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This article shows how there is a great kinship between Polanyi's thought and that of Bernard Haring,
"the father of modern moral theology" in the Roman Catholic Church. Haring advocated an ethics of personal
responsibility that callsfor an epistemol ogy such asPolanyi devel oped for history and social sciencesin The Study
of Man.

Michael Polanyi’s thought, without his knowing it, has been reflected in the renewal of Catholic moral
theology. There are remarkable similarities between Polanyi's struggle against totalitarianism and his mission to
humani se scientific culture and the work of Bernard Haring, “the father of modern moral theology.”

Bernard Haring' sayshisexperiencesasamedicinthe German army onthe Russian front duringWorld War
Il “prepared me to work to overcome a one-sided ethic of obedience and to preach instead a morality of personal
responsibility and brotherly love, with adherence to one's own sincere but ever searching conscience.”? After the
war hewas professor of moral theology and sociology at the Redemptorist house of studiesin Gars. There hewrote
The Law of Christ which completely broke the pattern of casuistic thinking and introduced personalism into moral
theology. The basic model of moral behaviour was no longer conformity to law but a personal response to the call
of love from the other. It could be said that The Law of Christ changed the understanding of moral theology in the
Catholic Church in amanner quite like the effect of Personal Knowledge on the community of scientists.

Haring was one of the three theological experts that Pope John XXI11 personally chose and appointed to
the Second Vatican Council. Hiscontributionwasmainly on the questions of the meaning of morality and religious
freedom. Hisideasand pastoral approach shinethroughthe Council’ sdocument on The ChurchintheModernWorld.
Oneof hismany achievementswastointroducethe social sciencesinto moral theol ogy asamethodol ogy for reading
thesignsof thetimes. TheCouncil ratified thisstance. “Inpastoral careappropriateusemust bemade... of thefindings
of the secular sciences, especially of psychology and sociology.”® After the Council, he reformulated his thought
in Freeand Faithful in Christ, an update of The Law of Christ for achanging world. One can hear Polanyi’ sconcerns
ringing through thisstatement in The Ethicsof Manipul ation: “ Theideol ogy of the priority and supremacy of science
and technology celebratesiits feastsin classical Marxism but also in the western world.”4

Haring never met Polanyi personally but came in contact with his thought through Abraham Maslow’s
recommendation of his philosophy of psychology and later through doctoral students at the Alphonsian Academy
inRome.> Haring was particularly impressed by Maslow’ s claim about Polanyi’ s classic Personal Knowledge: “ If
you havenot studied thisbook, you darenot consider yoursel f prepared for thenext century.”® Haring often appealed
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for an epistemol ogy that would be liberating and healing. His Christian personalism was reinforced by Polanyi’s
humanistic approach to the sciences.

This essay presupposes a basic knowledge of Polanyi’s post-critical philosophy and so will concentrate
on hisepistemol ogy of thesocial sciencesand how thisimpingeson ethicsand morality through anew understanding
of the person.

Polanyi’ sphilosophy of sciencebacksup Haring’ schargeagainst behaviourismthat " Skinner and hismost
ardent followers frankly confess that freedom is nothing else than an illusion."” Freedom is the very heart of
commitment in Polanyi’ sconception of personal knowing. "It regardsfreedom asliberation from personal endshby
submission to impersonal obligations." Thisfreedom must always be enlightened by consciencein its search for
those goods that rule over both individuals and the State. The person is released from individual selfish ends by
submission to impersonal universal obligations.®

Father Haring waged along struggle against theinroads of behaviourisminto psychology and ethics.® His
insightsaresupported by Polanyi’ sunderstanding of thehumanmind. Wecannot identify themindwithitsexterior
workings. That would beto fix attention on individual particularswithout achieving afocal understanding of them
as acomprehensive being. Polanyi evokes three closely reasoned arguments for the impracticability or practical
contradiction of behaviourism. He proceeds phenomenol ogically from the observation of aperson’sface. Firstly,
the particulars of the face observed in themselves are“ meaningless.” Secondly, they cannot be so observed since
they are part of a physiognomy and apart from it remain unspecified; they are tacitly perceived when grasping it.
Thirdly, itisimpossibletotracethemanifestationsof themind, “ except by reading them aspointerstothemind from
whichthey originate.” What weknow inthefirst placeisthe personwhosemind asthecentre of thought isrevealed
through hisrational activities.

