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1.Introduction

It is sometimes said that Polanyi’ sideas have been summarized, analyzed, explicated, clarified and recon-
structed often enough and that we should rather use his theories as arich source of inspiration and a common
platform to work on than go on repeating them. However, when accounts of his work appear that contradict the
standard interpretation, oneis forced to go back to the old texts in order to check the merits of these accounts. A
good exampleis Sheldon Richmond’ s recent comparison of the theories of Polanyi, Popper and the historian of art
E.H. Gombrich.t Apart from arather surprising interpretation of Polanyi’ s philosophy of science, Richmond also
presents a Popperian critique of it. My aim in this paper isto discuss critically hisinterpretation of Polanyi’s epis-
temology and to show that hiscriticism fails.

One of Richmond'’ s central questionsis“whether there can be a Popperian reply to Polanyi’ s critique of
methodology’’ (113). Thisisinteresting because we already have a Popperian reply to Polanyi, namely, Popper’'s
own Logic of Scientific Discovery. In the preface to thefirst English edition of 1959, Popper indicates that the
book is an attempt to get rid of pseudo-psychological and ‘* subjective’’ methodologies and that it is meant to

save the sciences ... from an obscurantist faith in the expert’s special skill, and in his personal
knowledge and authority; afaith that so well fits our ‘ post-rationalist’ and ‘ post-critical’ age,
proudly dedicated to the destruction of the tradition of rational philosophy, and of rational
thought itself.?

Apart from this anti-Polanyian cri de coeur and afew scattered allusionsin footnotes, it is hard to find any direct
exchange of views, critical or otherwise, between what Joseph Agassi has called “the two outstanding philoso-
phers of the mid-century,” Popper and Polanyi.

What we do have, however, and what | take to be the most extensive and explicit Popperian criticism of
Polanyi, is Alan Musgrave' s doctoral dissertation Impersonal Knowledge: A Criticism of Subjectivismin Episte-
mology (University of London 1969).3 Although Richmond does not seem to have considered secondary sources
such asthis, his own search for a Popperian reply to Polanyi’s “ critique of methodology” seems interesting in its
own right. Especially since he maintains boldly that Popper’s methodology as a system of conventional rulesfor
discussing theories not only contradicts, but in fact refutes Polanyi’ s critique. Thisclaimiscrucially important for
Richmond’' s whole endeavor because, as he himself points out (113), his overall position rests on a double anal-
ogy: (a) if Polanyi’ scritique of methodology parallels(in part) E.H. Gombrich’ scritique of aesthetics, and (b) if
Popper’ stheory of methodol ogy refutes Polanyi’ s critique, then (¢) Gombrich’ s Polanyianism is mistaken also. But

27



of courseif (b) iswrong, Richmond' s position collapses and (c) fails, at least as far as the analogies go. My con-
cernisneither with the anal ogi es between Polanyi and Gombrich nor with Richmond' s critique of thelatter, but
rather with (b), the viability of Richmond’ s* Popperian reply” to Polanyi’ s critique of methodology.

In order to establish whether Polanyi’ s critique of methodology isworthy of amore elaborate examina-
tion, Richmond raises the preliminary question of its consistency: (a) “ Can Polanyi’ stheory of personal know!-
edge be true of itself?” and (b) “Is Polanyi consistent on the issue of the role of disagreement in science and phi-
losophy?’ (114). These are important questions so let us have alook at how they are dealt with.

2.1sPolanyi’ sEpistemology Consistent?

Can Polanyi’ stheory of personal knowledge be true of itself? According to Richmond, Polanyi hasa
theory “that no scientist can articulate his know-how without inhibiting his research.” He then goes on to tell us
that if Polanyi’ stheory of personal knowledgeistrue of itself,

then we contradict Polanyi’ s theory that no scientist can articulate his know-how without inhibiting his
research. If ... Polanyi’ stheory cannot be true of itself, then Polanyi’ stheory isacounter-exampleto it-
sdf.(115)

Unfortunately, this seems seriously confused. Certainly, the piano  player who is focussing her attention on the
movement of her hands and fingersinstead of on the music, will seriously inhibit her performance during arecital.
But while practising she will be shifting her attention constantly and consciously between the particulars (touch,

finger setting etc.) in order to improve her skill. Or, to mention afew other Polanyian examples, “[m]otion studies,

whichtendto paralyzeaskill, will improveit when followed by practice” (TD 19) or “[t]heformal rules of prosody

may deepen pour understanding of so delicate athing as a poem” (TD 20). And in the case of research, discovery
or coming to know in general proceeds by an alternating “ see-saw” analysis and integration (cf. KB 129).

