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Preface

This specia issue of TAD on ethics was long in the making.
Special thanksgoto guest editor Paul Lewisfor the hard work he put into
pulling this together. Read his introductory essay “Towards a Post-
Critical Ethic” on page 4 for asurvey of what thisissue holds.

Onthe opposite page, you will find the program for the Novem-
ber 2002 Polanyi Society meetingsin Toronto. The major papers to be
presented at these sessions should be available for downloading on the
Polanyi Society website( http://www.mwsc.edu/orgs/polanyi) by theend
of October. Note that one session is again this year co-sponsored by the
AAR Science and Religion group. At the Polanyi Society June 2001
conference, John Haught was a featured speaker; at the November 2001
annual meeting, therewas aspecial session with Phil Clayton. Thisyear
in Toronto, one session is to be devoted to discussion with Ursula
Goodenough. Clearly, the Polanyi Society has encouraged dialogue
between those interested in Polanyi and some prominent contemporary
thinkers writing about science and religion. But also this year we are
revertingtoour traditional pattern of including papersby members. Esther
Meek and Richard Moodey, two members who have not previously
presented at theannual meeting, sentinpromising proposals; | amsurethe
Saturday sessiontreatingtheir paperswill bealively interaction of thesort
many have enjoyed in the past.

Thisissue contains aflyer notifying membersthat renewalsare
due. Dues go up from $20 to $25 US this year. Although the Society
membership cyclefollowstheacademicyear (i.e., duesaredueinthefal),
| have not succeeded in getting all membersonthiscycle. 1t would make
our record keeping simpler if all dueswerepaidinthefal. If youhaveany
kind of question about your standing, please write or e-mail me.

TheSocietyismakinganefforttoincrease TAD library subscrip-
tions. For awhile, we can offer afree copy of Andy Sanders fine book
Michael Polanyi's Post-Critical Epistemology (whose price is about
twicethat of asubscription) toany library that doessubscribe. Pleasework
with your local ingtitution to see if we can expand our institutional
subscriptionlist.

Phil Mullins

Tradition and Discovery is indexed selectively in The
Philosopher’s Index and Religion One: Periodicals. Book
reviews are indexed in Index to Book Reviews in Religion.
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NEWSAND NOTES

2002 Toronto Annual Meeting

The Polanyi Society annual meeting will be
held in Toronto, Ontario on November 22 and 23,
2002. PleasegotothePolanyi Society website (http:/
www.mwsc.edu/or gs/polanyi/ ) for complete infor-
mation about housing through the AAR/SBL. The
November 22 session, co-sponsored by the Religion
and Science Group of the AAR, will focus on a paper
by Ursula Goodenough, a scientist and author of The
Sacred Depths of Nature. The November 23 session
will discuss papersby Esther L. Meek and Richard W.
Moodey. The papers (which will not be read in ses-
sions) will be posted on the Polanyi Society web site
for downloading in late October or early November.
Please note that the Friday evening session was hot
identified inthe AAR/SBL Annual Meeting Program
as aPolanyi Society meeting. The sessionislisted in
the AAR/SBL Annual Meeting Program (SessionAM
450npage 180) using thetitleof UrsulaGoodenough’'s
paper, “From Biology to Morality with Polanyian
Footnotes.”

Program

November 22, 9:00 p.m. - 11:00 p.m.Westin
Harbour Hotel, Pier 8 (Convention Level)

Theme: From Biology to Morality with Polanyian
Footnotes

Ursula Goodenough, Washington University

Respondents:

Nancy Howell, Saint Paul School of Theology
Phil Mullins, Missouri Western State College
Diane Y eager, Georgetown University

Discussion

November 23, 9:00 a.m. - 11:30 a.m. Westin
Harbour Hotel, Dockside Il (Lower Level)

“Learning to See: The Role of Authoritative Guides
in Knowing”

Esther L. Meek, Covenant Theological Seminary
Respondent: Paul Lewis, Mercer University

“Moral Passion and Moral Judgment: Polanyi and
L onergan on Ethics’

Richard W. Moodey, Gannon University
Respondent: Vincent Colapietro, Penn. State

Open Discussion

Business Meeting 11:30 am.
Chair: Marty Moleski

For additional information:

Martin X. Moleski, SJ

Religious Studies/ Canisius College
Buffalo, NY 14208

(716) 888-2383 FAX: (716) 886-6506
mol eski @canisius.edu

Please note the Polanyi Society’s new web
address: http://www.mwsc.edu/or gs/
polanyi/

Electronic Discussion List

ThePolanyi Society supportsan electronicdis-
cussion group exploringimplicationsof thethought of
Michael Polanyi. Anyone interested can subscribe;
contal Struan Jacobs(swjacobs@deakin.edu.au) who
isthemoderator. Theaddressfor thelist ispolanyi-
list@deakin.edu.au



Toward a Post-Critical Ethic

Paul Lewis
Guest Editor

ABSTRACT Key Words: post-critical ethic, Michagl Polanyi
This essay isa brief introduction to four essays exploring the implications of Michael Polanyi's thought for
ethics.

Welcometo this special issue of Tradition and Discovery, one devoted to exploring the implications
of Michael Polanyi’ sthought for a post-critical ethic. Devoting an issueto such atopic raisesthree important
guestions. Thefirst concernsterminology. What is post-critical? While we can take asatruism the claim that
welivein apost-modern age, wefindlittleagreement about what the post-modern worldlookslike. Isthepost-
modern world a nihilistic, ultimately despairing world that gives up on ethics (that is how some read
the continental deconstructionists)? |s the post-modern world one in which we are destined to live in self-
contained communities? |sthe post-modern world simply the modern world run amok, or isit onein which
wefind asynthesisof the best of both modern and premodernways of thinking, feeling and doing?® Isthe post-
modernworldall of the above? More? Wheredoes* post-critical” fitin such alandscape? The second question
concerns Polanyi’ s credentialsas an ethicist. Canwe appropriately call this physician-turned-chemist-turned
philosopher an ethicist? The final question concerns the value of Polanyi’s work for ethics. Can we learn
anything useful from Polanyi, whatever we decide to call him? Thisissue of TAD proposes to explore these
guestions.

Intheopeningarticle, CharlesM cCoy takesonthefirst questionmost explicitly andsituatesPolanyi’s
life and work in the context of the Enlightenment’s critical spirit. McCoy positions Polanyi as a post-critical
thinker, rather than post-modern, in that he seesin Polanyi someone who appreciates the contributions of the
Enlightenment (something many so-called postmodern thinkersare unableor unwilling to do) at the sametime
that heisableto acknowledgeitsshortcomings. Not content to simply situate Polanyi intheintellectual history
of the West, McCoy goes on to survey three themes from Polanyi’s work that might fruitfully inform a
constructive, post-critical ethic. He suggests some of theimplications for ethics found in Polanyi’ s ability to
combinecritical reason with apre-critical vision, hisunderstanding of thefrom/to structure of human knowing
and hisaccount of dwelling in and breaking out of the communitiesand traditionsin which wefind ourselves.

Inthesecond article, DianeY eager takesup our second question, i.e., " Towhat extent should wetake
Polanyi tobeamoral philosopher?” Zdislaw Najder thinksthat hemakesapoor one, asY eager recounts. Najder
thinks Polanyi is, among other things, fuzzy on the meaning of morality and guilty of absolutizing his own
culture. Taking these two criticisms as her beginning point, Yeager defends Polanyi’s status as moral
philosopher by offering an in-depth examination of moral inversion, the process whereby the passions that
underliemorality turn inonthemsel vesto produceviciousbehavior. Intheend, weseethat Polanyi offersarich
account of the passionate nature of moral existence, as well as a complex account of both the promises and
perils of one’'sown tradition.



Thethird and fourth articles address our third question by more directly taking Polanyian insightsin
constructive directions. Mark Discher draws on Polanyi’s account of epistemology in order to help move
along (if not resolve) debates between moral generalistsand moral particularists. Theformer think that ethics
proceedsby applying general principlesto concretesituations. I ncontrast, thelatter think that ethicsmust attend
first and foremost to the details of individual cases. Discher finds instructive Polanyi’s understanding of
the process of scientific discovery, towhich he likens the process of moral discernment.

In the fourth article, Beth Newman proposes a post-critical ethic that is built around the practice of
hospitality. LikeMcCoy, she distinguishesPolanyi’ spost-critical  viewsfromthoseof the Enlightenment, but
doesso by focusing onone particul ar problemthat the Enlightenment has, i.e., recognizing the giftednessof life.
Building on Polanyi’s understanding of the fiduciary character of knowledge, Newman puts Polany into
conversationwith other philosophers, theologiansand noveliststo explorehow hospitality to othershonorsand
builds on that neglected fact about ourselves.

Insum, wefindinthese essaysdifferent suggestionsfor how Polanyi’ s thought might be appropriated
for ethics. Some draw from hisepistemology and others his understanding of the passions. They do
not, obviously, exhaust the contributions that Polanyi might make to ethics, but such was not the goal of this
endeavor. Rather, wehopethat these articlescan befruitful in stimulating conversation about and constructive
appropriation of Polanyi’swork for contemporary ethics.

Endnotes

1See, for exampl e, Stanley Grenz, APrimer on Postmoder nism (Grand Rapids, M1: Wm. B. Eerdma’s
Publishing Co., 1996).

2Many infer thisfate from Alasdair Mclntyre's After Virtue, 2nd ed. (Notre Dame, IN: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1984).

3 Albert Borgmann charts these two possible trajectories in his Crossing the Postmodern Divide
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). Thefirst he calls hypermodernism and the latter postmodern
realism.

WWW Polanyi Resources
ThePolanyi Society hasaWorld Wide Web siteat http://www.mwsc.edu/or gs/polanyi/. In addition
toinfor mation about Polanyi Society member ship and meetings, thesite containsthefollowing: (1)
thehistory of Polanyi Society publications, includingalisting of issuesby dateand volumewith atable
of contentsfor recent issues of Tradition and Discovery; (2) a comprehensivelisting of Tradition and
Discovery authors, reviews and reviewers; (3) information on locating early publications; (4)
information on Appraisal and Polanyiana, two sister journals with special interest in Polanyi's
thought; (5) the* Guidetothe Papersof Michael Polanyi” which providesan orientation to ar chival
material housed in the Department of Special Collections of the University of Chicago Library; (6)
photographs of Michael Polanyi; (7) five essays by Michael Polanyi.



Ethics For The Post-Critical Era:
Per spectives from the Thought of Michael Polanyi

Charles S. McCoy

ABSTRACT Key Words: ethics, post-critical thought, Michael Polanyi

This essay treats Michael Polanyi’s post-critical philosophy and the contributions of post-critical thought to
ethics. It discussesthefrom/to structureof humanknowingand heurismand ethics. It arguesthat virtue, viewed
post-critically, isan achievement in community; post-critical thought callsfor movement beyond specializa-
tion.

1. Introduction

The twentieth century was not always kind to practitioners of religious, philosophical, and ethical
thought. Thisisespecialy so for Christian thinkers who let themselves become caught between the rational
empiricism of the Enlightenment turned into dogmatic scientism and the onslaught of historical relativism as
Western thought wrestled with the diversity of culturesand religions. Scholarsin the physical and biological
sciencesfared better aslong asthey avoided quasi-metaphysical claimsand shallow theological excursions. In
thehumanities, however, academicshaveoftentriedto become* scientific” and, asaresult, havewanderedeither
into wastelands of rationalism, thus becoming isolated from the wholeness of being human, or into post-
modernism, with its confusing array of meanings and individual fideisms.!

Inthiserainwhichfinal certaintieshavebeenundermined, wecan hopethat therewill bemorecautious
and modest claimsfrom personsof all persuasions, more adequate measures of clarity asto meaning, and wider
acceptance of the particularity of humanlocation and perspective. Asfor theology and ethics, itisprobablethat
anew eraisemerging, with aturn comparableto theabrupt onebrought on by thebiblical fundamentalism based
upon modern rationalism and the neo-orthodox challenge to Christian theology shaped by the Enlightenment.
Thereisthe possibility of recovery from dogmatic rationalism, from the erratic tendency to veer from onefad
to another, and from the insular theologies of Rudolf Bultmann and Karl Barth.

This essay makes no attempt to deal with the entire spectrum of issues emerging from the impact of
Enlightenment thought or the challenges to it. Instead, we shall explore contributions that the post-critical
philosophy of Michael Polanyi? providesfor anew eraof faith and ethicsin the 21* century, based on hiscreative
redefining of the problems of the post-Enlightenment era.

Before launching into the major focus of the essay, a brief account of how the present problems came
about may provide helpful background for the discussion. This sketch will be given from my own somewhat
jaundiced angle of vision.