Thisinsightillustrating the multipleoperational principlesfunctioning within the hierarchical ontol ogical
structure of the person throws light on human error, which has causes but not reasons.’® Responsibility represents
thehighest |evel of embodied personal existence. Every human commitment involvesalimitation of our capacities
and the possibility of failure.! “Everywhere the potential operations of a higher level are actualised by their
embodiment inlower levelswhich makethem liabletofailure.”*? Responsiblechoices may bevitiated by afailure
of commitment at any level, i.e., physical illness, mental disturbance or, at thelevel of personal responsihility, by
moral evil. Thelimitationsdefined by the parametersof our embodied existence arebut the opportunitiesoffered for
the realisation of our "cosmic vocation" in freedom.

We now turn to Polanyi’ s stancein face of the great debate that raged in Germany from the end of thelast
century and well into the twentieth and which still hasreverberationstoday: namely, what arethe origin and status
of history and the socia sciences? Are they a pure extension of the methods of the natural sciences into human
affairs? Dothey havetheir own proper matter distinct from the physical sciences? Canthey live up to theideal of
scientific objectivity? Arethere social factsthat can be probed by a value-free epistemology? Polanyi’s answer
to these questionswas already largely determined by hisrealisation that theideal of pure scientific objectivity was
impracticablein the natural sciences. It was destined to be even more so for the social sciences. They were asyet
new and asit were till rather immaturein their epistemol ogical features. Their birth should represent not so much
an emancipation or secession from the natural sciencesasaliberation from afalseideal of “value-free science” so
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that they might enjoy their own proper identity. Hereisthe sourceof Polanyi’ soriginal contributiontothisdiscussion.
Hebecamefamiliar withitstermsduring hisformativeyearsin Hungary and was personally acquai nted with Weber
and many of itsleading protagonistsin Germany, being part of thoseintellectual circleswherethese questionswere
most actual. Hisexchangeswith Karl Mannheim in England brought the sameissuesto the fore. Perhaps the most
revealing linesthat Polanyi wroteon thistopicwerehis"Bibliographical Note" at theconclusion of The Sudy of Man.
Here he takes exception to Collingwood'’ sinterpretation of "the secession of history from the domain of the natural
sciences'® and especially to how hetreatsWindelband, Rickert and Dilthey asthefountainhead of theanti-positivist
theory of historical knowledge. Hesaysthey havebeenbadly misrepresented. " Rickert doesnot say that theval uation
of historical factsisaproper function of historiography. He says, on the contrary, and arguesit in detail, that history
asasciencecan merely identify actsdeserving praise or blame, whilestrictly refraining from apportioning praise or
blame." Inlinewiththiscriticismwhileseemingly anadmirer of Weber, hevigorously opposedthecommonly accepted
"doctrineof value-freescience", which by foregoing all evaluationand limitingitsel f to description, underminesafree
society anditsinstitutions, by turning all moral and political commitmentsinto merefactsabout people’ sbeliefs. Such
avalue-freesocial and political scienceisimpossibleof realisationfor it deniesthat thereisany successful or mistaken
satisfaction of our normal standards.** He notes further that Dilthey's contribution should be seen less from the
perspective of the separation between methodol ogies of history and the sciences than from the perspective of the
movements of phenomenology, existentialism, and Gestalt psychology which he helped inspire. Polanyi proceeds
to delineate his own position as one that would develop these movements into a comprehensive understanding of
both history and the social sciencesin continuity with the natural sciences. Hetherefore refusesto be drawn onthe
guestion of the secession of history fromthesciences. Heclaimsitisuniqueasadisciplineand yet enjoyscontinuity
of epistemol ogical method with the sciences.