Thereisno need for further examples. Thefirst part of aPolanyian rebuttal of Richmond’sclaimissimply
that tacit awareness of clues and focal attention are mutually exclusive only at aparticular point intime. Itis pos-
sible, and sometimes even necessary, to shift one's attention to subsidiarily functioning particulars (though it may
be difficult to retrieve them) within the problem situation. The second part, of course, isthat explicit knowledge of
rules cannot replace the activity or practice in which these rules are embedded. Knowing the rules of tennis by
heart does not make one a good player. Thus whatever rules or procedures Richmond' s scientists may come up
with, these rules can never wholly replace the tacit operations involved in the practice of problem solving.

Asregardstherole of rulesin scientific practice, | think it quite clear that Polanyi is neither saying there
are no rules, nor that “methodology is worthless” —as Richmond wants us to have it — but that any rules that
can belaid down for the guidance of research can be but “vague maxims® (cf. PK 125).5 | think Polanyi’ s critique
of “methodology” is summed up nicely in the following statement:

Itisonly when we are confronted with alive scientific issue, that the ambiguity of the formal processes
and of the various attenuated criteria of scientific truth becomes apparent, and leaves us without effec-
tiveguidance (PK 150).
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Note, however, that no effective guidance is not the same as no guidance at all. Richmond is totally misconstruing
Polanyi’ s position by saddling it with the fal se dilemma between “ either you have an exhaustively specifiable set
of rules of method or you have no rules at all.” Hence presumably hisidentification of the“no rulesat all” option
with tacit knowing: “[r]ules of method cannot guide science, because scientists depend on inarticul ate sources of
knowledgefor progress’ (114).

Pace Richmond, there simply is no Polanyian “theory” that scientists cannot specify their know-how
without inhibiting their research. Consequently, thereisno “ serious flaw in Polanyi’ stheories’ either.

Is Polanyi consistent on the issue of disagreement? In conducting his second consistency test, Rich-
mond maintains that according to Polanyi

... disagreement is a block to scientific progress; only when scientists agree is there progressin
science ... [o]nly when scientists agree on the fundamental views of nature, can they apply their
views and so progress on the understanding of nature. (116)

To repeat, no evidenceis produced to show that Polanyi really held thisview, either explicitly or by implication. In
the latter case, we would expect some textual evidence, but Richmond only comes up with the well-known passage
(PK 151) where Polanyi, preparing the way for Kuhn, talks about temporary incommensurability of competing
theories and the role of persuasion in debates between their proponents. Reliance on research traditions involves
agreement on certain fundamentals and is necessary for any field of inquiry. But consensus need not, and indeed
should not be total. Without some measure of dissent from scientific consensus no discovery, and without dis-
covery no progress at al. Dissent already starts, for instance, in the first step to discovery which, according to
Polanyi, isto find agood new problem, one “that no one has yet sighted.” or to find a new way of solving a
known problem (cf. KB 202; TD 22). In general, Polanyi isin fact warning that the dangers of scientific consensus
“are an unceasing menace to scientific progress’ (KB 94).

I conclude that Polanyi’ s position on the matter of scientific controversy does not warrant Richmond’'s
claim that he “disallows disagreementsin science” (116). Hence, the question concerning the consistency of
Polanyi’ s theory of personal knowledge of which Richmond makes so much, turns out to be a non-issue. Let us
now have acloser look at Richmond' s Popperian reply to Polanyi’ s historical, psychological and logical criticism
of methodology.

3. Historical Criticism: History of ScienceV er susRational Reconstruction

According to Richmond, the theory of personal knowledge does not specify the procedures of discovery
and testing and therefore it cannot have normative implications and it cannot be used as a guide by scientists.