2. Enlightenment Thought and Its Developing Problems

The triumph among 19" and 20" century academics of Enlightenment rationalism and scientism has
never been complete or without strong alternatives. Nagging doubtsemerging over theentire period caused the
6



reigning confidencetorecedesharply duringthe20th century. Itisinstructivetonotetheintellectual movements
and academic fads that have been put forward to replace the Enlightenment and to examine briefly their
significance for Christian thought

The Enlightenment can best be understood as the culmination and triumph, at least among European
intellectuals, of the critical movement in philosophy initiated by Descartes, the view of the natural world
formulated by Newton, and the articulation of these views in the philosophy of Kant. The critical period of
Westernthought coincided withtheriseof modern science. Boththecritical movement and modernsciencewere
made possible by the hard-won increases in religious, poalitical, and economic freedom initiated during the
Renai ssanceandtheReformation. Major sectorsof Westernsociety, previously restrictedinthought and action,
could read the Bible, become educated, and engage in research with far fewer restraints. In turn, increasing
knowledge and diverse perspectives strengthened the political economies and educational systems emerging
from the growing liberation. The philosophes of the Enlightenment liked to regard themselves as solely
responsiblefor the freedom they had inherited aswell asfor the critical philosophy and scientific method they
nurtured. They also believed that critical rationalism could now discover “ objectivetruth.” Truth asit emerged
would become, they thought, asufficient basisfor rejecting the pre-critical past of traditional cultures. AsCarl
Becker suggests, however, they resembl ed thinkersof the past morethanthey realized, evenwhilebelieving that
history was a success story because it had culminated in them. In their own eyes, Becker writes:

They arecitizensof theworld, theemanci pated ones, |ooking out upon auniverseseemingly brand new
because so freshly flooded with light, auniversein which everything worth attending toisvisible, and
everything visibleis seen to be unblurred and wonderfully simple after all, and evidently intelligible
to the human mind—the mind of Philosophers.®

Theclaimsof Enlightenment rationalism did not, however, receive universal agreement, even among
theintelligentsia. David Hume, for example, showed the problematic character of rational empiricismif taken
asafinal understanding of theworld as experienced, and suggested that we still must come out of laboratories
and scholarly studiestoliveinaworld of tradition and belief. Immanuel Kant carefully |eft roomfor faithin his
philosophy and, whilerejecting thetraditional proofsfor the existence of God, confessesthat, if he must choose
between equally undemonstrable aternatives, would opt for belief in an ensrealissimum as a necessary basis
for rational thought, an endorsement in hisway of the ontological argument for deity.

Nevertheless, the critical perspective carried the day generally inintellectual circles, and its embodi-
ment in the academic programs of the Humbol dt University (founded in Berlinin 1810) becamethe model for
graduate education in the universities of Europe and America. The undoubted achievements of the critical
method, inits brilliant discoveries about nature and its technological achievements, obscured for its devotees
itsdeficienciesasatotal view of theworld. In spite of its contributions to modern society, the Enlightenment
had also produced, it gradually became clear, adogmatic “scientism” that, following the triumphalist pattern
found in much Western religion, sought to discredit other perspectives, in particular pre-critical views of the
world held by communities of religious belief, and to convert people to this Enlightenment way to Truth.*

On the basis of the critical premises of the Enlightenment, religion was expected to fade away, a
prediction on which such different disciples of scientistic objectivism as Auguste Comte and Karl Marx could
agree. Religion, however, bothinitsorganized formsandin spontaneousmovements, did not disappear during
thetimewhen critical thought and modern sciencewere emerging, nor did it diminishinthe 19" century except
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perhapsin strongholds of established Christianity. Instead, from the time of the Renai ssance and Reformation,
religious groups have become a major force for freedom and have kept on growing during the zenith of
Enlightenment influence, much to the dismay of many of the intelligentsia. Indeed, religious communities—
leaders and members—have often played significant rolesin science and critical scholarship, in political and
economic democratization, and in social reforms such as the abolition of davery and increasing rights for
laborers, women, and children, changing the complexion of western society and laying the groundwork for
continuing reform. Quite clearly, religious belief and communities of faith, far from disappearing, have
remained alive and well, to the consternation of those for whom the scientific method had become atotal view
of redlity, i.e. their religion.

At thesametime, problemsdevel oped withinthecritical rationalism of the Enlightenment throughout
the19" century and multiplied sharply inthe20". A seriesof eventsand movementsundermined critical thought
astheultimate arbiter of Truth. Existentialism convinced many that rationality isinadequate for the anxiety of
living without a leap of faith. Phenomenology retreated from the task of dealing with noumenal reality and
contented itself with analysisof phenomena, except for Heidegger, who, inabrilliant reversal of Kant, declared
the phenomenol ogy of human existence asthe way back into being. Nietzschean thought sneered at the weak
mediocrity of Western Christian culture and proclaimed the possibility of transcendence into a superior level
of existence. The emergence of cross-cultural awareness and historical relativity undermined confidence in
Westernrationality for thehumanities. Theideaof relativity, however, produced aquantumleapforwardinthe
physical scienceswith Einstein’ stheories. In philosophy, theattempt of logical positivismto bol ster confidence
in rational empiricism collapsed from internal contradictions, while the withdrawal into linguistic analysis
provided for many attracted to this Oxford/ Cambridge movement an interesting evasion of the challengesto
critical rationalism.® Thefrontal assaults of “deconstructionism” sent critical thought into retreat, except where
dogmatic scientism and variations of pre-critical religious faith had become firmly entrenched.

Along with philosophy, Christian thought shaped by critical thought hasfaced all these challenges, as
well asthe powerful reactions of neo-orthodoxy and therise of fundamentalism, thelatter amodern byproduct
of the critical method. Asaresult, theology, especially Protestant Christian varieties, has endured a series of
errant fads such as “ demythologizing,” “honest to God,” “secularization” and the death of God.” Ethics has
moved through what has been called a“wasteland of utilitarianism” into a“wasteland of rationalism,” aswell
as an amazing ploy by Western ethicists to deny the existence of ethicsin other religions and cultures, in an
attempt, it would seem, to shape and control the emerging field of comparativeethics. A recent fad in theology
andethics, aswell asinvirtually every other disciplineand cultural activity, hasbeentheshiftintotheambiguous
language of “post-modernism.” Its central thread of meaning, amid its confusing variety, is the rejection of
“modernism.” It has spread out into a“vague, oblong blur” across awide swath of those who might be called
the intellectual masses of Western society. Though this reaction to modernism has undoubtedly produced
creative work, it has failed to achieve cohesiveness, clarity, or strength as a response to the critical period of
Western thought.

Thereisan alternativeto post-modern pandemonium. That alternativeisthe post-critical philosophy
of Michael Polanyi. Inthemidst of hisachievementsin physical chemistry, Polanyi perceived early inhiscareer
problems of thecritical method that the post-modernistsdiscovered much later and attributed to “ modernism.”
Further, in the view of many, he provided more cogent resolutions of these problems than did the post-
modernists, and did so without post-modernism’ srejection of the achievements of the Enlightenment. Polanyi
combines appreciation of both critical method and pre-critical faith ashe devel ops hispost-critical philosophy.
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While not directly dependent upon them, histhought exhibits kinship with the work of Plato, Charles Sanders
Peirce, and Josiah Roycein philosophy, and of H. Richard Niebuhr intheology and ethics. Inwhat follows, after
asketch of Polanyi’ spost-critical thought, thefocuswill be onitsimplicationsfor ethics, adding insightsfrom
H. Richard Niebuhr and federal/covenantal theology.

3. A Sketch of the Post-Critical Philosophy of Michael Polanyi®

The philosopher Marjorie Grene declaresthat Michagl Polanyi’ stheory of tacit knowing is* grounds
forarevolutioninphilosophy” andinvolves*thethesisthat all knowledgenecessarily includesatacit component
on which it reliesin order to focus on its goal, whether of theoretical discovery and formulation or practical
activity.”” | agree with her but propose a more inclusive hypothesis: Polanyi’s post-critical thought, based
especially on hisnotion of tacit knowing, opensthewaytoanewerain humanthought, arevol utionassignificant
asthe earlier turn from the Ptolemaic to the Copernican perspective. Scholarsin disciplines across the entire
spectrum of learning have been slow to recognize that thisrevolutionistaking place. Theinsightsof Polanyi,
nevertheless, are gradually seeping into and modifying the methods and tenor of human thought today. The
critical period of Westernthought, opened by Descartesand brought toitszenithinthe Enlightenment, isending,
and the post-critical eraisemerging. Thisnew perspective, aswe shall see, hasimportant meaning for ethics.
Here are the major points of post-critical thought:

A. Combination of Critical and Pre-Critical Reason. Polanyi’ spost-critical philosophy doesnot reject
theachievementsof critical thought, asisgenerally the case with post-modernists, but instead combinescritical
reasoning with the fiduciary dimension of pre-critical thought in a way that affirms both. He exposes the
pretensions of those who suppose they have found the sure path to universal truth either through rationality or
by means of scientific method. Polanyi holdsthat thinkersof thecritical erahave pursued a“ mistaken ideal of
objectivity.”® He pointsout that the critical method has not escaped human |ocation and personal commitment.
“Thus, when we claim greater objectivity for the Copernican theory, we do imply that its excellenceis, not a
matter of personal tasteon our part, but aninherent quality deserving universal acceptanceby rational creatures.
Weabandon thecruder anthropocentrism of our senses--but only infavor of amoreambitiousanthropocentrism
of our reason.”®

With this insight, Polanyi proposes an advance in human thought as significant as that initiated by
Copernicus four centuries earlier. The Copernican Revolution shows that humanity is not the center of the
universe. The Polanyian Revolution unfol ding around us showsthat we still occupy the particularity of human
location in our knowing and action. Polanyi provides a method that combines critical rigor and impetus for
discovery with the pre-critical respect for tradition, culture, community, and faith into post-critical thought. In
post-critical perspective, uncritical adherenceto critical method leads toward an objectivism in knowing that
does not take account of the tacit coefficient upon which it depends, and is as inadequate as the post-modern
rejection of the modern that leaves itself adrift without connection to a context of tradition, community, and
commitment. Post-critical thought disclosesthe pre-critical passion and faith underlying critical rigor and the
potential of pre-critical traditionalism asaspringboard for discovery, thusproviding fiduciary rootsintradition
and community for post-modern creativity.

B. The From/To Structure of Knowing. In Western thought, Polanyi points out, attention has been
given to the focal dimension of knowing, the “to” of knowing, and has neglected the “from” component of
knowing that makesthe“to” of knowing possible. Withthe“from,” Polanyi offersaninclusive account of that
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uponwhichtheknower reliesinorder tofocusonthe“to.” Knowing, hearguespersuasively, hasaninescapable
“from/to” pattern, the “from” including the embodied, physical basis of observation, the existence of
consciousness and the ability to think and interpret, and the context of presuppositions, faith, tradition, and
cultureshapingtheinterpreted“to.” Inthisfrom/tostructure, knowingconsists1) inthat part that wefocusupon,
of which we have focal awareness, and 2) in that part that we rely upon in order to focus, of which we have
subsidiary awareness. Knowing cannot be reduced to the explicit dimension of knowing but must includealso
thetacit dimension, without which theexplicit dimension could not exist. Thus, the process of human knowing
movesfrom aproximal context, of which we are subsidiarily awareto adistal context, of whichwearefocally
aware. By dealingonly withthefocal aspect of knowingandignoringthetacit dimension, Western epistemology
hasbeenindividualisticandinsufficiently awareof thebodily and communal context of knowing. By uncovering
thetacit dimension, the Polanyian Revol utionremindsusthat knowingispersonal, occurringwithinand relying
upon human location, understood so asto include both the from and the to dimensions of human understanding
andaction. Polanyi succeedsindelineatingwith precisionthecentral problem of thecriti cal method and showing
the need to re-appropriate the pre-critical perspective, thus opening the way toward a post-critical philosophy.

FromAristotleonward, themajor linesof Western philosophy havegiven primary attentiontothefocal
elementsinknowing and littleattentionto the subsidiary elementsuponwhichthefocal relies. Thisiscertainly
the case with Descartes, who initiates the critical era of Western thought, and with Whitehead, the greatest
metaphysician of the 20" century, who expresses directly his reliance on Descartes; “ The positive doctrine of
these lectures [Process and Reality] is concerned with the becoming, the being, and the rel atedness of ‘ actual
entities” An‘actual entity’ isaresverain the Cartesian sense of that term.”° In no way does this aspect of
Whitehead’ sthought negatethegreatnessof hisorganic, processivesystem, but it doesplaceit decisively within
theboundsof critical philosophy. Though Whitehead acknowledgeshisdebt to Plato, hedoesnot giveattention
toPlato’ ssuggestionsof atacit dimensioninhumanthoughtinthe Meno andinthedial ogical method that makes
clear the human location of philosophical exploration.