Hewould seemto part company with Wolfhart Pannenbergin hisclassi ¢ Epistemol ogy and the Philosophy
of Science ™ when he drawsaline of discontinuity between the natural positive sciences and the hermeneutic social
and human sciences. But is not Polanyi consistent with his theory of Personal Knowledge when he perceives just
such personal and hermeneutic elements even in the natural sciences? In his preface to that volume he says,

| start by rejectingtheideal of scientific detachment. Intheexact sciencesthisfalseideal isperhapsharmless,
foritisinfact disregarded there by scientists. But we shall seethat it exercises adestructiveinfluencein
biology, psychol ogy and sociol ogy, and fal sifiesour whol e outl ook far beyond thedomain of science. | want
to establish an aternative ideal of knowledge... the personal participation of the knower in all acts of
understanding.'®

If onefollowsPolanyi’ sthought through consistently, one discoverstheideaof an open universewith man
at its centre asits highest achievement. It is history that leads usinto an understanding of man becauseit is history
morethan any other disciplinethat unveilsthe meaning of human decision, particularly those political decisionsthat
have shaped the destiny of the humanrace. Inthefourth andfinal part of hismagnum opus, manisvisualised asthe
pinnacle of evolution, creator of the noosphere through his cultural systems and intellectual frameworks. In such
ahierarchical vision, thereisafundamental principlewhich Polanyi formul ated as*the correspondence betweenthe
structure of comprehension and the structure of the comprehensive entity which isits object.”* This presumes a
continuously graded sequence of scienceswhich correspond withtheever intensifying degreesof existence. History
does involve unique personalities and unrepeatable events. It therefore transcends the universal features of the
positivesciencesby enteringinto, or,in Polanyi’ sterms, indwelling the personalitiesand decisionsthat have moul ded
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our destiny. Hereare our heroes and saintswhom we approach with reverence and respect. "They offer opportunity
forintimateindwelling and for asystematic study of their individuality."*® Thefact that history referstoadistinctive
level of reality involves neither acceptance nor rejection of the secession of history from the sciences. The method
of history passes from that of a personal observation of other objects to an encounter with another mind and thus
to partaking in the existence of another person. Now the observer islogically related to the object of hisscienceas
ahigher to alower ontological level. When we cometo the study of man however these levels unite aswe begin to
participate in the decisions of another person whom we willingly accept as a model; his standards become our
standards:

The participation of theknower in thething he knowsincreases steadily asthe obj ects of knowledge ascend
toever higher level sof existence, andthat, correspondingly, the observer also appliesever higher standards
of appreciation to thethingsknown by him. Thesetwo trendswill combineto an ever moreampleand also
equal sharing of existence between the knower and the known, so that when we reach the point at which
one man knowsanother man, theknower sofully dwellsin that which heknows, that wecan no longer place
thetwo ondifferentlogical levels. Thisisto say that when wearrive at the contemplation of ahuman being
asaresponsible person, and we apply to him the same standards aswe apply for ourselves, our knowledge
of him has definitely lost the character of an observation and has become an encounter instead.*®

Polanyi’ sapproachto history and thehuman sciencesmay be summed upinaframework of respect whereby
we assess the moral and political worth of personsand institutions. These judgements are based on our existential
commitments, i.e., onour bodily, passionate, rational dwellinginsociety anditsspiritual and cultural traditions. There
are three ways of criticising human decisions that |ead to three types of historical fallacies.® 1). By applying our
standards without allowing for differencesin the historical or real setting of the acting person. Thisisthe straight
jacket of arationalist ideaof immutable principles. 2). By judging others’ past actions only by their past standards
asdistinct fromour own. Thissanctionsconformity and makesany criticism of standardsmeaningless. 3). Judgements
based on a materialist conception of man. Hereall actions are seen as determined by impulses of power or profit so
that human action is deprived of al moral meaning and directedness to ideals and obligations® Rationalismis
overcome by admitting the biological and cultural embodiment of all free actions; relativism is overcome by
acknowledging that every person has access to standards of truth and rightness, and determinism by commitment
to personal knowledge as the seat and source of responsible choice.

Polanyi saw that unlesswe believe and trust our scientific theories we could never achieve understanding
of their human meaningsand purposes. Haringisfull of awebeforetheachievementsof thesciences. "Thededication
and courage of our scientists awakensin us asense of admiration and gratitude." Their conquests must be viewed
in the horizon of destiny of the human person. "True humanity hasto be constantly guarded and defended. Weare
acreature of many dimensions; and only by aradical commitment to the basic value of salvific knowledge, altruism,
respect for every person’ sdignity and concern for life conditionsthat favour the growth of genuinefreedom canwe
assure gradual progress in hominization."??
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