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This paper suggests that moral neutrality erodes the liberal practices which sustain a free society. It supports the
Polanyian claim that a free society is the political arrangement which is best able to realise universal ideals.

Liberty isthepolitical orthodoxy of our age. Why?Becauseit accompaniesthe pluralism of modern society.
Constant noted that during the French Revolution his contemporaries tended either to be Royalists, who because of
their reverence for Throneand Altar sought to return to afeudal order, or Jacobins, who inspired by the ancient polis
sought to establish a new republic of virtue. Both were content to enforce a comprehensive vision of the good life.
Among our contemporaries, however, the desire for freedom - both economic and palitical - has undermined the
intellectual respectability of alternativesto afreesociety. Weareall liberalsnow. Doesthat mean that political debate
has come to an end? Clearly not. There exists a plurality of liberal outlooks. We can, however, identify two broad
tendencies. Classica liberal sinvokeanarrow definition of freedom and seek to decreasethepower of the State. Welfare
liberalsinvokeabroad conception of freedomand rely upon the Stateto increase opportunity. DoesPolanyi contribute
anything to this debate? In his early writings, he set out arguments exposing the limitations of central planning. His
claimthat theessential problemwhichfacesany planner istheimpossibility of any central agency being ableto obtain
theknowledgeit requiresfor effectivedecisionmakinginfluencedtheclassical liberal Hayek: itwasPolanyi who coined
the now familiar term “ spontaneous order.”* Polanyi also supported the Keynesian analysisthat interventions by the
Stateintothegeneral workingsof amarket order arenecessary if wewishtopromotefull employment 2. Hiscontemporary
political significance however does not derive from his support for variousliberal causes, but rather from the extent
towhich hiswork addressessomecurrent anxi etiesabout theimplicit nihilism of asoci ety dedicatedtomoral neutrality.

Polanyi did not believethat afree society isan “Open Society.” Heclaimed that itisasociety dedicated to
promoting theideal sand practices associated with aliberal account of the good. He does not defend liberalism onthe
groundsthat we have aright to pursue our own conception of the good, nor doeshedefend freedomasan endinitself.
He defendsit on the groundsthat liberal virtues, such astolerance and fairness, enable usto pursue universal ideals.
Hisdefence of liberalismthereforeisnot derived from abelief that the State ought to be neutral; itisderived fromhis
recognitionthat what constitutesagood lifeiscontroversial. Unlikemany Communitarian criticsof liberalismhedoes
not attempt to supply acomprehensivevision of the good. He simply observesthat without abelief inuniversal ideals
welack theintellectual groundsto protect liberal freedoms. Hispolycentric vision of what itisto bealiberal society,
in which the State tries to sustain general conditions for human flourishing but in which individual achievement is
nurtured within the practices associated with aplurality of dedicated associations, triesto reconcileindividual liberty
andthepursuit of universal ideals. Polanyi al so seekstointegrate private and public freedoms. Whilethefirst protects
our freedom from the State, the latter relies upon the State to promote our liberty to realise aconception of the good.

The problem with aprivate conception of liberty isthat it encourages an atomistic understanding of human
flourishing. The problem with apublic conception of liberty isthat it encouragesthe Stateto imposeacomprehensive
vision of the good. Polanyi strives therefore to balance private and public freedoms by defending individual liberty
viaan appeal to transcendent ideal s. Thus, while he believesthat a State has political duties, he also seekstolimitits
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powers. While he defendsthe claim that aliberal society isadedicated society, he also seeksto encourage pluralism.
Polanyi believedthat aliberal society ismadeup of aplurality of “ enclavesof freedom” which exist withinthe context
of asociety dedicated to pursuing universal ideals. Inorder tounderstand thisclaim, itishel pful if wel ook at thehistorical
analysiswhich Polanyi providesin Chapter Seven of the Logic of Liberty.® Anglo-American liberalism, he suggests,
wasinitially formulatedin oppositiontoreligiousintolerance. Inthe Areopagitica, Milton assertsthat weneed freedom
from authority so that truth may be discovered. To this, Locke added the argument that because we can never be sure
of thetruthinreligiousmatters, we should refrain fromimposing our views. Polanyi observes, however, that thislatter
argument carrieswith it theimplication that we ought to refrain from imposing any belief whichisnot demonstrable.