Atonepoint, Polanyi offersasuccinct summary of thediscovery that takeshim beyondthecritical into
the post-critical without rejecting the importance of critical thought:

We have seen tacit knowledge to comprise two kinds of awareness, subsidiary awareness and focal
awareness. Now we seetacit knowl edge opposed to explicit knowledge; but thesetwo are not sharply
divided. While tacit knowledge can be possessed by itself, explicit knowledge must rely on being
tacitly understood and applied. Hence all knowledgeis either tacit or rooted in tacit knowledge. A
wholly explicit knowledgeis unthinkable.'*

The recognition of the tacit dimension, the background in subsidiary awareness for human knowing,
appears to be a resounding defeat to al those gripped by the critical desire to attain absolute, objective
knowledge of Reality or Truth and for whom the particularity of human location is a scandal to be overcome.
Polanyi regardsthe post-critical perspective asanimportant discovery, opening up theignored tacit dimension
of human knowing, an achievement rather than adefeat. Hewrites: “1 suggest we transform thisretreat into a
triumph, by the simpledevice of changing camp. Let usrecognizethat tacit knowing isthefundamental power
of the mind, which creates explicit knowing, lends meaning to it and controlsits uses.” ?

What doesthismeanfor thecritical claimthat it canarriveat objective Truthand uncover final Reality?
Thefrom/to structure of knowing makesit impossibleto accept the detached objectivism of critical thought as
10



the path to Truth. A new understanding of Reality emerges:

To hold anatural law to betrueisto believe that its presence will manifest itself in an indeterminate
range of yet unknown and perhaps unthinkable consequences. . . We meet herewith anew definition
of reality. Real isthat whichisexpectedtoreveal itself indeterminately inthefuture. Henceanexplicit
statement can bear on reality only by virtue of thetacit coefficient associated withit. Thisconception
of reality and of thetacit knowing of reality underliesall my writing.®

In this way, Polanyi dissolves the dichotomy between subjectivity and objectivity in knowing. He
writes:

| think wemay di stingui sh between thepersonal inus, which actively entersinto our commitments, and
our subjective states, in which we merely endure our fedlings. This distinction establishes the
conception of thepersonal, whichisneither subjectivenor objective. Insofar asthe personal submits
to requirements acknowledged by itself asindependent of itself, it isnot subjective; but in so far asit
is an action guided by individual passions, it is not objective either. It transcends the digunction
between subjective and objective.’*

In no way does Polanyi reject the importance of the critical method, he only deprivesit of what | call
the “Imperial Mood” of discourse and the assumption that it describes Reality “objectively” from an
“ontological peak” outside historical, social location.

C. TheHeuristic Shapeof Post-Critical Thought. Polanyi’ srecognition of theimportanceof tradition,
culture, and community, i.e. theinclusion of thepre-critical, fiduciary rootage of knowing, doesnot leadtoviews
of knowledgeasstatic and chainedtothepast. Wedwell inapast inherited from our community of interpretation,
not in order to repeat it, but in order to break out into the newness of the future hidden withinit. Thisdwelling
inand breaking out arisesfrom*theessential restlessness of thehuman mind, which callsever againin question
any satisfaction that it may have previoudly achieved.” %

For Polanyi, fiduciary knowing regards faith not as an unchanging platform but rather as a heuristic
springboard that placesusin arestlesstension between theknown and theunknown. Reality becomesaprocess
under way, a problem not yet completely solved, that engages our entire being and draws us further into the
mystery of being. What we believe we know leads us to focus on what we do not yet know. Referring to the
mathematician Polya’ sadvicefor solving problems, Polanyi writes. “How can we concentrate our attentionon
somethingwedon’tknow?. .. ‘ Look at the unknown—saysPolya—'L ook at theend' . .. Look at the unknown.
Look at the conclusion.” Polanyi continues:

The seeming paradox isresolved by thefact that even though we have never met the solution, we have
a conception of it in the same sense as we have a conception of aforgotten name. By directing our
attention on a focus in which we are subsidiarily aware of al the particulars that remind us of the
forgotten name, we form a conception of it; and likewise, by fixing our attention on afocusin which
we are subsidiarily aware of the data by which the solution of a problem is determined, we form a
conception of thissolution. The admonition to look at the unknown really meansthat we should ook
at the known data, but not in themselves, rather as clues to the unknown; as pointersto it and parts
of it.’

11



Far beyond mathematics, the post-critical philosophy of Polanyi has meaning for the entire spectrum
of knowing and action. Thisisthe case no lessfor ethics than other academic disciplines. Polanyi enables us
to accept and use critical thought without either absolutizing it into scientism or rejecting it as do the post-
modernists. His post-critical thought reaffirmsthe meaning of the pre-critical, with its emphasis on tradition,
community, commitment, and the reaches of human spirituality and faith. In Polanyi’sbrilliant reformulation
of the meaning of redlity, thereisapartial affirmation of the critical method with its precise probing of human
experienceand al so of theindeterminatenatureof thefuture. Thereisstability inhumanthought and actionbased
upon commitment and faith as the human location in which we dwell in order to break out toward a not-yet-
known, unthinkable consummation. The heuristic tension relates the dwelling in and breaking out. Thus, we
believe, know, and act, not withtherigidity of absol ute, univer sal assertion, but withtheconfidenceof universal
intent that believesin order to understand but al so anticipates, indeed longs for, afuture of unfolding insight,
knowledge, and faith.

4. Contributionsof Polanyi’s Post-Critical Thought to Ethics

With this overview of post-critical philosophy in mind, we can examine the perspectives on ethical
reflection and action in the contemporary world that the Polanyian Revol ution provides. Theseinsightswill be
illuminating for ethicswithinthe Christian community, for ethi cswithin other communitiesof interpretation, and
also for the emerging context of global ethicsin which diverse communities are meeting, at timeswith violent
results and at times with creative interchange that may prove beneficial to the world. Some of Polanyi’s
contributionscomefromtheoverall pattern of post-critical thought, and othersareparticular insightsof hisabout
ethics. In both ways, Polanyi helps move us beyond contemporary forms of ethicstoward ethicsfor the post-
critical age of human history.

A. Implicationsfor Ethics of Combining Critical Reason with Pre-critical Faith. Asnoted above, the
post-critical thought of Polanyi continues rather than rejecting critical reasoning but placesit within the pre-

critical context of presuppositions, commitments, and faith. Inthisway, Polanyi affirms the achievements of
the critical period but overcomesits pretense of objectivism that threatens human values and vision.

1. A basic contribution of post-critical thought to ethics is to affirm its importance for the entire
spectrum of humanthought and action. Faith, commitment, and val uing arepresent inthephysi cal and biological
sciences no lessthan in the humanities and social sciences, no lessin the building of bridgesthan in home and
family. Pre-critical elementsof humanlife can besubjectedto critical thought and modified but not eliminated.

2. Post-critical thought must bedi stinguished carefully from post-modernismand theproblemsitraises
for ethics. A theme present amid the bewildering diversity of post-modernismisitsdecisiverejection of what
it callsthe “modern,” meaning by this the objectivist rationality of the critical period of Western thought. In
rejecting the narrow, limiting certaintiesof modernism, post-modernism al so eliminatesany firmgrounding for
human thought and action, ethicsincluded. Deconstruction takes the matter further and rejects the possibility
of grounding for any view of reality and value.

The post-critical view ismore discriminating and, | believe, more accurate. While it does not accept
the overconfident claims of critical rationalism as doorway to reality, the post-critical perspective through its
discovery of thetacit coefficient disclosespre-critical roots(rather that ground) of human thinking in particular
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communities and traditions. After al, the critique of epistemology and ethics by deconstructionistsreliesfor
itsforceontheir tacit dimension, withitscommitmentsand presuppositions. Further, theaffirmation of absolute
relativisminvolves amajor contradiction.

Thetacit dimension providesfirmrootsfor human commitment and action but not absol utegrounding.
Polanyi rejects the claim of critical thought to make universal statements about what is real, but affirms the
possibility for humans informed by their communities and traditions to take responsibility for committing
themselves to statements about reality and value with universal intent. In this way, Polanyi’s post-critical
philosophy combinesthecritical andthepre-critical, thusproviding rootsfor ethical reflectionand action, rather
than setting humans adrift in a post-modern, deconstructed world.

3. Post-critical thought discloses the weakness of rationalism asthe basisfor ethics. Reason is useful
in the process of ethical reflection but inadequate as its frame and focus, as, for example, when rationalism
reduces ethicsto ethical theory.

Most obviously, in post-critical perspective, the questions must be posed: “Whose reason? In what
tradition and community of interpretationisthereasoning rooted?’ Oneexamplethatillustratestheinadequacy
of reason astheground of ethicsiswhat can be called the postul ation method of rational individualismin ethics
found in thewidely acclaimed work of John Rawls, whose major work is A Theory of Justice.’® Rawl’ s ethical
theory isbased onindividual definition and sequential postul ation, with theunexamined presupposition that the
author’ sreason is congruent with arationality present in all rational individuals. Thus Rawls can make such
assertionsas: “1 have distinguished the concept of justice,” “ The concept of justice | taketo be defined by” (p.
10), “the social contract as found, say, in Locke, Rousseau, and Kant,” “each person must decide by rational
reflection” (p. 11), “ The choice which rational personswould make” (p. 12), “It seemsreasonabl e to suppose”
(p- 19), “ Let usassumethat each person beyond acertain age and possessed of therequisiteintellectual capacity
develops a sense of justice” (p. 46), and so on. The structure Rawls builds has its interesting aspects as a
theoretical, individual performance. Fromapost-critical perspective, however, hiswork hasabasisno stronger
than Rawls' individual assumptionsand stipulationsand will appeal only to thosewho share hisview or merely
enjoy the performance.

In speaking of the rational ethics of English academicsin the 20" century, Mary Warnock offers a
succinct comment: “ One of the consequences of treating ethics asthe analysis of ethical languageis. . . that it
leadsto theincreasing triviality of the subject . . . We do need to categorize and to describe, evenin the sphere
of morals, but we should still exist as moral agents even if we seldom did so, and therefore the subject matter
of ethicswould still exist.”*°

Rationalism as practiced by Rawls and as observed by Warnock reduces and trivializes ethics as the
result of ignoring the tacit coefficient of persons engaging in ethical reflection. The embodied traditions,
communitiesof interpretation, commitments, and passionsmust also beincluded. Polanyi observes, “To speak
of moral passionsis something new. Writers on ethics, both ancient and modern, have defined morality asa
composed stateof mind. .. Thereis, admittedly oneancient record of moral admonitionswhichwere outbreaks
of moral passion: the sermons of the Hebrew prophets.” %

The post-critical perspective widens ethics beyond rationality by making us aware of the tacit
coefficient of humanthought shaping moral reflection. Theimportanceof critical reasonisaffirmedwithinpre-
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critical context. The rational premise is questioned that reason operates the same way in all humans and is
independent of culture and tradition. Further, post-critical method goes beyond the notion of ethics as coolly
detached andincludesthe elements of commitment and passion that characterizethemoral life of humanity. As
Polanyi putsit, “for the sakeof precision declaratory sentencesshould beformulatedinthefiduciary mode, with
thewords' | believe' prefixedtothem” thuseliminating“ any formal distinction between statementsof belief and
statements of fact.” This admission that statements, when understood carefully, are “intentionally circular”
expressing one’ s intellectual responsibilities’ and“ personal beliefs’ makesit clear that faith and commitment
arecrucia elementsin thetacit dimension of knowing and action; “the fiduciary modewill have to be merged
inthewider framework of commitment.”2 Such an understanding isasimportant for ethicsasfor epistemol ogy.

B. Implications for Ethics of the From/To Structure of Human Knowing. Polanyi reminds us that
“thinkingisnot only necessarily intentional, as Brentano taught; it isal so necessarily fraught with therootsthat
it embodies.”? Thisisjust astruefor ethics as for the physical sciences, epistemology, or learning toride a
bicycle, though speciaistsin religious, philosophical, and theological ethics are as prone as scholars in other
specialtiestooverlook thishasicinsight and concentratefocally ontheanal ysisof ethical languageand/or ethical
concepts.

1. Ethical reflection hasitsfocus on moral judgment and action, individual and communal. That focal
awarenessemergeswithinatacit dimension, a“from,” uponwhichthe“to” relies. Ethicsprovidesguidancefor
themoral agency of humansand isrooted in the traditions and commitments shaping the subsidiary awareness
of individuals and communities. Ethical reflection is neither objective reasoning about moral issues nor isit
subjective preferences. Instead ethical judgment and action arise from what humans believe to be real,
meaningful, and of value, what areright principlesand rules, and what isresponsibleand appropriatein human
relations. Ethical reflection and action are seen in their wholeness only when the tacit coefficient isincluded.

2. The tacit coefficient in ethics has sometimes been dealt with under the heading of character.
Polanyi’ sperspectivehel psenlargethe understanding of character by including the embodi ment of humansand
their immersion in tradition and community, so that character directs attention to much more than “virtues”
inhering inindividuals. The communal rootage of character is given more adequate attention in post-critical
perspective, and the character of communities as well as persons in community becomes clearer. Parallel to
Plato’s view of justice, we may say that personal character becomes more virtuous as communal character
embodies virtue, and communal character becomes more virtuous as the character of the persons in the
community embodiesvirtue.