To acertain extent, Richmond isright. But, of course, Polanyi’ s epistemology is not meant to specify
rules but rather to give an account of the general conditions under which discovery and progress are reasonably
possible at al. Whether thisis aweakness of Polanyi’s philosophy of science wholly depends on whether, and in
what sense, philosophy of science should be conceived of as the watchdog of science (“methodology”) or not.
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As atrue Popperian, Richmond sees its task as normative and so he construes the controversy between Polanyi
and Popper as adilemma between the history of science and methodology (cf. p.146). In contrast to Popper,
Polanyi is said to advocate the view that the history of science should dictate the philosophy of science (117).

What to think of this? To begin with, it should be pointed out that Polanyi’s philosophy of scienceis but
part of hisoverall epistemological program, the critique of objectivism and the development of aviable aternative.
Given hisaims and his new conception of knowing, it seems quite natural for him to concentrate on and emphasize
the informal aspects of scientific discovery. It seems odd to expect him to engage in what hislogical positivist
and critical rationalist opponents were already so busy doing. For instance, discussing the question of how the ra-
tionality of scientific progress could be safeguarded, inductively or deductively, and specifying explicit, preferably
formalized, rules or procedures. However, thisis asking too much charity of atrue Popperian, so | will not pursue
this issue further.

| think it is a caricature of Polanyi’s position to say that he advocates the primacy of the history of sci-
ence. Aswe have seen, Polanyi’ s point is not so much historical but rather meta-methodological: live scientificis-
sues of real importance cannot be solved by applying algorithms. | think there is not a shred of evidence to sup-
pose that Polanyi believes that selection and testing of hypotheses, though ultimately personal acts, are not also
subject to rules. Nowhere is Polanyi even suggesting that methodologically “anything goes’ or that the maxims of
scientific procedure are unimportant. Scientists are guided by these maxims but since maxims are not algorithms,
success cannot be guaranteed.

Next, it seemsto me that the controversy between Popper and Polanyi isnot at all about the alleged pri-
macy of the history of science. For Polanyi, who in this respect comes close to the position of the later
Wittgenstein, practice is primary. Just as Popperians use examples from the history of sciencein order to find sup-
port for their theories, Polanyi uses historical examplesin order to support his attack on method fetishism by
showing that many rules proposed by the “ philosophers.” if in fact applied to the letter, would have inhibited
progress (at least in the natural sciences). In addition, his examples show that scientific standards or rules, instead
of being apriori or universal, change over time:

To every changein scientific value, from Kepler to Laplace to Einstein, there has corresponded a change
in scientific method, which can beformulated in changing maximsof procedure (PK 170).

At this stage it might be interesting to point out very briefly some differences (and similarities) between the
Popperian and the Polanyian approach to the history of science as can be found in their treatment of the Coperni-
can revolution. Let us start with the Popperians.

4.1nter mezzo: Popperian and Polanyian History of Science

|. Lakatos' s and E. Zahar’ s beautiful account of the Copernican revolution is an attempt to reconstruct
that episode such that it can be shown that science progressesin arational way.® That is, they try to show that
there are, with hindsight, good objective reasons to adopt Copernicus's heliocentric assumption at the time of its
proposal — irrespective of the psychological or historical question whether or not Copernicans like Kepler and
Galileo actually believedin, or were aware of, these reasons.”
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Indeed, from Popper to Lakatos (and to Richmond, | should add), the Popperians did their utmost to keep
philosophy of science within the bounds of the (allegedly) deductive context of criticism. Only the objective “third
world” of logical contents of thought and language matters and so true epistemology is “ epistemol ogy without a
knowing subject.” Where this |eaves the Popperian admonition to adopt the critical attitude remains amystery.
From a Polanyian point of view the question hereis: who isto adopt that attitude if we are supposed to proceed
on the assumption that there is nobody to adopt it? Or, what “objective” account can be given of the Popperian
doctrine of fallibilism that human beings are proneto error if the possibility cannot be excluded that errors may be
due to the incorrect use (by human subjects) of reliable methods? Finaly, it seems that (sophisticated) Popperian
reconstruction of the history of science (as in the case of the Copernican revolution) alows for any measure of ir-
rationality and dogmatism on the part of individual scientists (such as the Copernicans). Since the context of dis-
covery isamatter of psychology (or sociology) only, itisirrelevant what scientists actually believe.

