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This paper examines the work of Michael Oakeshott in relation to that of Polanyi. While there are
important similarities that Oakeshott himself recognized, their fundamentally different conceptions of
reality—Polanyi ‘s realism and Oakeshott’s idealism—ultimately serve to highlight important distinc-
tions between these two thinkers.

Introduction

Both Michael Polanyi and Michael Oakeshott were concerned with philosophy and political theory,
but they approached the subjects from distinctly different perspectives. Polanyi was a successful research
chemist whose personal contact with twentieth-century totalitarianism gradually drew his attention to
philosophy. Oakeshott, ontheother hand, wastrai ned asahistorian and taught both history and political theory.
Neverthel ess, both men were concerned with many of the sameissues, and, in fact, Oakeshott for one, believed
that he and Polanyi were in agreement at important points in their respective theories of knowledge.
Furthermore, both believed that a society’ s approach to knowledge provides an important key for understand-
ing the politics of that society. In this paper | will first summarize Oakeshott’s philosophical project after
which | will lay out some of the agreements aswell as di sagreements between Polanyi and Oakeshott. While
there is significant common ground, both philosophically and politically, their respective theories diverge
sharply at the foundations. Oakeshott is an idealist, while Polanyi isareadlist. Itisat thisfundamental level,
and the implications that arise from it, that the most important differences emerge.

Oakeshott’sldealism

Oakeshott’s first book, Experience and its Modes, was published in 1933 when Oakeshott was a
mere thirty-one years old.* In a review, the British historian R.G. Collingwood could barely contain his
enthusiasm: “Mr. Oakeshott’s thesis...is so original, so important, and so profound that criticism must be
silent until his meaning has been long pondered....l can, in this brief notice, only say that it is the most
penetrating analysis of historical thought that has ever been written.”?2

Oakeshott, like Collingwood, belonged to the school of British Idealists who saw themselves
carrying on in the tradition of Bradley and Hegel. In fact, in hisintroduction to Experience and its Modes,
Oakeshott admits that the two books from which he learned the most are Hegel’s Phanomenologie des
Geistes and Bradley's Appearance and Reality.> Oakeshott’s idealism becomes apparent in his definition
of experience. “’Experience,’” he writes, “stands for the concrete whole which analysis divides into
‘experiencing’ and ‘what is experienced’.”* Oakeshott develops the point further:
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Experienceisaworld of ideas. And the condition of aworld of ideas satisfactory
in experience is acondition of coherence, of unity and completeness. Further, the
world of experience is the real world; there is no redlity outside experience.
Reality is the world of experience in so far as it is satisfactory, in so far asit is
coherent.®

Thus, since the world of experience is the real world, and experience is aworld of ideas, we can see that for
Oakeshott, the real world isaworld of ideas. The criterion for judging this world of ideas is not the degree
to which it makes contact with an external reality (as claimed by Polanyi) but the internal coherence of that
world.® Oakeshott’ sidealism is ultimately monistic, for although experience can be glimpsed from avariety
of standpoints, which may give the impression of amultiplicity of realities, he reminds hisreadersthat “it is
important to understand that there is, in the end, only one experience.”” This one experience is what we call
truth, for “what istrue and al that istrue is a coherent world of ideas.”®

But humans desire to comprehend experience and thereby engage experience by means of various
modes. Oakeshott identifies four modes of experience, which he understands as self-contained worlds:
history, science, practice, and poetry.® He admits that there is “no theoretical limit to the number of such
worlds, and the choice of which we are to consider in detail must, to some extent, be arbitrary.”® But, the
selection is not entirely arbitrary, for “these seem to me to represent the main arrests or modifications in
experience, the main abstract worlds of ideas. Moreover, they may be said to be established modes of
experience; and each is a sufficiently well-organized and developed world of ideas to present material for
analysis.” !