3. Thefrom/to pattern helps show the inadequacy of “ situation ethics,” and may clear up some of its
problems. As presented by John A. T. Robinson and Joseph Fletcher,® “situation ethics’ focuses too
exclusively on response to the immediate context and too little on the larger context opened up in the tacit
coefficient shaping human interpretations of the situations and what is regarded as appropriate responsein a
particular context. In this situation ethics, the criterion of action becomestoo simply the “principle of love,”
overlooking thetacit coefficient understood through the Christian community of interpretation, thetradition of
Christian love, and faith in aGod of love, which provide the basic context of Christian commitment.

4. Another view elides ethicsinto “obedience” in the moment of existential decision and ignoresthe
tacit dimension that includestherootsof obediencein tradition, community, and meaningful relationships, thus
giving attention to faith and commitment.>*  Without subsidiary awareness, obedience remains a concept that

14



is, at worst, vagueand, at best, remains highly ambiguous. Thereliance onacontext of tradition and community
for interpreting the meaning of obedienceis obscured if no attention is given to the tacit coefficient of human
thought and action.

5. Thefrom/to structureof post-critical thought providesthetacit dimension necessary for understand-
ing the ethics of one's own faith community as well as the ethics of other communities. In thisway, Polanyi
contributesmoreinclusiveawarenessto Christian ethics, liberatesit fromashall ow bondagetotheethicist’ sown
culture that is a present threat to the development of comparative ethics, and may prove midwife to the birth
of global ethics as diverse cultures meet and interact.

Attempts at formulating a global ethic have shown tendencies to emerge from lowest-common-
denominator reduction rather than from the height of commitment present in diversefaith communitiesaround
theworld. Theresult isalist of principles that produce weak agreement but not the basis of strong common
action. A genuine global ethic must begin by understanding divergent tacit coefficients in which communal
commitments are rooted and work at discovering areas of strong agreement providing grounds for common
commitments and effective action.

6. Most obviousand direct of al, Polanyi’ sfrom/to pattern di scloseswhat could be called thedilemma
of “DilemmaEthics’ and rendersthiskind of ethical thought a primary casualty of post-critical thought. The
focus of dilemma ethicsisthe notion that the need for ethics arises when amoral problem confronts uswith a
dilemmarequiring moral judgment and decisions about alternative courses of action. Overlooked is the tacit
coefficient in human agents within which adilemmaarises and makesit possibl e to recognize the existence of
adilemma. The from/to structure of post-critical thought both underminesthe basisof “dilemmaethics’ itself
and alsoilluminesthe subsidiary element of focal ethical awarenessand action. Without the“from,” thereisno
“to,” without abackground of moral commitments, thereisno dilemma. Inthisperspective, dilemmaethicsis
truncated and incompl ete, existing in avacuum of non-explanation, unlessthe crucial dimension of believed-
in meaning and value is included. Not only does the tacit coefficient explain the appearance of an ethical
dilemma, but al so makesit clear that theresourcesfor dealingwith ethical i ssuesoncerecognized will be shaped
by the fiduciary character of the tacit coefficient.

C. Post-Critical Heurism and Ethics. At no point is Polanyi’ s thought more important for ethicsina
post-critical erathaninitsheuristic core. Humans dwell in the traditions of the community in which they are
born and to which they are apprenticed from birth. But there isthe strong heuristic impul se to break out into
new insightsthat extend the past. Theteleological, goa-oriented, character of ethics must wrestle constantly
with theburgeoning of meaning of such endsasloveandjustice. Asonelevel of meaningisattained, new levels
emerge. In deontological ethics, focused upon principles, rules, and laws to be followed, the same heuristic
phenomenon of development and change can beobserved. AsChief Justice Earl Warren observed, “ Law floats
inaseaof morality,” and changesasmoral insight unfolds. Andmorality existsinacontext of ethical convictions
and faith that have heuristic impul sestaking humanity forward into afuture of newness. Weber seescharisma
emerging and subsiding into routinization, institutionalization, and stasis, but Polanyi viewsthe dynamicforce
of charismastill present, dwelt in and waiting to break out anew. The heuristic core of post-critical thought
appears especialy in the Polanyi’ s notions of moral inversion, virtue as achievement, and liberation.

1. Moral Inversion.. Among the most interesting and original contributions of Polanyi to ethicsisthe
notionof “moral inversion.” Whenweunderstand that ethicsisnot based oninner peaceor theabsenceof passion
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but rather on commitment and moral passion, the ambiguous character of morality emerges. Ethical aspiration
may open the way to coercion or violence to achieve the goal to which it is committed. This commitment to
violence as a means may be transformed into agoal. Polanyi calls this “transformation a process of moral
inversion.”? One aspect of moral inversion arises from excessive intensity of moral expectations, which can
bedestructiveof ethical thought and action. A second aspect of moral inversioniswhat Polanyi calls* dynamo-
objective coupling.”

a. ThePeril of Perfectionism. Inthe opinion of many observersof themoral scenetoday, thelanguage
of moral discourseis chaotic; that human ethical thought, concern, and action are disappearing; and that moral
standards and behavior arein sharp decline. Evidencefor all theseopinions, intheview of those holding them,
can be found in abundance. Polanyi has a different perspective.

First, the view that ethics and morality havefallen into chaosand decline can be seen as evidence that
the standards for judging have been raised. As some observers have noted about the rising tide of complaint
about the ethics of business corporation, the situation when viewed carefully does not reveal that the behavior
of corporationsand business|eadersisworsethan wasthe casefifty or one hundred yearsago; indeed the actual
behavior has improved—in many areas quite markedly; the real change isthat society (through government,
through theactivity of theincreasing number of protest groups; and the devel opment of ethicscodesin business
and trade associations and in al varieties of corporation) has dramatically elevated the ethical standards by
which business corporations are judged. Theintensity of ethical concern has become deeper, and the areas of
ethical interest in society has widened immensely throughout the 20" century.

Second, themore serious problemtoday istheintensification andincreasing breadth of moral concern,
asit movestoward standard of judgment approaching perfectionism. The publicisbeginningto demand ethical
perfectionin all areas of moral concern and to want compl ete fulfillment of moral expectationsimmediately.
Thisraisesthepossibility of “moral inversion,” areactiontofailuretoattaintheseultimateexpectationsresulting
inwidespread cynicism, despair, nihilism, and an opennessto immoral actionsresulting from excessive moral
passion. Not declining moral concern, but rather the reverse —theintensity of moral expectations—may lead
to an endemic collapse of ethics.

Those “chicken-little” ethicists, who are declaring that the ethical sky isfalling, may be victims of
historical amnesia and social myopia.® |In their focal awareness on contemporary moral outcry, they have
missed the hel ghtened standards and the increasing number of areas of concern in ethics and contributed to the
looming peril of moral inversion viaethical perfectionism.

b. Dynamo-Objective Coupling. Polanyi finds illustrations of this kind of “moral inversion” in
Marxismand Freudianism. Thedynamo-objectivecoupling occurswhen“Moral passionsare. .. castintheform
of a scientific affirmation.” For example, “both branches of Marxism operate by denying to morality any
intrinsic moral force of itsown . . . yet both appeal in thisvery act to moral passions. . . Any criticism of the
scientific part isrebutted by the moral passions behind it, while any moral objectionsto it are coldly brushed
aside by invoking the inexorable verdict of its scientific findings.”#

Polanyi suggeststhat Freud carries out asimilar bit of moral inversion. Morality asviewed by Freud
in others has Oedipal roots, yet Freud'sown “ scientific” views are justified by the moral passions underlying
them for curing patients of neuroses. Polanyi writes, “A society affiliated to such a network [Marxist or
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Freudian] may be said to maintain a certain standard of ‘factuality’—provided that one acceptsits methods of
fact-finding.” 2

2. VirtueasHuman A chievement in Community. When ethi csisunderstoodintheheuristic perspective
of Polanyi’s post-critical thought, it becomes apparent that virtue asit should be understood in ethicsis not a
static form of goodness or a power for doing the good that residesin individuals or an aspect of character that
inheresin habitual behavior. Whatever virtue humanity is capable of exhibiting isrooted in tradition, human
community, and emergesin the heuristic context of dwelling in and breaking out. Virtueisan ongoing social
achievement.

Polanyi doesnot have adoctrine of original sin but rather aconviction that humanity hasadimension
of incompletenesswithreferenceto moral aspirationaswell asknowing. Reality hasmorality interwovenwithin
it. Virtue, wemay say, isalsorootedinreality. Thepassion for fulfillment resultsin arestlessnessof humanity
that participates in aprocess toward an unknown consummation.

Just asinthe community of science, thereisacheck onwhat individualsmay regard asreal and valid,
so also in palitical and economic community that are checks and balances on power that contribute to moral
development. Boththerestlessness, the aspiration, and theimportance of virtue asdependent upon community
for pervasivewaysof checking and limiting power and sel f-aggrandi zement show thekinship of Polanyi’ spost-
critical philosophy with the federal or covenantal tradition in theology and political thought as found, for
example, in The Federalist Papers, especially those written by James Madison, who studied federal theology
and political philosophy with John Witherspoon at the College of New Jersey.® Thereisalso similarity with
the ethics of Plato asfound in The Republic, in hisnotion of the Good asthe goal of human and divine striving
and also in histreatment of virtue asreflected in “ The Ring of Gyges,”* asresting on the visibility in society
of humans.

3. Liberation. Polanyi’ sview of reality in processof unfolding knowledge and moral developmentis
related to notions of evolution, but not in sense of chance natural selection but rather asaheuristic field luring
all forms of living toward commitment and achievement. More than process, there is, for Polanyi, an
eschatological element present inreality, notinthe senseof “doctrineof last things,” butinthe sensethat Jirgen
Moltmannmeansthat thereisahopeful tel eol ogy builtinto human, historical existence, aswell asnatural reality:

For the emergent noosphereiswholly determined asthat whichwebelieveto betrueandright; itisthe
external pole of our commitments, the service of which isour freedom. It definesafree society asa
fellowshipfostering truth and respecting theright. 1t compriseseverythinginwhichwemay betotally
mistaken.®

Aswereview theentirepast embodiedin our universe, Polanyi suggests, werealizethat therehasbeen
purposive power shaping it, a power we identify with what we ultimately believe, a power bearing the world
toward liberation. The ethics of Polanyi’s post-critical philosophy emerges not with a view of values and
morality rooted merely in human preferences but rather in tradition, culture, community, commitment, and
believed-in reality. The final paragraph of Personal Knowledge displaysthisincredible vision:

So far aswe know, the tiny fragments of the universe embodied in humanity are the only centres of
thought and responsibility inthevisibleworld. If that beso, theappearance of thehuman mind hasbeen
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so far the ultimate stage in the wakening of the world; and al that has gone before, the striving of a
myriad of centresthat havetakentherisksof livingandbelieving, ssemtohaveall been pursuing, along
rival lines, theaim now achieved by usuptothispoint. They areall akintous. For all these centres—
those which led up to our own existence and the far more numerous others which produced different
linesof whichmany areextinct—may beseen engagedinthesameendeavor toward ultimateliberation.
Wemay envisagethenacosmicfieldwhichcalledforthall thesecentresby offeringthemashort-lived,
limited, hazardous opportunity for making some progress of their own towards an unthinkable
consummation. And that isalso, | believe, how a Christian is placed when worshipping God.*

D.Beyond Specialization. Most philosophershave been wary of Polanyi, the majority reluctant even
to grapple with histhought. Not a member of any particular faith community, he felt adeep kinship with the
Christian community. His thought erases the sharp lines of specialization between fields of study. Humans
become participants in a world already underway. Redlity, as he believes in it with universal intent to be
inexhaustible, has ethical meaning at its core. This cosmic processis characterized by an eschatological drive
toward ultimate liberation. And the empowering factor isthe heuristic lure of dissatisfaction:

Theindwelling of the Christian worshipper istherefore acontinued attempt at breaking out,
at casting of f thecondition of man, evenwhilehumbly acknowledgingitsinescapability. Such
indwelling isfulfilled most . . . in the heuristic upsurge which strives to break through the
accepted frameworks of thought, guided by intimations of discoveries still beyond our
horizon. Christian worship sustains, asit were, an eternal, never to be consummated hunch:
aheuristicvision...[and] command: ‘ L ook at theunknown!” Christianity sedulously fosters,
andinasensepermanently satisfies, man’ scraving for mental dissatisfactionby offeringhim
the comfort of a crucified God.*

In this context of commitment and acceptance of responsibility liesthe human sense of calling, with
an understanding including the whole being of humanness. Polanyi affirms the roots of faith and ethicsin
tradition and community, not bound to past dogmasor animpossibleideal of objectivity, but directing humanity
toward an unfolding futurefilled with creativity and anticipation of newnessleading toward ultimateliberation
and unthinkable consummation.