But of course, ethical principles cannot be demonstrated: you cannot prove the obligation to tell
the truth, to uphold justice and mercy. It would follows therefore that a system of mendacity,
lawlessness and cruelty isto be accepted asan alternativeto ethical principleson equal terms. But
a society in which unscrupulous propaganda, violence and terror prevail offers no scope for
tolerance. Heretheinconsistency of aliberalism based upon phil osophical doubt becomesapparent:
freedom of thought is destroyed by the extension of doubt to the field of traditional ideals.*

According to Polanyi, the destructive implications of aliberalism secured by the argument from doubt was
avoidedin Britain and Americaby areluctanceto pursue philosophical premisestotheir logical conclusion. Oneway
of avoidingit wasto claimthat ethical principlescould bescientifically demonstrated. L ockehimself pioneered such
an approach by suggesting that good and evil can be identified with pleasure and pain, and that maxims of good
behaviour aresimply maximsof prudence. Becauseit wasthepursuit of religioustruthwhichwasbeing protected from
interferenceby the State, Catholicsweredi scriminated against in Britain onthegroundsthat theRoman Church opposed
freereligiousinquiry. Atheistswereexempted fromtoleration onthegroundsthat they did not esteemreligiousinquiry.
On the Continent, some intellectuals however began to take seriously the claim that moral standards cannot be
scientifically justified, and many identified religion as an enemy of liberty. According to Berlin,® the failure by
Enlightenment philosophersto secureagenerally accepted foundation for moral val ues, together with therecognition
by thinkers such as Vico and Herder of the existence of a plurality of human cultures, helped to prepare the way for
amorepluralisticliberalism. Itisclear, however, that pluralism doesnot initself support the casefor toleration. Only
by suspending logicisit possibleto deny that we could equally well arguethat pluralism underminesthejustification
for tolerating aternative visionsof thegood. In Fathersand Sons, the Russian novelist Turgenev wrote about anew
figure, thenihilist, who combined arejection of moral valueswithacontempt for existing society. Accordingto Polanyi,
therefore liberalism needs to be able to defend the need for pluralism. His defence relies upon the assumption that it
ispossibleto converge upon common moral beliefs. Inthelight of themoral disenchantment which hasaccompanied
the progress of modern science, this may seem a dubious hypothesis. Polanyi, however, does not seek to derive our
valuesfromthestructureof thecosmos. In hisfinal work Meaning® heassertsthat humanvaluesarewhat hecallstrans-
natural integrations. We create novel patterns of action and emotion. This does not make values arbitrary. Nor does
it absent them from rational debate. Our value judgements are the product of long running disputes. What sustains
thesedisputesisthebelief that agreementispossible. Itisthisassumption, accordingto Polanyi, and not theassumption
that a free society ought to be neutral about conceptions of the good, which sustains aliberal political order.