Modes of experience represent “arrestsin experience” whereby one standpoint is used as a point of
reference. Thus, “amode of experienceis experience with reservation, it is experience shackled by partiality
and presupposition.”?? |t isimportant to understand, though, that these arrests in experience are not parts of
a whole, but “the whole from a limited standpoint.”** Each mode is comprehended as a coherent, self-
contained world. There can be no communication between these various worlds, and attempts to effect such
communication result in the fallacy of ignoratio elenchi, or irrelevance.* Thus, what is true in one world
isneither true nor falsein another; instead, it is meaningless. For example, in the world of science, we might
state that a particular geometric theorem is true, but to inquire whether or not the statement is morally true
is meaningless.> Or again, inquiring whether or not a moral truth is historically true is merely to create a
confusion, to commit the fallacy of ignoratio elenchi.

Briefly, the modes are distinguished by the following characteristics. History, or the mode of
historical experience, is limited to that which can be comprehended as a succession, as a series. Scientific
experience “is a world of purely quantitative experience...[it] involves the assertion of reality under the
category of quantity.”'® Thus, “whatever cannot be conceived quantitatively cannot belong to scientific
knowledge.”” Oakeshott usestheterm ‘poetry’ to cover al artistic endeavorsincluding painting, sculpting,
acting, dancing, singing, literary and musical composition, etc. 1n Oakeshott’s conception, the poetic mode
isuniquely characterized by “contemplating” and “delighting.” 8

The mode of practical experience differsfrom the othersin that it isthe world in which we typically
dwell, and we only get outside this mode if we intentionally choose to step out of it. As Oakeshott puts it,
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“Practical experience is the most familiar form of experience. We depart from it but rarely, and such
departures are always excursions into a foreign country.”® Practical experience is distinctive, for in this
mode “a coherent world of experience is achieved by means of action, by the introduction of actual change
into existence. And the aspect of mind involved is the will. Practice is the exercise of the will; practical
thought is volition; practical experience is the world sub specie voluntatis.”® The mode of practical
experience includes such things as the “moral life,” the “religious life,” and “beauty.” In short, practical
experience is the mode that involves “a life directed by an idea of fact, of system and of coherence.”#
Practical experienceis"an attempt to alter ‘what is here and now’ so asto agree with ‘what ought to be.’”%
But for this very reason the world of practical experience enjoys no ultimate satisfaction, for “no sooner is
[satisfaction] realized at one point intheworld of practical existence, than anew discord springs up elsewhere,
demanding anew resol ution, afresh qualification of ‘whatishereand now’ by ‘what oughttobe.’”% Thus, like
the other modes, practical experience represents an arrest and istherefore defective. The implications of this
claim are significant, and Oakeshott is quite aware of this. There are those, he notes, who hold that ultimate
truth lies in morality and religion, but if these are merely modes of experience, then they too are defective
arrests and cannot be taken for the totality of reality.?

Y et humansdo, infact, seek to understand thewhole. This, for Oakeshott, isphilosophy. Oakeshott’s
intention is first to identify the main modifications or arrests of experience; then show how each represents
a coherent world; and ultimately to show their inadequacies by considering each from the perspective of
philosophy.?® Philosophy “means experience without reservation or presupposition, experience which is
self-conscious and self-critical throughout, in which the determination to remain unsatisfied with anything
short of a completely coherent world of ideas is absolute and unqualified.”?® Thisis not to suggest that the
various modes are avoidabl e, for “in experience what isincomplete cannot avoid asserting itself as complete;
and when it asserts itself as complete, it cannot avoid the destructive force of the criticism of what actually
iscomplete.”? Thus, philosophy is a never-ending attempt to grasp the totality of experience as a complete
and coherent world of ideas. But at the sametime, philosophy cannot simply replace the modes of experience.
As mentioned above, the vast mgjority of our lives are spent in the mode of practical experience. It would be
impossibleaswell asundesirable completely to abandon thismode. Thus, “philosophy can and must supersede
practical experience; but it cannot take its place.” %