Themostimportant contributionto ethicsof post-critical thought may well berestoring attentiontothe
wholeness of human action and responsibility, rather than having the primary focus on one part or another.
Specialization shatters the comprehensiveness of human living, so that, for example, the separated disciplines
of the university as based on the rationalism of the Enlightenment are ill-equipped to deal with any human
problem. Inasentencethat might have been used at the beginning of thisessay, Polanyi affirmsthat “the study
of man must start with an appreciation of manintheact of making responsibledecisions.”* He sees ethics, not
as an isolated specialty of philosophy or theology, but rather as central to the wholeness of human action in
achieving knowledge and seeking to act responsibly in every sphere of life. Themorality of personal knowing
and the commitments involved are not peripheral but pervade the historical, communal nature of human
existence.

5. Conclusion

Polanyi’ srevolutioninthought touchesevery disciplineand aspect of humanlife, and opensup anew,

comprehensive understanding of ethics. The tacit coefficient makes it clear that ethics pervades al human
18



activity and involves commitment and passion aswell as reason. Ethics represents acomprehensive level of
reality as humans experienceit, not anarrow specialty giving rational ordering to categories of “goodness’ or
analyzing “moral language.” Post-critical thought provides a method for understanding diverse patterns of
ethicsin Western society and around the globe, respecting them without agreeing compl etely with them, and
making it possiblefor themtorelateto and learn from oneancther. Polanyi points out the dangers of excessive
moral passion, and, of central importance, the heuristic lurethat leads usto dwell in tradition in order to break
out into the unfolding, satisfyingly indeterminate, inexhaustible, faithful reality of God.
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Confronting the Minotaur :
Moral Inversion and Polanyi’sMoral Philosophy

D. M. Yeager

ABSTRACT Key Words: Michael Polanyi, moral inversion, ethics, ethnocentrism, skepticism, totalitarian-
ism, tradition, Najder, nihilism, modernity

Moral inversion, thefusion of skepticismand utopianism, isa preoccupying themein Polanyi’ swor k from 1946
onward. In part 1, the author analyzes Polanyi’s complex account of the intellectual developments that are
implicatedinacascade of inversionsinwhich thegood islost through complicated, misguided, and unrealistic
dedication to the good. Parts 2 and 3 then address two of the most basic of the objectionsto Polanyi’ stheory
voiced by Zdzislaw Najder. To Najder’ s complaint that Polanyi isnot clear in hisuse of theterm*“ moral,” the
author repliesthat the pivotal distinction in Polanyi’s moral theory is not the moral against the intellectual,
but the passions against the appetites. In considering Najder’ s complaint that Polanyi’ s argument represents
a naive instance of ethnocentric absolutism, the author undertakes to show Polanyi’s consistency and
per spectival self-awarenessbyfocusing on Polanyi’ saccount of authority and dissent withinatradition, aswell
as on Polanyi’ s treatment of persuasion as a heuristic passion.

Paul Nagy hascharacterized Michael Polanyi as* pre-eminently amoral philosopher” (Nagy 1996, 23).
Thisdescription seemsconsi stent with certainthingsthat Polanyi himself said about hisintentions. InPersonal
Knowledge, for exampl e, hewrotethat hisoppositionto the* universal mechanical interpretation of things” had
asits “ground” his conviction that such an interpretation “impairs man’s moral consciousness’ (PK 153).
Moreover, the argument of Personal Knowledge culminatesin anarrative cel ebration of the emergence out of
aninanimateuniverse, notjust of life, but of lifeformscapabl eof pursuingtheir existenceinmoral responsibility
within the framework of meaning and value provided by the multiple traditions and convivial ordersinwhich
persons participate. The middlethird of The Sudy of Man, Polanyi’s“extension” of theinquiry undertakenin
Personal Knowledge, is given over to “the study of man acting responsibly within the bounds of his human
obligations’ (SM 42). Polanyi’s 1965 essay “On the Modern Mind” occupies itself with addressing “the
challengethat apositivistic empiricism presentstotheexistenceof moral principles’ (mm18). Hispurposethere
istotracethedestruction of and point theway totherecovery of “thegroundsfor our basic[moral] ideals,” ideals
rooted in and constitutive of “the higher intangiblelevels of existence, which apositivistic empiricism refuses
torecognize’ (mm 13, 18). Near the end of The Tacit Dimension, he writes, “| have specifically promised to
findaplacefor moral principlessafefrom self-destruction by aclaimto boundlessself-determination” (TD 85).
Andthe opening of chapter 2 of Meaning complainsthat the“ morally neutral account of all human affairs’ that
continuesto prevail intheacademy constitutesa“ fal se philosophy” which, thoughit may not beable“to destroy
the power of our moral convictions,” nonethel essinevitably entanglesusand our studentsin aweb of reductive
thinking by meansof which“wemust cometo suspect our ownmoral motives’ and“silence” our moral impul ses
(M 23).

Yet to call Polanyi “pre-eminently a moral philosopher” seems initialy to stretch the bounds of
credibility. Nagy restshisclaimontheargument that Polanyi is“amoral philosopher inthe Aristoteliantradition
who anticipated the turn in recent years away from the modern ethics of rulesto the classical ethics of virtue’
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(Nagy 1996, abstract), and one can find strands in Polanyi’s work that prefigure certain much acclaimed
arguments advanced by Alasdair Maclntyre. Y etit seemshard to fault moral philosophersand theologiansfor
being less attentiveto Polanyi’ s contribution than epistemol ogists, social and political theorists, and thosewho
work inthedomain of fundamental theol ogy havebeen. Thereareat | east twoimpedimentsintheway of securing
the sort of hearing for Polanyi among ethicists that would allow us to proceed to abalanced discussion of his
statureasamoral philosopher. First, Polanyi isavery complicated thinker, anditisdifficult to assessthevalue
of histhought for ethicsand moral philosophy without first understanding hisphilosophy of science, hiscritique
of critical philosophy and positivism, hissocial theory, and hisaccount of human knowing. From the point of
view of themoral philosopher, thisisalot of work to do for what |ooksto be, at best, an uncertaingain. Second,
those portionsof Polanyi’ swritingsinwhich heismost obviously making moral argumentstend, it seemstome,
to actively discourage the required investment of time and study, because on an initial reading, they seem
imprecise, mythy, tendentious, ideological, and almost (if not downright) naive.

A casein paointishisanalysis of what he calls“moral inversion,” which may be broadly understood
astheprocessby whichthefusion of scientific skepticism (“ extremecritical lucidity” [ TD 4]) with utopiansocial
aspirations (“intense moral conscience” [TD 4]) produces the dystopia of moral and political nihilism out of
which arisesthe modern totalitarian state, in which theonly principle of social order isabsol ute coercive power
and in which material welfare is embraced as the supreme socia good. The exposure and critique of moral
inversionisaproject towhich Polanyi revertsrepeatedly between 1946 and 1975, and it canfairly be said that
diagnosing this pathology, analyzing its causes, and devising aremedy constitute the social objectivetowhich
his philosophical work is ordered.

In 1968 Zdzisaw Najder published, in the collection Intellect and Hope, an adept, biting, and
comprehensive critique of Polanyi’s discussion of moral inversion. So far as | know, this powerful set of
objections has gone unanswered. Thereis, of course, no way to establish how influential hisessay hasbeenin
discouraging philosophical interest intheethical dimension of Polanyi’ swork, but | do not doubt that Najder’s
reactionisemblematic of theresponseof many readerstothisstrandinPolanyi’ soeuvre—certainly my ownfirst
effort toengageand assessPol anyi’ streatment of moral inversion resultedin dismay and misgivingsthat closely
mirrored Najder’s. To the extent that Polanyi’ sanalysisis meant to provide “ahistorical, social, and political
theory,” Najder faults it for “oversimplification, hasty judgment, and tendentious interpretation of history”
(Najder 1968, 384). According to Najder, Polanyi failsto adequately differentiate Nazism and Stalinism; he
romanticizesand distortsthe social reality of late nineteenth-century Europe; he“ neglects’ “social, economic,
and sociohistorical factors’ (378) and “ never pays attention to social and economic causes of revolutions and
upheavals’ (379); his “pleas for political and moral restraint and moderation sound distinctly conservative”
(382) and his*" conceptual framework remainsthoroughly individualistic or rather, to be more precise, restson
asort of anindividualistic-intellectualistic syndrome” (383). To the extent that Polanyi’ sanalysisis meant to
present a“ conceptual proposal,” “atool to analyze certain problems of morality and moral behavior, of ethical
changeand of masspsychology” (365), Najder faultsitfor lack of focus, aswell aslack of clarity and consistency.
If it is a proposal about psychological processes, “the meaning of the predicate ‘moral’ seems to be rather
difficult to ascertain: what precisely differentiates moral passionsfrom other kinds of passions?’ (367). Ifitis
a proposal about sociohistorical tendencies rather than individual psyches, then Polanyi pays inadequate
attention to what Nagjder calls“the social determinantsof morality” (369). If itisaproposal about axiological
structures, Polanyi isvulnerableto* accusationsof inconsistency and arbitrariness’ (372) becausehesometimes
treats moral commitments as socially grounded professions of faith and other times presentsthem as “eternal
truths.” His position, in the end, is indistinguishable from “ ethnocentric absolutism” (370).
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Najder’s criticisms are all weight-bearing objections and can only be answered (if they can be
answered) by penetrating moredeeply still into thelogic of Polanyi’ sarguments. Thevery gravity of Najder's
complaints suggests that moral inversion is an inauspicious place to begin the work of assessing Polanyi’'s
contribution to moral philosophy. Other aspects of Polanyi’ s thought—histheory of fiduciary commitments,
his analysis of the structure of human judgment, and his insistence that there is no escape from risk—seem
considerably lessproblematic and clearly do haveimplicationsfor ethics. Y et, on hisown terms, we cannot take
him seriously asamoral philosopher without giving sustai ned attention, sooner or | ater, tothe metanarrative he
develops concerning moral inversionin modernity. Sincethisaccount isactually considerably more complex
thanisusually acknowledged, | will beginby reviewingit. Insections2and 3, | will returntoNagjder’ scomplaints
(2) that Polanyi’s use of “moral” and his notion of moral passions remain enigmatic (Najder 1968, 367) and
(2) that Polanyi’s argument offers an unwitting and regrettable example of “ethnocentric absolutism” (370).
Najder’ sother criticismsare equally worthy of attention, but inasmuch asnot all of them can beaddressed here,
| will concentrate on the two that seem most basic.

1. The Process of Moral Inversion

AsPolanyi makesclear at the beginning of “Onthe Modern Mind,” he believesthat ideas matter, that
they have the power to shape the evolution of human history. Itisonly because thought has*“intrinsic power”
that freedom of thought matters.? Ideasare contextually prompted, hegrants, but ideasare not simply symptoms
of and legitimationsfor other social forcesthat actually do the heavy lifting; on the contrary, ideasare asocial
forceintheir own right:

To accept the indeterminacy of knowledge requires, on the contrary [contrary to the
objectivist picture of the “functioning of a mindless knower”], that we accredit a person
entitled to shape his knowing according to his own judgment, unspecifiably. Thisnotion—
applied to man—impliesin itsturn asociology in which the growth of thought is acknowl-
edged as an independent force. And such asociology isadeclaration of loyalty to asociety
inwhich truth is respected and human thought is cultivated for its own sake (PK 264).

Accordingly, when people*“ changetheir minds,” governmentsrise and fall, despotism advances or despotism
collapses(mhr 32, 28). Hisargument concerning moral inversionisaninquiry into Europeanintellectual history
and advances a hypothesis about the way in which the development of certain ideas and the emergence of a
widespread disposition to act on those ideas areimplicated in therise of totalitarian socio-political systemsin
thetwentieth century. Indeed, itishishypothesisthat certain combinationsof ideas, consistently enacted, entail
totalitarian tyranny. Thereis no getting around the fact that Polanyi believes that ideas are an independent,
determining forcein palitical and civic life.