Polanyi’ sinterestsare markedly different. As Richmond recognizes, he naturalizes epistemol ogy by
bringing the heuristic and “ psychological” dimensions of knowledge acquisition within its scope and thus within
that of applied epistemology (philosophy of science). In doing so he was (with Quine) one of thefirst to jettison
the Kantian distinction between the contexts of discovery (fact) and justification (norm). Unlike Popper, part of
Polanyi’saim isto explain how coming to know is reasonably possible and (partly) for that reason he proposed in-
novative conceptions like, for instance, tacit knowing, intuitive foreknowledge, intellectual beauty and personal
judgement.

All this can be traced in Polanyi’ s account of the Copernican revolution.® Again very briefly, for him the
problem is how Copernicus's system could vastly exceed Ptolemy’sin its anticipations though both had about the
same explicit (empirical) content.’® His solution isto a considerable extent identical to that of Lakatos, but it also
attempts to specify the grounds on which “ Copernicus fastened his hopes during thirty years of travail and ... he
and hisfollowers claimed, against bitter opposition, that the heliocentric system wasreal.”* In addition, Polanyi
correlates the logical, the psychological and the aesthetical realm by his suggestion that, ultimately, the heuristic
superiority of the Copernican system liesin its appearance, that is, in its aesthetic qualities like harmony, depth
and coherence. According to Polanyi, these aesthetic criteriain science are marks of intuitive truthlikeness and in-
timations of reality.’? It goes without saying that on his account the appreciation of these qualitiesis a matter of
fallible tacit knowing, not of mechanically applying aset of rules.

5.Psychological Criticism: Commitment ver susUniver sal Criticism

According to Richmond, Polanyi holds that two requirements of the methodol ogical approach, namely
the critical attitude towards theories and the universality of discussion, are psychologically impossible to meet
(cf.p.113). A critical attitude towards atheory involves appreciation. In order to appreciate atheory, however, one
hastointeriorize a-critically thetacit framework in which it isembedded. Thus, according to Polanyi, “one can
only appreciate atheory if oneisa-critical of it” and therefore critical methodology isimpossible (119). Worse
even, thetacit frameworksin question are conditioned by local culture. Hence “ people from different cultures with
different implicit premises cannot have discussions’ (113).
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Richmond’ s reply to his own construal runs as follows. Popperian methodology only proposes conven-
tions for the procedure of discussing theories “as impersonal trials seeking truth” (119). It does not describe ac-
tual attitudes of scientists but it can be used to change them. For example, Richmond suggests that we could
agree to ignore our tacit presuppositions towards theories and proceed to discuss them as impersonal trials. Simi-
larly, scientists from different cultures can agree “to ignore their tacit views and ... to apply the agreed-upon rules
to their disagreements” (ibid.).

My rejoinder can be brief: Richmond hasfailed to grasp the meaning of “a-critical” asan important char-
acteristic of tacit knowing (cf., e.g., PK 264). The mental act of integration which constitutestacit knowing (like
personal judgement, choice and decision) can as such, that is, at the time of its making, be rash, premature or un-
wise but not critical.™® It would be amistake, however, to think that this means that an a-critical mental act of inte-
gration could not be performed in order to criticize something el se, or could not itself be criticized afterwards. Simi-
larly, tacit frameworks areinteriorized in alargely a-critical way and function at subsidiary levels, but it does not
follow that one cannot be critical of particular elements of the theory one isworking on or even of the particulars
of theframework in question (insofar asthey are specifiable).

Finally, we have Richmond’ s claim that Polanyi’ stheory of knowledgeimpliestheimpossibility of cross-
cultural discussion. If true, thiswould imply that Polanyi advocates total incommensurability of interpretative
schemes and thus aradical relativism of truth (and that would make his position utterly inconsistent). But Rich-
mond does not present a shred of evidence for hisclaim, which | find totally incomprehensible.