According to Polanyi, aliberal society isasociety committed to the beliefs which uphold freedom. In their
morerecent attempt to provideatheoretical foundation for liberalism, John Rawls,in ATheory of Justice, and Robert
Nozick, in Anarchy, State, and Utopia, both defend the claim that aliberal State ought to be neutral about different
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conceptions of the good.” Rawlsinterpretsthis neutrality asthe demand that a State ought to strive to ensure that all
its citizens are equally able to pursue their particular conception of the good. The rules governing aliberal State, he
asserts, should betheruleswewoul d adopt if wewerepursuingour self-interest frombehinda“ veil of ignorance” which
prevented usfrom having any particular knowledge about ourselves. Rawlsclaimsthat inthis“ original position” we
would agree upon aconcept of “justice asfairness’ and apolitical order capable of delivering the greatest amount of
liberty consistent with the liberty of others--tolerating inequalities of wealth only if they benefited the worst off in
society. For Nozick, neutrality requiresthat no political action betaken which promotesany specificideaof thegood.
Heassertsthat individual shavevarious rights, suchastheright notto haveyour liberty restricted, your personinjured,
or your property taken away fromyouwithout your permission. Nozi ck concludesthat thebest sort of Stateisonewhich
has no other purpose than upholding and defending these individual rights. Rawls and Nozick therefore both claim
that before contracting into a State, we can agree upon the rights we would want to enforce independently of any
conception of the good. Both seek what Rawlshascalled “ an overlapping consensus’ --that is, aconception of justice
abletocommandauniversal allegiancewithinasociety withaplurality of moral viewpoints.2 Any defenceof procedural
rights however invokes a hidden conception of the good. It relies upon the assumption that rational beings are able
to agreein practice upon acommon set of political principles. According to Polanyi, aliberal society ought to defend
only the possihility of agreement. Theactual content of any consensusshould evolvein accordancewiththedynamics
of open ended debate.

Joseph Raz claimsthat personal autonomy isan essential component of any liberal political practice. Healso
suggests that a defence of personal autonomy carries with it an endorsement of moral pluralism.® Istherejection by
Polanyi of an“ Open Society” tantamount to arejection of liberalism?John Gray i dentifiesfour general characteristics
of aliberal political thought: individualism, egalitarianism, universalism, and meliorism.X® Polanyi emphasisesthe
importance of autonomous agency and opposes the establishment of an absolute source of authority. Heisthusin
harmony with bothindividualismand egalitarianism. Itisclear however that hejustifiesindividualismand equality not
asendsin themselves, but as meansin an extended quest to realise universal ideals. Polanyi defendsaliberal society
asthepolitical order whichisbest ableto promote human progress. Heisthusin harmony with both universalism and
meliorism. Hedoesnot, however, want toidentify aset of universal rules; heseeksrather toencouragealiberal tradition.
Polanyi thus defends freedom, but rejects the concept of freedom asan end initself. He advocates universalism, but
defends the need for an apprenticeship to the evolving practices of aliberal society. Are his arguments going to
convince an opponent of liberalism?

When Polanyi began his philosophical work, liberalism was in retreat. He thus set out to defend liberal
institutionsand practices. A key argument ishisclaimthat progressreliesupon dispersed sourcesof innovation. Critics,
however, might disputehisclaimthat liberty isthepalitical framework which encouragesmost innovation, or they might
deny his assumption that progress contributes to human flourishing. Although Polanyi rejects the possibility of
securing an absolute source of truth, how exactly does he undermine those who claim to have reached such an
understanding? He addressesthis|atter problemin his epistemol ogical work. But what about the claimthat progress
undermineshumanflourishing?Anopponent might claimthat increasing understanding drainsmeaning fromtheworld,
because cherished beliefs are exposed asillusions. They might assert that pluralism replaces the order and meaning
derived from acomprehensive vision of the good with the ephemeral lifestylesof aconsumer society. The Polanyian
response to thisis clear. To the claim that liberalism does not encourage progress, he draws our attention to the
limitationsinherentinall formsof central direction. Themorecomprehensivethecentral direction, themorelimitedthe
scope for innovation. To the alegation that pluralism erodes all meaningful order, Polanyi makesit clear that afree
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society isstructured by thedisciplinesassociated withaplurality of dedicated communities. Moregenerally, heclaims
that afree society isnot simply the product of abstract laws; it is sustained by theliberal practiceswhich accompany
thoselaws. He suggeststhat theilliberal excesses of the French Revolution were duein part to the adoption of liberal
principleswithout theliberal practicesthrough which such principlesmust beinterpreted.’* Inresponseto the charge
that freedom destroys more than it creates, it isclear that Polanyi believed that if we combineindividual liberty with
theplurality of local disciplineswhichaccompany thepursuit of universal ideal s, thedemiseof theillusionswhichderive
fromignoranceismorethanjustified by thefreedomwhichliberalism givesusto discover moresatisfying waysof life.
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