Much of Oakeshott’s later work is devoted to political philosophy, and this raises an important
question: is political philosophy a mode or is it philosophy? The answer to this question will provide the
context by which we read Oakeshott’s political writings. Oakeshott classifies morality and religion as part
of practical experience?® Presumably politics would fall here aswell. But in the conclusion of Experience
and its Modes, Oakeshott introduces an important concept: pseudo-philosophy. If when seeking to
comprehend the whole “there is both a failure to achieve complete coherence and failure also to achieve a
specific world of experience, the result is incompleteness, abstraction, deficiency, but without homogeneity
or determinate character.” These indeterminate arrests in experience (the modes are determinate) are
“pseudo-philosophical experience.”*®  Pseudo-philosophical experience is not “abstraction as a special
process, but abstraction as a mere inadvertence.” It is a “mere falling short” of the whole rather than a
determinate arrest.! In animportant footnote, Oakeshott identifies moral philosophy, theology, and political
philosophy as examples of pseudo-philosophy.® This provides an important differentiation in Oakeshott’s
account. Religion, ethics, and palitics, because they involve an exercise of the will in pursuit of action, fall
within the practical mode. On the other hand, theology, moral philosophy, and political philosophy seek to
comprehend the whole of experience—that is, they attempt to be philosophical—but because they inadvert-
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ently fail to comprehend the whole, they are pseudo-philosophical.
Paul Franco pointsout that in Oakeshott’ slater work he abandonsthe notion of pseudo-philosophy.*

In hislast major work, On Human Conduct, Oakeshott admits that the attempt to engage the whole “may be
arrested without being denied.”* Thus, the political philosopher, what Oakeshott termsthe“ self-consciously
conditional theorist” indeed engages in philosophy (not pseudo-philosophy), for such a person realizes that
the conditional nature of the enterprise necessarily puts it “between heaven and earth”; thus, the political
philosopher “hasaheavenly home, but heisinno hurry toreachit. If heisconcerned to theorize moral conduct
or civil association he must foreswear metaphysics.”* In other words, the conditional nature of political and
moral philosophy necessitates an arrest that precludes other elements of philosophy such asmetaphysics. The
political philosopher, then, moves on an “intermediate level of understanding...and should learn to enjoy its
liberties and submit to its servitudes as he goes along.”*

Two posthumously published essays, “Palitical Philosophy” and “The Concept of a Philosophy of
Politics,” shed further light on the subject of political philosophy.®” These essays are especially useful for
furthering our understanding of Oakeshott’'s most widely read political essays published under the title
Rationalism in Palitics and Other Essays, for according to Timothy Fuller, the editor of both collections,
the above mentioned essays were written at about the same time as the essays in Rationalism in Palitics.®
Thus, theview of palitical philosophy expressed in these essays servesto make explicit what islargely implicit
in Rationalism in Politics. Although the concept of pseudo-philosophy has disappeared, Oakeshott’s
conception of philosophy remains essentially unchanged:

Philosophical thought and knowledge is simply thought and knowledge without
reservation or presupposition. The aim in philosophy is to arrive at concepts
which, because they presuppose nothing, are completein themselves; theaimisto
define and establish concepts so fully and completely that nothing further remains
to be added.*®

A specifically political philosophy, then, is “an explanation or view of political life and activity from the
standpoint of the totality of experience.”* But despite Oakeshott’'s claim that philosophy consists in
thoroughly defining concepts, he recognizes (with Polanyi) that “it is not possible or desirable that every
aspect of a concept should be indicated explicitly in a philosophical definition; but if the definition is to be
philosophically satisfactory it must be possibleto show how it hasimplicitly included and superceded all other
views. A philosophical concept is categorical becauseit iscomplete.”*  Complete does not imply explicitly
articulated; rather, philosophy in general, and political philosophy in particular, is philosophical when it
defines all that can be defined leaving implicit or undefined that which does not admit of such articulation.