Polanyi also believes that ideas can be correct or incorrect in their bearing on and representation of
social aswell asnatural realities. Incorrectideasyield patternsof action that are, at best, unfruitful. Moreover,
thought constitutes” anautonomouspower” because*truth, justice, and morality haveanintrinsic[if intangibl €]
reality” (mhr 35, 36). It is not, perhaps, easy to see just what this might mean, but it seems pivota to
understanding Polanyi’ sconviction that totalitarian régimes, and the condition of moral inversionthat supports
them, are inherently unstable. Because they invert, misrepresent, and deny real forces, they are riven with
contradictionsandillusionsthat cannot be maintai ned over long periodsof time, evenwhenthey areinstantiated
in comprehensive social systems that provide little purchase for doubt or questioning.
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1.1 INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENTS CONTRIBUTING TO MORAL INVERSION

Polanyi’ s counterintuitive thesis with respect to the rise and dominion of totalitarian régimes (on the
right and the left) isthat the driving power behind these dehumanizing and violently oppressive governments
hasbeen essentially and fanatically moral. Whatever el setheleaders of these movementsmay have been about,
they understood themsel vesto beand, infact, were(in Polanyi’ sjudgment) implementing utopian visionsof the
common good. Polanyi isprobing, then, amoral paradox: namely, that the twentieth century’ s unprecedented
lake of blood had its springs, not in moral decay or complete amorality, but in pathological moralism. The
demonicisnot aforcethat opposesthemoral; itisWestern morality’ sown deepest and, inways, most seductive
temptation. Although thishas presumably been aperpetual danger, inlate modernity, the demonic subversion
of moral intention became nothing | ess than inevitable when certain supporting conditions conspired to defeat
critical moral self-consciousness. The puzzle that totalitarianism presents to him is, thus, the puzzle of how
profound and noble moral aspirations could be so completely twisted and perverted asto result not only inthe
callous forms of dehumanization epitomized by the unthinkable slaughter of millions of citizens by their own
various governments but in the complete subversion of justice, the wholesale sacrifice of freedom, and the
systematic substitution of purposeful liesfor inconvenient truths. These deaths, thissubversion, thissacrifice,
this substitution—these are the worl dly face of moral inversion, and unlike so many others, from Karl Marx to
Karl Polanyi to Zdzislaw Najder, Polanyi believesthat the explanation isto be sought, not in (or not merely in)
economic systemsand socia conflicts, butin Europeanintellectual history. Itisworth reminding ourselves, at
this point, that Polanyi was a gifted Hungarian scientist and intellectual of Jewish background whose family
emigrated from Hungary to escape the antisemitic laws and practices of the forces that occupied Budapest in
1919; in 1933 he left Nazi Germany under similar circumstances. Between 1928 and 1935, he made four
extended tripsto the Soviet Union. He may thus be said to possess a certain indisputabl e authority in speaking
of totalitarian states. Whileit might be argued that heiswrong or one-sided in hisinterpretation, he cannot be
said to be uninformed about the social conditions he seeks to diagnose.

Theintellectual trendsthat he considersrel evant to the rise of totalitarianism are asnumerous astheir
interplay iscomplicated. Thelist must include at |east these devel opments:

. Therise of Western science was closely tied to amechanistic conception of the natural world, which
yielded amechanistic conception of the person, and that, inturn, yielded amaterialist view of politics
and “anaturalistic explanation of . . . moral and social responsibilities’ (tc 41).

. Asthephysical sciencesproceeded from onetriumphto another, theoristssought to apply thescientific
method to studies of the socia order. Wrapped, then, intheauthority of science, theseinterpretations
of political trendsandthesepredictionsof thepolitical and economicfuturecouldrepresent themselves
asobjectively unassail ableempirical accounts, effectively licensing despotism onthe part of thosewho
embraced them.

. Because appreciation of scientifictruthwasnecessarily restricted to ahighly trained élite and because
material contrivancehasawaysbeen soimportant tothephysical well-being of humanity, technol ogy,
which*“requiresthat aninvention shoul d beeconomicandthusachieveamaterial advantage” (PK 177),
gained ascendancy over scientific inquiry and the cultural values that constitute the framework of
science. This gave a distinct boost to an already pervasive utilitarian (means-end; manipulative)
mentality: aright understanding of sciencewasfurther obscured and relations of use, instrumentality,
and control were celebrated.
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The relativization of truth and morals that arose with the decay of belief in reveal ed absolutes and
rationally indubitabl e universals—the awareness of “our own ubiquitous participation in the shaping
of truth” (PK 204)—yielded suspicion of all authorities and a species of moral nihilism (a contempt
for humaneidealsand aninability torespond tothem) at both thepolitical/civicand thepersonal levels.
At the sametime, it created a public eager to embrace the illusion that it would be possible to arrive
at impersonal objectivity (the chief charm of whichwasthecertainty it yielded) by workingwithinthe
rigid constraints of the empirically provable.

Thescientific/rational challengetotraditional formsof social order and authority resultedinsecularism
(distrust of theclergy) and the shift from astatic conception of society toadynamicone. Theideathat
society isprogressing toward ever higher and more adequate forms gained wide acceptance, and“the
deliberate contriving of unlimited social improvement” was elevated to the status of “a dominant
principle” (bn 8).

With the decay of immemoria customs and unquestionable authority, the internal contradictions
between the practice and the rhetoric of any society “professing Christian precepts’ became asource
of social disruption (bn 5).

Whereas morality had once been construed astherestraint of passion and the achievement of serenity
in the face of fate, it began to be understood in terms of the pursuit of (the enabling or enactment of)
the social good; thisproduced “inordinate aspirations’ and opened theway for “moral excess’ (bn 3).
Asotherworldly faithgaveway tothis-worldly enthusiasms, asecul arized chiliastic perfectionismwas
loosed in the civic realm, fanning impatience with the (necessary) compromises of al existing social

ordersandyieldingaruthlessrevolutionary political righteousness. Withthiscametheconvictionthat
the end sought will justify whatever meansare used to achieveit (see especially the description of the
moral zealotry of Russian revolutionaries, mhr 38).

Romanticism (“acomprehensivemovement of thought andfeeling” evoked by “[m]an’ sconsciousness
of himself asasovereignindividual” [bn 8]) gaverisetotheideathat “ man’ smoral responsibility would
besafely groundedinnature” (tc43). Thisled Jean-JacquesRousseal, among others, to distrust society
(authority, culture, and tradition) asaform of corruption and to place great valueonindividuality and
spontaneity. Italsoled,inparallel contrast, totheutilitarianview (particularly inthetheoriesof Claude-
AdrienHelvétiusand Jeremy Bentham) that “ reduced man to abundle of appetitesfeedingthemselves
according to amathematical formula’ (tc 43).

The rise of absolute individualism had the paradoxical result of authorizing the absolute state: “an
outstanding individual isalaw unto himself and may, as astatesman, unscrupul ously impose hiswill

ontherest of theworld” (PK 232). A nation, too, has"theright andtheduty tofulfil its* historicdestiny’

irrespective of moral obligations’ (PK 232; see also SFS 78-79, bn 7ff., M 12).

Whereasfreedom and obligation had been seen asinseparabl e (because freedom was considered to be
afunction of membership in a community, membership which entailed an obligation to a particular
tradition and its values [ SFS 65, 74]), freedom began to be conceived as sovereign individuality and
asareleasefrom social obligation. Revolt, disorder, and meaningless activity cameto be seen asthe
road to freedom (M 23).

Growing social disillusionment and contempt provoked self-conscious immoralism. People with
developed moral sensitivitiesthuspursued and flaunted viciousbehavior “in protest against themoral

shallownessof society” (bn9). Individual sembraced and wereguidedintheir conduct by theview that
“evil may be morally superior to good” (bn 13) because it was honest, natural, authentic, and
untrammeled by discredited social conventions
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A listing of thissort makesit clear that moral inversionisnot being presentedto usasasimpl e, obvious,
and straightforward development. Indeed, my own initial impression that Polanyi’ stheory of moral inversion
istoo speculative or too sketchy to be very convincing seems, in light of such alist, to have arisen because of
the breadth of datathat he undertakes to integrate rather than because his analysisis superficial or smplistic.
Thereis, after all, aconsiderableliterature on nearly al of thesetrends. Andif Polanyi hasnot given usthesort
of detailed and specific analysis of intellectual history that we might have found more persuasive, it may be
becausehecould hardly track them all withthesamelevel of intensity with which he hastraced thedevel opment
and effects of positivistic skepticism.

Itis, moreoever, hisargument that noneof thesetrends, taken by itself, would producemoral inversion.
What isrequired isthe fusion of two or more. In analyzing what fuses with what to produce moral inversion,
Polanyi givesdifferent accountsin different places, but in all of these accounts, we find him combining one of
the trends connected with the devel opment of scientific rationalism into positivistic skepticism with one of the
trends relating to shiftsin and intensifications of civic moral aspiration. Moral inversion requires, to use the
wordsof Harry Prosch, “thetwin devilsof theideal of knowledge asdetached objectivity andtheideal of action
as moral perfectionism” (Prosch 1986, 272).
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Different permutations of elements from the two basic clustersyield the various summary character-
izations of the originsof moral inversion that Polanyi advancesin different places. In Personal Knowledge, he
speaks of the dynamo-objective coupling, by which he meansthat in any given psyche, the dynamic or motive
power of the moral sentimentsis fused with the illusion of scientific certainty provided by false theories of
impersonal, objective knowledge (PK 230). Or in a dlightly different way, the energizing power of moral
indignation fuses with a materialistic and utilitarian “interpretation of morality [which] accuses all moral
sentimentsof hypocrisy” (PK 233). Andinthearenaof public affairs, “high moral dynamism” fuseswith“our
stern critical passion which demands that we see human affairsobjectively, i.e. asamechanistic processin the
Laplacean manner,” or, to put it yet another way, “inordinate . . . moral aspirations’ fuse with a“completely
amoral . . . objectivist outlook” (PK 228). In The Tacit Dimension, he at one point suggests that “ Scientific
skepticism and utopianism had thusfused into anew skeptical fanaticism” (TD 4) and, at another, describesthe
effects of “self-doubt coupled with perfectionism” (TD 87). These passages, and otherslikethem, support the
view that moral inversion occurs only in the interplay of a double infirmity: a pathologically “misguided”
intellectual passion—"a passion for achieving absolutely impersonal knowledge” (PK 142)—entersinto a
symbiotic relationship with a pathological (or at least invidiously “inordinate”) moral passion—the utopian
passion for social perfection. Thereare, however, other passages that look for an explanation, not to some set
of pathologies within the normal framework of Western thought, but in the framework itself. In works at the
beginning and at theend of hisphilosophical career, hesuggeststhat thecontradiction or antinomy hasbeen built
into the Westerntradition of thought fromitsvery inceptionintheimperfect cultural welding of therational and
critical heritage of the Greeks with the moral and prophetic heritage of the Christians. “Modern thought isa
mixture of Christian beliefs and Greek doubts. Christian beliefs and Greek doubts arelogically incompatible
andtheconflict betweenthetwo haskept Westernthought aliveand creative beyond precedent. But thismixture
is an unstable foundation. Modern totalitarianism is a consummation of the conflict between religion and
skepticism” (LL 109-10; reprinted nearly word-for-wordinM 20-21). Itisasif hesupposesthat theintractable
presence of each exposes the other to novel forms of corruption.

Whileit isdifficult to bring all of the pertinent elementsinto alucid comprehensive statement of the
interactions of al these intellectual developments in triggering moral inversion(s), | do not see obvious
contradictionsamongthevariouspartial accounts. That theaccountsof theoriginsof moral inversion(s) should
be variable in this particular way actually contributes to the force that the notion develops when it is closely
studied. Theexperienceisrather like questioning awitnesson multipleoccasions. Theaccount that thewitness
giveschangesasthe questioning probesthe event from different angles, but solong asthewitnessdoesnot give
contradictory accounts, thewitness sability to placethesamestory inmultiplecontextsenhancestheimpression
of reliability, whereas arigid account that could only get at the event by approaching it in one way would give
theimpression of being aninvented story rather than the fruit of many-dimensioned experience. Moreover, if
Polanyi isatal correctinhisanalysis, it must begranted that heistrying totrack exceptionally complex cultural
developmentswhich areinterrelated, overlapping, and mutually reinforcing in countless ways.

1.2 SPURIOUS MORAL INVERSION

Words and beliefs matter because people act on them, but Polanyi acknowledges that it is not
uncommon for there to be some discrepancy between theory and practice. Moreover, important asideas are,
practicesand institutionshavetheir own resistant durability. “[P]eoplecan carry onagreat tradition evenwhile
professing a philosophy which deniesits premisses. For the adherents of agreat tradition are largely unaware
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of their own premisses, which lie deeply embedded in the unconscious foundations of practice” (SFS76). A
scientist canvoiceacompletely wrongtheory of sciencewhilestill managing tofunctionasafineand productive
scientist; likewise, an agent can imbibe and repeat completely false theories of the moral life without ceasing
to do theright thing in situations of concrete moral choice. Taught by the disenchanted to be embarrassed by
thetraditional language of morals, welearnto useother languagefor what wearedoing ethically and politically,
giving afalsematerialistic account of human action and denying that agentshaveany motiveother than material
self-aggrandizement, or pleasure, or power. But evenindoing so, wemight still fail todraw thelogical existential
consequences of these theoretical accounts, or we might be protected from drawing such conclusions by the
existence of ingtitutions incompatible with such conclusions. Such situations constitute spurious moral
inversions. He believesthat arich capacity for thiskind of inconsistency or “suspended logic” iswhat haskept
the Anglo-American world safe, so far, from the menace of totalitarianism.