6.Logical Criticism

On Richmond’ s account, Polanyi’ slogical criticism of methodology isbased on Plato’'sMeno  paradox.
We are told not only that Polanyi adopts Plato’s solution, but also that

[gliven Meno' s dilemma that methodology either finds and so is unnecessary, or that methodology can-
not find and so is useless, the consequence is that methodology cannot guarantee certainty (120).

Again weareforced into adilemma: either give up certainty (Popper’s choice) or give up methodology (Polanyi’s
choice). If certainty goes, we accept that no finality can be reached. Methodol ogies are just conventional guide-
linesfor improving our trials by asking how we can more quickly exposeerror.

Again, the tendency to simplify matters |eads to distortion and confusion. First of all, Polanyi’s solution
totheMeno paradox can hardly be classified as*Platonic.” Tacit knowing is not necessarily akind of retrieval
from memory, nor asis suggested el sewhere some “inner, hidden source of knowledge” (110) but rather a capacity
of cognizing agentsfor solving problems. Moreimportantly, it istotally incomprehensible to me how the theory of
tacit knowing could be taken as an attempt to safeguard certainty. This is supposed to be Polanyi’s position:

Polanyi’sideais correct that science cannot guarantee truth. However, he istoo utopian in expecting that
science should guarantee truth (120).
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But what does this mean? Unfortunately, no explanation is forthcoming. If we are supposed to come up with bold
conjectures, | would say that, yes, according to Polanyi, scienceis our best bet if we want to have reliable knowl-
edge. Precisely for that reason, science itself (as an institution) should be safeguarded. If thisis utopian, Popper
and the overwhelming majority of philosophers of science, not to mention scientists themselves, are equally uto-
pian. As Richmond seems to acknowledge, Polanyi is convinced that certainty cannot be had. But he does seem
to overlook that Polanyi, like Popper, is not only an anti-foundationalist but, as| have tried to show elsewhere, an
impeccablefalibilist also.* Thisbringsmeto afinal point, Richmond' sown Popperianism.

7.How" Popperian” isRichmond’ sReply?

Not only Richmond' s rendering of Polanyi ishighly problematic, his summary of the Popperian view of
methodology as mere “ conventional rulesfor evaluating theories’ (117) is questionable too.

To begin with, the rules of logic which play acrucial part within the Popperian system are not conven-
tional at al. On the contrary, they are, at |east according to the Popperians themselves, about as near to “ abso-
lutes’ as one can get. Surely, there is nothing particularly “conventional” to modus tollens, the logical backbone
of early (naive) fal sificationism.?®

Next, Popper’s rejection of induction and his ban on ad hoc strategies to protect theories from falsifica
tion are just too central to his program to have them treated as mere conventions or topics for discussion. Simi-
larly, the decision to jettison the non-deductive heuristic (“irrational™) context of discovery from philosophy of
science and to consider only its (“objective”) products, the ready-made theories, worthy of philosophical atten-
tion can hardly be seen as a convention, let alone as a proposal for discussion.

Thisbringsmeto afinal point. According to Richmond, when there is a clash between scientific practice
and philosophical rule Popper holds that “scientists and philosophers should discuss not dictate” (118). But this
is puzzling because what now remains of the normative role of philosophy of science? As Richmond acknowl-
edges, the whole point of normative Popperian philosophy isto legislate: “Philosophers of science ... ask what
should scientists do?.” | do not think that the ambiguity can be solved by suggesting that Popper thinks “there
should be a dial ogue between philosophers of science and scientists” (ibid.). Of course this would nicely legiti-
mize the role of the philosopher of science, but apart from the fact that to prescribe dialogue remains a prescription
all the same, it al so seems watering down the normative aims of Popper’ s epistemology.

To sum up, whatever the merits of Richmond'’ s other interests, his account of the similarities between
Gombrich and Popper and Gombrich and Polanyi, his Popperian reply to Polanyi fails. Not only are Polanyi’ sideas
frequently misconstrued, but his own position is in several respects less Popperian than he is suggesting.
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tific Discovery (1959), he does not have to address the awkward problem that naive falsificationism (atheory isre-

futed when it is contradicted by observation statements) is untenable, as later developments in the philosophy of
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