In his essay “Political Philosophy” Oakeshott distinguishes between reflection on palitics for the
purpose of policy; reflection on palitics for the purpose of constructing a political doctrine; and political
philosophy, whichis*agenuine, unhinderedimpulseof reflection.” Assuch, “palitical philosophy canprovide
no principlesto be‘followed', no rulesof political conduct to be observed, noidealsof policy or arrangements
to be pursued.”#? In short, political philosophy, like all philosophy, has no connection to action or will or
volition, which characterize the practical mode. Thus, for the later Oakeshott, political philosophy is properly
philosophical—though relegated to an “intermediate level of understanding”—and when we engage his
political essays, we must bear thisin mind.
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Oakeshott’s Review of Personal Knowledge

Oakeshott, born in 1901, was ten years Polanyi’s junior. Although Polanyi was born and educated
on the continent, both spent the majority of their professional livesin England. Asfar as| can discern Polanyi
never refersto Oakeshottin print; although, he must have been aware of hiswork. Oakeshott, onthe other hand,
mentions Polanyi on several occasions. His only sustained discussion of Polanyi comes in a review of
Polanyi’s Personal Knowledge.® Widely regarded as a superior stylist, Oakeshott criticizes Polanyi’s
presentation:

It is a book full of side-glances into other matters; it is disordered, repetitive,
digressive, and often obscure; as a work of art it leaves much to be
desired....Professor Polanyi’s ambition to let nothing go by default, to surround
his argument with an embroidery, not of qualification but of elaboration, and to
follow his theme into every variation that suggests itself, make the book like a
jungle through which the reader must hack his way.*

Y et, despite the stylistic shortcomings, Oakeshott finds much to appreciate. He notes with favor Polanyi’'s
critique of empiricism, his denial of the moral neutrality of scientific investigation, and Polanyi’ s insistence
on the personal element in al knowing. Oakeshott agrees that scientific knowing is an acquired skill, which
is obtained through practice and includes an unspecifiable element that cannot be reduced to specific rules.

Oakeshott, though, does detect a possible problem in Polanyi’s theory of knowledge, for once

absolute objectivity is denied, the danger of aslide into subjectivism becomes acute. Although Polanyi goes
to great lengths to avoid this conclusion, Oakeshott is unsure of Polanyi’s ultimate success, for he rightly
understands that Polanyi’ s theory of knowledge escapes subjectivism only if Polanyi’srealismistrue. Thus,
Oakeshott writes, “intheend abelief that our thoughtsare moved by ‘ aninnate affinity for making contact with
reality’ seems to be the only premiss, properly speaking, of scientific enquiry and the means by which it
transcends merely personal conviction.”* QOakeshott, a self-proclaimed sceptic,*® muses that this assump-
tion seems to rest on excessive belief, for Polanyi’s theory of knowledge “is as little sceptical as it is
positivistic...[and]...Professor Polanyi doesn’t do as much scepticism for himself as might have been hoped
and as the occasion seems to demand.”# Oakeshott goes on to suggest that Polanyi’s lack of a sceptical
demeanor indicatesthat “at the edges of hisargument thereisasuspicion of philosophical innocence.”* This
criticism should not surprise us given the fact that Oakeshott once wrote that “it is aways more difficult to
doubt radically and intelligently than to believe.”* Here, at the very foundations of their respective theories
of knowledge, atwo-fold disagreement emergesthat, inlarge measure, sums up their differences: Oakeshott’s
idealism and Polanyi’ srealism; Oakeshott’ s scepticism and Polanyi’ sa-critical philosophy. A key difference
between idealism and realism is their different standards for verifying truth: for the idealist, coherence isthe
sole criterion; for Polanyi the realist, truth consists in making contact with an external redlity.

