), drawing upon both Schon and Polanyi, describes
one university’ swriting program within which reflection is central, and she confronts questions of epistemology of
practice squarely, articulating the place of “practical wisdom” within the sorts of knowledge that characterize
composition studies.

Thequestionwith which | began thisoverview isphilosophically complex and politically charged: whenwe
acknowledge, asPolanyi invitesustodo, that persons’ actsof articulation may contribute essentially tothose persons
actsof knowing, new vistasbecomepossi bl e. Oneorganized movement withinwhichteachersareexploringthosevistas
istheNational Writing Project. There, teachersof writingwrite; they discussand sharetheeffectiveclassroom practices
they have developed; they become teachers of other teacheB In short, they draw on their own knowledge, within a



convivial community; often, the classrooms to which they return also become communities of learners. And,
collectively, they have established areputation as being the most effective writing teachersin the nation, areputation
which for thefirst time this year has earned Congressional funding for their continuing efforts.

Aswe continuequietly to ask that question about the possi bl erel ations between persons’ actsof articulation
and their acts of knowing, we just may be able to transform American education.
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