Because spurious moral inversion involves a contradiction, it represents a dangerously unstable
situation. Thoroughgoingmoral inversionislogically morestablebecauseit bringspersonal conduct and social
arrangementsintolinewiththeaccountsthat aregiven of them.® Theimportation of the corrupted accountsinto
polities which do not already have the protective ingtitutions and practices in place will inevitably produce
complete moral inversion because the community |egislates according to the theories it has embraced astrue.
Moreover, inasmuch as words and ideas are considered by Polanyi to be powerful socia forces, untrue
descriptions of what we are doing are profoundly subversive even in established, stableinstitutional contexts.
In such settings, the impetus toward greater consistency (the passage from spurious moral inversion to actual
moral inversion) comes, ironically, with“agreat upsurge of moral demandson social life” (PK 234). Inperiods
of social crisisand social agitation, social contradictionsare brought into view and exploited. Moreimportant,
whentraditional moral arrangementsandbehaviors, particularly moral restraintsonbehaviors, arechallenged,
their defenders find themselves without any theoretical support, since the regnant accounts explain personal
behavior and social arrangements in terms of power and interest. When new social programs are ardently
advocated and extreme social changeis proposed, existing practices are without defense and are dismissed in
contempt. “When injected into a utilitarian framework it [social dynamism] transmutes both itself and this
framework. Itturnsintothefanatical forceof amachinery of violence. Thisishow moral inversioniscompl eted:
man masked as a beast turnsinto a Minotaur” (PK 235; see also 268).

1.3 THE MAKING OF THE MINOTAUR

Y et two questions suggest themselves: Why should the fusion produce a devouring monster, rather
than, say, a bungling and inefficient bureaucracy? And if positivistic skepticism functions so efficiently to
evacuate the political realm of all moral scruples and content, why not say simply that the rise of totalitarian
savagery is, aspeopleintuitively believe, anindex of the abandonment of morality, rather than insisting on the
paradox of morality running amuck? |n considering these questions, we need to examinein more careful detail
at least one of his accounts of the process of inversion. Since Personal Knowledge offers the most
comprehensively devel oped statement of Polanyi’ s philosophy, it makes sense to examinethe version that we
find there, and | want to look less at the actual passages that invoke the term “moral inversion” (the last six
sectionsof chapter 7, “ Conviviaity”) than at threeearlier argumentsthat put in placethegroundwork uponwhich
the summary discussion of moral inversion relies. All three preliminary considerations explore the roots of
“[t]he moral appeal of a declared contempt for moral scruples’ (PK 235).
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1.3.1 The LaPlacean ideal of knowledge

Toward the end of the subsection “Scientific Value,” in chapter 6, “Intellectual Passions,” Polanyi
discussesat somelengththe“Laplacean delusion” or “fallacy” (141). This“fallacy” has multiple dimensions,
but for our purposes can be summarized as* aconception of science pursuing theideal of absolute detachment
by representing theworldintermsof itsexactly determined particulars’ (139), together with theconvictionthat
anadeguateknowledgeof theseentitiesandthenatural (that s, physical) forcesthat “ animate” themwouldyield
“acompletescientificknowledgeof theuniverse” (140). Laplace, by “ substituting” theillusion of “aknowledge
of al experience” for what was, in fact, nothing but “aknowledge of all atomic data,” set in motion the chain
of (self-)deceptionsthat produced “ amechanistic world view” (141). Thisconceptual development, grounded
inaprofound error of oversimplification, constituted a“ menace” not only to scienceitself but alsoto “cultural
values.” Captivated by the “Laplacean ideal of knowledge,” subsequent thinkers derived from it a widely
accepted “ conception of man” which was used to guide “the conduct of human affairs’ (141). A mechanistic
conception of theworld thusyiel ded amechani stic conception of thepersonwhichinturnyieldedamaterialistic
view of palitics. Thispersisting materialistic view of politicshastwo dimensions. Inthefirst placeit produces
acynical and distrustful view of the nature of politics and governance: “ Its reductive programme, applied to
politics, entailsthe ideathat political action is necessarily shaped by force, motivated by greed and fear, with
morality used asascreentodeludethevictims’ (141). Inthesecond place, it altersthe conception of the highest
public good, teaching that “material welfare and the establishment of an unlimited power for imposing the
conditions of material welfare are the supreme good” (142).

Asmaterial welfareiselevated, other goods, such asscientific valuesand variousformsof liberty, are
subordinated, deval ued, and even suppressed. Thuswearriveat the paradox that aline of interpretation arising
from the operation of intellectual passion, specificaly, the “passion for achieving absolutely impersonal
knowledge’ (142), hasthe consequenceof discrediting theintellectual passionsandthearti cul atesystemswhich
they express and reinforce. This destruction of intellectual passion by intellectual passion is possible only
because theintellectual passion that drivesthe processisa“misguided” one, apassion hell-bent on achieving
afallaciousobjective. Thatitismisguidedisshownby thefactthatit destroysitsvery base, andthisleadsPolanyi
to articulate “a criterion of consistency” for assessing theories of human nature and human society: “our
conceptionsof man and human soci ety must be such asto account for man’ sfaculty informing theseconceptions
and to authorize the cultivation of thisfaculty within society” (142).

Thispassageisimportant to aconsideration of moral inversion becauseit introducesthe separation of
passionsfrom the objectivesthey seek to achieve. 1t alsoisoneof thesimpler and cleaner accountsof thesocial
degeneration Polanyi is exercised to reverse. But one of the most interesting things about this passage isthat
heintroduces" moral aspirations’ into thisdevelopmental portrait eventhough they do not seemat all necessary
to the portrait of, and critique of, reductive materialism that | have just summarized. Into the paragraph
describing the reconceptualization of the highest public good, he interjects, “But our age overflows with
inordinatemoral aspirations. By absorbingthiszeal theobjectivesof power and wealth acquireamoral sanctity
which, added to their supposed scientific necessity, enforces their acceptance as man’s supreme and total
destiny” (142).

Thisobservationprefigures, of course, thefusionthatischaracteristic of the processof moral inversion,
but its apparent gratuitousness in this particular passage invites a deeper probing of histhought. Clearly he
believes that the moral |egitimation of increasingly reductive accounts of human activity, the aura of “moral
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sanctity,” is not adventitious; neither doesit tag along after changes driven by other forces. | began section 1
by drawingattentionto Polanyi'sconvictionthat ideasdirectly influencethecourseof history, but obviously they
caninfluencehistory only whenthey are acted upon. The motivesthat impel action and sustain citizensthrough
the dislocations of social rearrangements are not intrinsic to the ideas themsel ves; otherwise, spurious moral
inversionwould not be possible. Thus, when we set the passagein question in the context of other components
of hisargument, we can begin to see at | east three plausibl e reasonsfor hisintroduction of areferenceto moral
aspirationsinto his cognitive account of the extension of reductive materialism into political philosophy.

1. A cognitive adjustment that can betracked explicitly hasatacit dimension that can only be
described obliquely. Elsewhere in the book he notes that the success of communication,
despite al its specific stumblesand fumbles, arises out of “[t]he interpersonal coincidence
of tacit judgments,” acoincidencethat is* primordially continuouswith the muteinteraction
of powerful emations’ (PK 205). If thisistrue of communication, how much moretrue must
it be of our capacity for joint action. Our cognitivelifeaspersonal knowershassubterranean
springsin emation, and the mystery of agency lies hidden in the vibrant turmoil of volition,
desire, need, interestedness, and lovethat impelsusinto motion. Itisone of thefaultsof the
descendants of LaPlace that they refuse to credit any such bodily grounding of inquiry, let
alone knowledge, and Polanyi’ swork suggeststhat it is one of theironies of history that the
triumph of the LaPlacean vision of the polis was powered by itsinfusion with passions and
aspirationsthat it denied.

2. Thereordering of social goods generated by Laplacean universal mechanics was not, in
Polanyi’ sview, anything like the neutral cognitive“revaluation” that Najder conceivesit to
have been. It was areconceptualization freighted with authority and commanding extraor-
dinary sacrifices. It was, in hisjudgment, the paradoxical combination of alleged scientific
inevitability and“moral sanctity” that authorizeditsministerstoexercisethefull forceof their
power in antidemocratic, violent, and totalitarian strategies for realizing an impoverished
social order, which was, in perfect good conscience, represented by zealots as a“ destiny.”
Only this could explain why in totalitarian states, the exercise of coercive power is often
supplemented by patently moral denunciations of any deviation in thought or action as
“irresponsible, selfish, immoral” (PK 180).

3. Parallel totheirony of intell ectual passionsthat destroy their own foundations, istheirony
of moral aspirations that motivate action that yields not a better, more just social order, but
aworse, lessjust one. On the LaPlacean reading of the human situation, political actionis
supposed to be “ shaped by force, motivated by greed and fear” (PK 141), completely shorn
of any authentic moral inspiration, yet examined honestly, it seems, in fact, to have been
driven, as a political program, by a conception of the good and a profound sense of social
responsibility.

Reverting later in the same chapter to this* materialistic outlook paradoxically imbued by inordinate

moral aspirations,” he suggests that by this means “the materialistic interpretation of culture [became] a

disguised imperative” (PK 180). Thisexposesfor ustheimportant fact that moral inversionsareactually of (at

least) two kinds. In addition to the open “moral appeal of immorality” (PK 232), whichismost pronouncedin

the various explicitly nihilistic philosophies (particularly German Romantic nihilism), there are also covert
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situations in which moral discourse and moral concern appear to disappear altogether from the public arena,
having been driven, so to speak, underground. Morality, ashamed of itself and publically denied, continuesto
function, adopting the col oration of scientific statement or some other disguise. Thispictureislater reaffirmed
wherehewrites, “ For when open professionsof thegreat moral passionsanimating afreesociety arediscredited
as specious or utopian, its dynamism will tend to be transformed into the hidden driving force of a political
machine, whichisthen proclaimed asinherently right and granted absol ute dominion over thought” (PK 214).

Hiddenmoral passionsarethebreeding ground of fanaticism. Ashesaysin“Beyond Nihilism,” moral
passionsthat aretorn from their proper objects or forced into disguised expression cannot “ speak in their own
voiceand arenolonger accessibleto moral arguments” (bn 17-18). Wereit only amatter of deception, of moral
motive having to expressitself inan alienidiom, thesituation “would perhapsbe merely pitiful” (PK 231). But
the transposition changes the passion in question. It becomes “an isolated passion, inaccessible to moral
considerations’ (PK 231). In other words, the energy and commitment becomeimmuneto public criticism, to
self-conscious review, and, perhaps most importantly, to any form of restraint. “[A] dogmatic orthodoxy can
bekeptin check bothinternally and externally, whileacreedinvertedinto ascienceisboth blind and deceptive”
(PK 268).

1.3.2 Self-set standards and moral doubt

At the beginning of chapter 7, “Conviviality,” Polanyi sets the “civic predicament” (PK 204) in a
different frame. Herehebeginsby reflecting ontheanxiety producedintheindividual knower when sheabsorbs
thefact that her convictions, which she holdsto be true and upon which she acts, sometimesirreversibly, have
been acquired in a particular social location at a particular time from particular fallible peers, teachers, and
authorities. Thisanxiety ispartly afunction of thehistoricists' dismantling of revealed andrational “truth,” but
it isimportant to see that the anxiety isalso, to some large degree, the result of the unreasonable standards for
judging knowledge that have been invented by critical philosophy. In any case, suffering from “the internal
insecurity of self-set standards’ (211), sheis vulnerable to adouble danger: on the one hand, her convictions
suddenly appear to be mindless conventionsthat have been foisted upon her by othersfor their own purposeand
convenience. Onthe other hand, to the extent that she can still feel that her commitmentsare her own at all, her
convictions are bound to seem subjective, arbitrary, and capricious (203).

This personal disquiet, pressing toward relativism and provoking self-distrust, is socially magnified
into awholesal e suspicion of authority:

At al points where men in authority are seen to impose on othersintellectual valueswhich
onreflection may cometo appear adventitious, thejustification of thisauthority may becalled
in question. The exercise of authority will tend to appear as bigoted or as hypocritica, if it
asserts as universal what is actually parochial.

Thusthe disturbance of our own convictions, caused by the sight of our own ubiquitous
participation in the shaping of truth, will expand into a civic predicament (203-4).

Thisgivesus, again, a picture of social distrust, public cynicism, and political decay, but the account
isdifferent. Aswe have seen, in chapter 6 Polanyi argues that a reductive view of the human person and a
materialist account of social activity produces a cynical and distrustful view of the nature of politics and
governance:; “Its reductive programme, applied to politics, entails the idea that political action is necessarily
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shaped by force, motivated by greed and fear, with morality used asascreen to deludethevictims’ (141). But
here, at the beginning of chapter 7, the cynical and distrustful view of the nature of politics and governanceis
shown to arise out of the conundrum produced not by what Polanyi judges to be a wrong understanding of
knowledgebut by what heconsidersto bebasically aright understanding of knowledge. If werundowntheroad
prepared by adeluded conception of perfectly objective, empirically bound knowledge, we arrive at aview of
politicsasamoral—aroughand unrestrained conflict of power, aimedat survival anddominance. If werundown
theroad prepared for us by the sociology of knowledge, wealso seemto arriveat aview of politicsasan amoral
realm where the clever and powerful manipulate socia arrangements for their own advantage and where the
weak and victimized have no protection and no court of appeal.