Common Ground

While Oakeshott disagrees with Polanyi on the question of the primacy of belief and on the
assumption of an external reality with whichwestriveto make contact, thereismuch in Polanyi’ swritingswith
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which Oakeshott agrees. In his seminal essay, “Rationalism in Politics,” Oakeshott discusses two types of
knowledge—practical and technical—and remarks in a footnote that “some excellent observations on this
topic are to be found in M. Polanyi, Science, Faith and Society.”® |n another essay, Oakeshott points the
reader’ s attention to the same work by Polanyi and callsit “brilliant.”s! Oakeshott obviously found much
common ground between his emphasis on practical, unformulatable knowledge and Polanyi’ s discussion in
Science, Faith and Society of the fact that scientific investigation cannot proceed on the basis of rules alone.
In Polanyi’s words, “the rules of research cannot be usefully codified at al. Like the rules of all other high
arts, they are embodied in practice alone” (SFS, 33). For both, knowledge embodied in practice cannot be
acquired except through a personal relationship between a master and an apprentice in which the apprentice
submits himself to the authority of the master and in so doing acquires the skills necessary to master the
particular field of inquiry. Such practical, unformulatable knowledge exists only in traditions which exercise
authority by requiring adegree of submission by those who seek to become full practicing members.5?2 Thus,
Oakeshott’s practical knowledge is quite similar to the unformulatable knowledge of which Polanyi speaks.
Oakeshott insists that the modern rationalist relies excessively on technical knowledge while denying
practical knowledge. This maps onto the philosophical disposition Polanyi calls “objectivism.”®  Finaly,
both believe that a central problem with modern politicsis an erroneous theory of knowledge. In Oakeshott’s
understanding, the modern rationalist, in his zealous quest for rational certainty, denies any knowledge that
is not technical, that cannot be formulated into explicit rules.> Similarly, Polanyi argues that the ideal of
doubt in combination with the demand for strict verification destroys any possibility of knowledge of those
ideals we hold most dear. It creates the erroneous ideal of rational detachment, which, it is believed, will
produce universally certain knowledge.® In short, both Oakeshott and Polanyi believe that an error in
epistemol ogy, which deniesthe possibility of any knowledgethat is not explicit, isthe root cause of much that
has gone amiss in modern political theory as well as practice.>®

It isimportant to point out that while Oakeshott here does speak in theidiom of practical knowledge,
heisnot engaging the practical mode. Rather, heistheorizing political activity—doing political philosophy—
and arguing that a part of any skilled knowing isnot fully articulable. In short, heisarguing that any body of
knowledge includes elements that are fully susceptible of explicit articulation and elementsthat are not. As
we have already seen, Oakeshott believes that “it is not possible or desirable that every aspect of a concept
should be indicated explicitly in a philosophical definition.”%’

Both Polanyi and Oakeshott employ the concept of tradition, and argue that awholesal e rejection of
tradition is detrimental to knowing. Engaging fully in atradition requires submission to an authority in the
form of amaster to an apprentice. Knowingisan art that requires skill. The skill necessary to know requires
arelationship with amaster whereby one can learn the unspecifiable el ements of any skill and thus eventually
become a connoisseur. All skills are comprised of two types of knowledgeld in Oakeshott’ s terms, technical
and practical, and in Polanyi’s idiom, the tacit and the explicit. Since al skills contain elements that are
unspecifiable, they cannot be acquired apart from practice, which entails submitting oneself to the authority
of amaster who is himself working within atradition. Thus, all skillful knowing requires the presence of a
tradition, an individual who has mastered the unspecifiable elements of the skill, and awillingness to submit
by the student to the authority of the master in order to engage the tradition and thereby acquire its
unspecifiable skills.%®
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Subj ect/Object Dualism

Both Polanyi and Oakeshott seek to reconceptualize the so-called subject-object dualism that is so
commonly assumed in modern philosophy, but due to their radically different starting pointsC] idealism and
realism(] their respective solutions are quite different. For Oakeshott, the subject-object dualismisaproduct
of an erroneoustheory of mind that holdsthat in order to achieve aproperly rational conclusion the mind must
be emptied of all presuppositions.®® It must become completely detached from that which it seeks to know,
free from any prejudice that might influence it, a neutral instrument exercising nothing other than purely
rational judgement.®® But, for Oakeshott, thereisno mind other than theideas of whichit iscomposed. There
isno neutral instrument that can be applied to asubject. Instead, for him “experienceisaworld of ideas’ and
“thereisno reality outside experience.”®* Thus, reality isthe whole of experience, and the mind is part of that
experience. Thereisno objective reality independent of the mind, for thereis no mind that isindependent of
experience. Seeking understanding isto seek agreater coherence of the whole of which our ideas are a part.
For Oakeshott, then, the subject-object dualism is areflection of an incorrect theory of mind and reality, and
Oakeshott’s theory of mind simply denies the dudlity.

Polanyi, on the other hand, believes that there exists a mind-independent reality that is knowable
although only imperfectly and provisionally. Humans have an innate desire to comprehend this reality, and
in so comprehending we can bring greater coherenceto our understanding of it.? But such understanding only
comes through effort the fruits of which revea themselves—often in unexpected ways—when we make
contact with reality.® Sincereality isindependent of the knower, Polanyi’ s position countenances adualism
between that which isknowable and that which knows. This, at face value, appearsto be an affirmation of the
subject-object dichotomy. But Polanyi does not seek to deny the dichotomy as does Oakeshott, but to
reconceptualizeit. In Polanyi’sview, the objectivist mistakenly affirmsthe theoretical ideal of avirgin mind
completely unencumbered by traditional knowledge, prejudice, or untested presuppositions.®* Thisideal is
virtually identical to Oakeshott’srationalist. But instead of denying the duality between the subject and the
object as does Oakeshott, Polanyi takes a different tack(] one that Oakeshott would find wholly unsatisfac-
tory. Rather than claiming that the objectivist has an errant view of mind, as does Oakeshott, Polanyi argues
that the objectivist hasan errant view of knowledge, and only apartially incorrect view of mind. Inother words,
Polanyi agreeswith Oakeshott that it isabsurd to imaginethat it is possible completely to separate one’ smind
from the traditions, prejudices, and a-critical presuppositions that serve in significant ways to constitute that
mind. For example, Polanyi believesthat one must submit to atradition embodied in aparticular languagein
order to think critically.® But, asarealist, Polanyi does not reject a mind-independent reality. Thereis, he
claims, an objectivereality that we strive to know. But because al knowing includes a personal element and
depends on a fiduciary framework based on an a-critical commitment, the subjective is overcome by the
personal.® Because the knower embraces the objects of this knowledge with universal intent, his freedom
to believe anything is, as Polanyi putsit, constrained by the responsibility to do ashe must, for eachislimited
by the reality that he seeksto know and comprehend.’” The concept of commitment to avision of reality with
universal intent iswhat elevates the merely subjective to the personal. Thus, for Polanyi, the subject-object
dualism is not denied but transcended by a personal commitment to responsibly pursue an ever-deepening
vision of reality.
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Rationalism and Objectivism, M orality and Palitics

It should be clear by now that the essential differences between Polanyi and Oakeshott can be traced
back to their differencesregarding the nature of reality and the manner in which the human mind relatesto that
reality. Despite this fundamental difference, though, both agree that an incorrect view of knowledge has
significant implicationsfor political philosophy. Both believe that modern theories of knowledge, which seek
anideal of purely explicit knowledgegrasped by neutral minds, aremistaken. Andalthoughthey disagreeabout
the ultimate remedy one grounded in a sceptical idealism, the other in an a-critical realism they share
much agreement as to the proximal causes of the modern problem.

Aswe have seen, Oakeshott characterizesthe mistaken view of knowledge as“modern rationalism”;
Polanyi findsthe modern errorsin what heterms* objectivism.” Therationalist and the objectivist share some
striking similarities which we do well to understand, for the amount of congruence on this point indicates the
important ways Polanyi and Oakeshott are similar despite their fundamental differences. Firgt, therationalist
rejects all appealsto tradition. All appeals to authority are rejected save the authority of one's own neutral
mind engaging the facts in a purely detached fashion.®® Second, the rationalist is committed to the goal of
perfectionism, for since the rationalist is committed to finding rational solutions, he cannot settle for
solutions that are imperfect. Finaly, the rationalist seeks uniformity, and this is a direct product of the
rationalist’s perfectionism, for the perfect rational solution must necessarily be equally perfect for all
rational people.®® The rationalist believes that all differences caused by the particularities of culture,
tradition, language, and history, must be transcended in the process of directly engaging universal truths
unmediated by particulars. But in Oakeshott’ swords, “ascheme which does not recognize circumstances can
have no place for variety.”™ Thus, the rationalist rejects the authority of tradition and habit and pursues his
ideal of perfect uniformity employing only the resources of his unencumbered rationality in the process. But
because it isimpossible completely to throw off the particularities in which one is embedded, the rationalist
ideal necessarily causesaninternal incoherence and disarray intherationalist’ sunderstanding of morality and
politics. Asaresult, the rationalist knows less and less about how properly to behave.

Oakeshott argues that the moral perfectionism of the west finds its roots in the early Christian
centuries. Themorality of the early Christian church emphasi zed habits and affections of behavior motivated
by faith, hope, and charity. There were no formal moral ideals; instead, “the morality of these communities
wasacustom of behaviour appropriateto the character of thefaith and to the nature of the expectation.” ™ Over
the course of the first several Christian centuries, though, a change occurred. Christian morality began to
become formalized in a collection of abstract ideals. Oakeshott suggests that this change may have been
brought about in the process of attempting to package Christianity for audienceswho lacked the traditions out
of which Christianity wasborn. Inother words, themessage of Christianity had to beabridgedin order to make
it accessibleto other cultural traditions. Inthe processthough, “the urgeto speculate, to abstract and to define,
which overtook Christianity as a religion, infected also Christianity as a way of mora life.””? But this
abridgement of Christian habitsand customsinto acreed that could betranslated across cultural and linguistic
boundaries produced a morality corresponding to this change. Rather than emphasizing habits and customs
rooted in atradition, moral ideals were abstracted from the original traditional behavior. The new emphasis
onmoral idealssignaled ashift toward modern rationalism that fully emerged in early modernity withitsthree-
fold emphasis on perfection, uniformity, and a wholesale rejection of tradition.
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Polanyi’ saccount closely parallels Oakeshott’s; although, he goesinto far more detail describing the
damaging consequences produced by the erroneous theory of knowledge. First, liketherationalist, Polanyi’'s
objectivist rejects the authority of tradition and seeks to acquire avirginal mind, detached from any personal
commitments or prejudice. Thisisaccomplished by subjecting all opinions and prejudicesto auniversal and
methodological doubt as exemplified by Descartes.” Second, universal and systematic doubt severely
reduces the possible range of inquiry. Thisis especialy so due to the caustic work of doubt on any beliefs
that are not totally susceptible of rational deduction or empirical verification. Thus, religious belief quickly
went theway of tradition, withwhichit wasclosely tied. When the possibility of knowing wasreduced to only
that which could be known with explicit certainty, thefal seideal of scientific detachment and doubt washailed
as the standard for real knowing.Thus, the modern rejection of the authority of tradition, coupled with the
elevation of doubt as the ideal epistemological starting point, produced a scepticism about all that could not
be determined using scientific methodology. Morality, along with religion and aesthetics, fell into this
category. The rise of science and the denigration of all other fields of inquiry produced a uniform
methodol ogy by which all knowledge could be judged. Thefact-value barrier wasraised, and morality, along
with all other non-scientific pursuits, was rel egated to theignominiousrealm of subjectivevalue. Onthe other
hand, the exact sciences, it was believed, dealt only with objective facts; therefore, science was thought to
proceed purely on the basis of a uniformly applicable and explicitly articulable methodology. Here we see
the modern emphasis on uniformity emerging in Polanyi’s account just as it does in Oakeshott’s.

Like Oakeshott, Polanyi recognizes that Christianity has significantly influenced the devel opment
of morality inthewest. But whiletheradical scepticism born of the early modern period rendered Christianity
untenabl e, the transcendent perfectionism embodied in Christianity, rather than being abandoned, was merely
replaced by a purely immantentized perfectionism that denied the reality of any moral ideals. Thisimpulse
toward moral perfectionism, combined with arational scepticism that denied any real status to moral ideals,
created a volatile tension within the western psyche. This ironic combination of mutually exclusive forces
iswhat Polanyi callsmoral inversion.” Thisstate of affairsmanifestsitself asindividual nihilism and political
totalitarianism, whereby those under its spell release their moral passions (the reality of which they must
ultimately deny) in the service of utopian ends (the real goodness of which they cannot admit). And because
moral scepticism liesat the heart of thisview, any means necessary are justifiableto achieve the desired ends.

Conclusion

Both Polanyi and Oakeshott believed that a mistaken theory of knowledge produces harmful moral
and political results. They differ, though, on the proper remedy. Oakeshott offers his idealism with its
accompanying theory of mind that denies the subject-object dualism and seeks only to pursue intimationsin
an effort to achieve greater coherence. Polanyi, on the other hand, affirms the existence of an external and
independent reality with which we strive to make contact. He denies the abjectivist ideal of detachment and
doubt and instead formulates his post-critical epistemology, which is rooted in commitment, belief, and the
tacit. Intheend, then, the differences between Polanyi and Oakeshott can only be adequately addressed when
we consider the viability of their respective understanding of the nature of reality, and it is at this point that
Polanyi’ srealism appears superior. Oakeshott’ stheory of knowledge does not seem ableto avoid diding into
aform of moral relativism. Thisisduetothat fact that coherencea oneasatest for truthisinadequate. Polanyi
puts it this way: “Coherence as the criterion of truth is only a criterion of stability. It may equally stabilize
an erroneous or atrue view of the universe’ (PK, 294). |In other words, coherence itself is not a good, for
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it is conceivable that a coherent tradition is at the same time an immoral tradition, unless, of course, one
assumes (as does Polanyi) that redlity, itself, isboth a coherent whole and morally good. Inthiscase, the goal
of coherence makes moral sense, for in seeking coherence, atradition is attempting to fashion itself according
to a moral redlity. But at this point it becomes obvious that we are no longer relying completely upon a
coherence test of truth, for we have introduced the concept of moral reality—we have inadvertently slipped
into arealist mode of thought. In short, without an independent reality that is knowableld albeit imperfectly
and provisionally[l there is no way to evaluate which of two stable moral traditionsis preferable.” Without
such a standard, however imperfect, we are left with, at best, a relativism between apparently stable
traditions.” Polanyi’scommitment to realism allows him to avoid this problem. Thus, if avoiding moral and
political relativism is desirable, it appears that Polanyi’s realism is preferable to Oakeshott’ s idealism.

In the end, both Polanyi and Oakeshott agree that a source of the modern problem is an errant
conception of knowledge. To some extent they agree on the solution, for against the modern rationalist/
objectivist both argue for the recovery of such notions as tradition, practice, commitment, submission,
apprenticeship, and inarticulable truths. But at the very roots of their respective philosophical accounts they
diverge, and it is at this point that Polanyi’s realism appears preferable to Oakeshott’s idealism. But as
Oakeshott points out, and as Polanyi would agree, such a position requires a step of faith(l a commitment to
a conception of reality that ultimately does not admit of definite proof. Such, Polanyi acknowledges, isthe
case with all of our most deeply held beliefs. Such, it seems, is the essence of the human condition.
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