1.3.3 The inevitability of imperfection

In“Two Kindsof Culture,” asubsequent subsection of chapter 7, Polanyi offersathird account of the
originsof suspicion of politicsand governing authorities, and thisaccount isthe most fundamental. Hereheis
writing, not about pathologies that might be cured, but about the human condition itself, as he understandsiit.
Thought and action in the civic realm, even when pursued freely, must necessarily be pursued on aplatform of
threecivicingtitutions: “grouployalty, property andpower” (215). Thesearethecivicinstitutionsthat establish
social cohesion, ensurethewherewithal for individual sto sustain their lives, and defend the community andits
property against various external and internal threats. Theseinstitutions, however essential to the existence of
afunctional society, arenot particularly appealingmorally: “loyalty isparochial, property appetitiveand public
authority violent” (215). Inother words, the* civic pol€” of cultureis* essentially at variancewiththeuniversal
intent of intellectual or moral standards’ (215). So moral aspirationswill always overleap civic redlities, and
the more ambitious and unequivocal these aspirations are, the more dissatisfied their proponentswill be with
social reality. “[I]nacritical age, thisintertwining of civic exigencies with theideals of morality will remain
precarious’ (215-16).

This socia realism is all of a piece with his remarks elsewhere (usually in the context of explicit
considerations of moral inversion) concerning the revol ution-breeding aversion of the morally righteousto the
apparent hypocrisy of régimesthat espouse valuesthat they do not practice. But it worksinthe other direction,
too, and it is this other direction that Polanyi underlines in the discussion in “Two Kinds of Culture.” The
discrepancy betweenmoral ideal sand social requirementscan makemoral criticism seem alternately unreason-
ably utopian and cynically self-serving. “The genuineness of moral standardswill be rendered suspect wheniit
isrealizedthat they areupheld by force, based on property andimbuedwithlocal loyalty. . . . Morality will then
be [perceived to be] reduced to amere ideology” (216).*

Social life, even under the best of circumstances, will always present us with an impure mix of moral
ideals and amoral exigencies. Thus, Polanyi speaks of “the eternally menacing discrepancy between the
universalist claims of morality and its actual dependence on power and profit” (231). And at the end of the
chapter “Conviviality,” hecallsthistheinherently unstablelogicthat isbuiltinto afreesociety. Thereasonthat
social reality cannot beotherwiseissuccinctly specified toward theend of The Tacit Dimensionwhereheprobes
“thelogic by which successivelevelsof reality arerelated to each other” (TD 85). Every level of reality leaves
open possihilities, “boundary conditions,” that are closed by operational principles at the next level, but what
ispossibleat thehigher levelsislimited by thelower ones: “ All our higher principlesmust rely for their working
onalower level of reality and thisnecessarily setslimitstotheir scope” (TD 85). Atonelevel of reality, wefind
society “asan organization of power and profit” (TD 86). Assuch, it leaves many decisionsand arrangements
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open to determination by higher (that is, less materially determined) moral principles like justice and
beneficence, but it remainswhat it is; amaterial system for securing material well-being. Accordingly, “moral
progress can be achieve only within the medium of a society operating by the exercise of power and aiming at
material advantages’ (TD 86). Thismakesit clear why “inordinate endeavors’ (TD 85) are misconceived and
boundtofail. Atthesametime,itisequally misguided to resolvethetension by declaring moral aspirationsto
befanciful delusions. Though thelower levelsof reality set limitsto the scope of moral aspiration, it does not
follow that our aspirationsare reducible to theforcesthat limit them. Wefail equally by refusing to recognize
limits or by denying the operation of “transcendent values.” And, curiously, both failures produce the same
result: apolitical space evacuated of operational moral purposes and restraints.

Inthefinal paragraph of The Tacit Dimension, he observesthat “[m]en need apurpose which bearson
eternity.” Thisfollows, hebelieves, fromtheevol utionary “ cosmicemergenceof meaning” that hehastraced—
human beings, unlikelower animal's, cannot be* satisfied with abrief existence” (TD 92). Heoffers“truth” and
“our ideals’ asthe objectsthat can satisfy thishunger and concludes“ this might be enough, if wecould ever be
satisfied with our manifest moral shortcomingsand withasociety which hassuch shortcomingsfatally involved
initsworkings’ (TD 92). Itisthefailureto adjust to thisreality that has been half of the fatal fusion producing
totalitarian horrors.

1.3.4 The Minotaur at the center of the maze

Thesethreeaccountsconvergein portraying the devel opment of aconception of thepublicrealmfrom
whichmoral ideals, moral motives, and moral restraintshave been banished. Eventhough thisconception does
not accurately represent civicreality (inwhichmora motivesandinterestscontinueto operate, but haveadopted
displaced forms of expression), public life has been distorted and impaired by being so conceived. The most
significant inversion isthe subordination of thought to power, aninversion that becomesincreasing lethal asa
polity approaches*” the complete subordination of all thought to the service of one specific centreof power” (PK
243). When thisinversion is coupled with the unleashing of fanaticism and the absence of any recognition of
limits and moral restraints, the Minotaur is born: awily and dangerous monster with abull’shead onaman’s
body, that devours human beings.

Moral inversion is not one thing, but a cascade of paradoxical inversionsthat break upon us. Taken
together, they havethe potential to bring to an end the culture and civilization that arose out of the Renaissance
and Enlightenment in Europe. Inthe name of socia well-being, society isimmeasurably impoverished. Inthe
nameof social justice, justiceistrampled upon. Inthenameof self-determination, self-determinationisdenied.
Inthename of freedom, freedomislost. Inthename of morality, immorality iscelebrated. Inthenameof truth,
thepossibility of arriving at truthisdenied. Inthenameof the highest moral aspirations, theWest descendsinto
“soul-destroying tyrannies’ (PK 265). Liberalismisdevoured by her own children, and the Enlightenment is
by the Enlightenment destroyed.

Y et this destructive movement, this process of cultural deformation, does not appear to Polanyi to be
inevitableorirreversible. It hasnot resulted becauseliberalismissome* deception of vaindesires.” Ithascome
about in the first place through wrong ideas that can, with effort, be set right. But, more fundamentally, the
processisrooted in the pathos of deluded hope. Persons aspire to more than the human condition can supply.
Attheroot of moral inversionisadenia of humanreality, abasic blindnessor self-deception or antirealism that
renders our aspirations demonic. It happens when we seek the certainty guaranteed by absolute impersonal
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knowledge, refusing to recognize our personal participation in all our acts of knowing. It happens when we
aspire to a political world free of the operations of interest, power, and possession. And it happens when we
reject our flawed and contradictory social traditions in the ardor of self-determination.®

2. The Meaning of “Moral”

Having familiarized ourselveswith the complexity of Polanyi’ s consideration of moral inversion, we
can now return to Najder’s criticisms. He notes that it is not clear whether the frame of reference for moral
inversion is psychological, sociological, or axiological—or all three at once. Looked at as a contribution to
moral psychology, Polanyi’ sproposal advancesat least two claims—theclaimthat “moral forces[are] primary
motives of man” (PK 234) and the claim that moral passions are separable from moral ideals—that raise
guestions about how he isusing theterm “moral”:

Polanyi assumesal sothat moral passionsareinherentinall men—whilemoral idealsarenot:
thisseparability of the sphere of passionsfrom the sphere of idealsforms, in fact, the core of
“moral inversion.” AccordingtoPolanyi, men can preserveand exercisetheir moral passions
while shedding moral ideas for the sake of “immorality.” Seeninthislight, the meaning of
the predicate “moral” seemsto berather difficult to ascertain: what precisely differentiates
moral passions from other kinds of passions? (Najder 1968, 367).

If theconcept of moral inversionislooked at, instead, asacontribution to sociological analysis, hisuse
of “moral” becomes problematic from another point of view. Toanalyzetemporal changesor cultural contrasts
in ethical conduct or moral beliefs, sociology requires“aneutral concept of ‘the moral’” (Najder 1968, 369).
The sociological usage of “mora” needs to be neutral in the sense of designating a particular domain of
interpersonal behavior in which praise and blame of a certain sort are appropriately apportioned, but, Najder
complains, Polanyi’ suseof “moral” seemsawaystomean“morally commendable.” Sociological and historical
studies of ethical change a so require aconception of “moral” that is neutral in asecond way. The concept of
themoral that isbeing used to understand moral change should not beaconcept of themoral thatischaracteristic
of only one of the stagesinthe process of changethat isbeing studied. Hence, amore careful sociol ogist would
treat the changes Polanyi studies as“‘ moral revaluation’—a shift from one system to another” (Najder 1968,
373), rather than treating them asachallengeor “ crisis’ or “inversion.” Najder faults Polanyi’ suse of “moral”
on the grounds that it is always evaluative and never simply descriptive.

Najder has put hisfinger on several fundamental features of Polanyi’s approach. Thereisasensein
which Polanyi, in concert with his sustained attack on the fact/value dichotomy, has dissolved the notion of a
distinctively “moral” realm of human activity. Polanyi isalso, again by reason of thereorientation characteristic
of hisentire philosophical program, deeply skeptical of the proposal that anyone can generate aneutral sense
of “moral.” Intheremainder of thissection, | will examine hisnotion of moral passions, trying to clarify what
hedoesand doesnot mean by thepredicate” moral” when heiswriting about moral passionsand moral inversion.
Insection 3, | will returnto the question of moral neutrality inthe evaluation of beliefs, teachings, and conduct
relating to social well being.
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2.1 AGENCY, APPETITES, AND PASSIONS

Polanyi places “passions’ among the “pervasive conditions’ that “pervade the whole person” (PK
300). Some of these pervasive conditions are purely passive, that is, they do not involve commitment/
affirmation, but some are “ actively entered upon” (PK 312), in adeployment of commitment and affirmation.
Bodily feelingssuch aspain, tiredness, or boredom are both pervasively bodily and mental, but they involveno
action, commitment, or affirmation. These are pervasive statesthat we simply “endure.” In such experiences,
“thepersonal inus’ isnot engaged; the conditionisapurely subjectiveone. Pervasivefeelingsof pleasurecan
be equally passive, though they are enjoyed rather than suffered. Appetites constitute amotive toward action;
the satisfaction of the appetites therefore “entail[s] amanner of commitment” (300). The moment we seek to
achieve something by action, we “[submit] to requirements’ that we acknowledge to be “independent” of
ourselves (300). But the appetites are the lowest and least personal of those pervasive conditions that, being
“actively entered upon,” involveaffirmation or commitment. Passionsbelongtoalevel abovetheappetites, but
passions and appetites do have many common characteristics. Both areforms of centered striving that rest on
“innate sentience and alertness,” “ purpose and attention” (PK 96). Both are pre-articulate cravingsthat impel
acreatureinto action, being “ self-moving and sel f-satisfying impulses’ (PK 96). Both share*the same pointed
character” (PK 172), that is, both areintentional or directed forms of striving. Both invoke self-set standards
sinceit isthe satisfaction of the agent herself which marksthe end of striving.

A mental passion is, as it were, a vector extending from a proximate root in my bodily being to an
objectivethat | seek. Atitsproximateroot, it isacommunally engendered emotion or amotive—that is, itis
a directed longing or desire, a power of acting toward achievement, an impelling of my person toward an
anticipated but as yet unreal state of affairs. As such, mental passions, like appetites, belong to the tacit
dimension of my being; no fully explicit account of them can be rendered. When we speak of persons, this
unsayable motive power, this agency, is part of what we are speaking about.

But if thereisacontinuum to be traced between appetites and the “higher intellectual cravings’ (PK
96), therearea so disjunctivedifferences. Intentionally and actively in movement towarditsobjective, amental
passion encompasses agoal or ideal, which isaself-set or personally affirmed standard of excellencereceived
from the practice of an established community. Moral and intellectual passions alike can be misbegotten or
misdirected. Itispossiblefor them to be misbegotten or misdirected precisely because they are not appetites.

Thefollowingtableof differencesisderived primarily from Polanyi’ scomparison of theappetitesand
theintellectual passionsin Personal Knowledge. Sofar as| can see, themoral passionsdiffer fromtheappetites
in the same ways, a fact which Polanyi seems to acknowledge in The Study of Man, where he uses the more
comprehensiveterm“mental passions’ indifferentiating our strictly personal powersfromtheappetitivedrives
that are also present in animals. The passionate and the personal are very closely linked (PK 77-78), and the
table suggests why that is so.
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APPETITES

MENTAL PASSIONS

Bodily emotions

“Mental interests’ (PK 174); “the essentia restlessness of
the human mind” (PK 196)

Self-centered drives

Responsible commitment (SM 67); “Heurisitc cravings’
(PK 129); “heuristic endeavors’ (PK 389)

Lower, or more basic, interests

Transpersona higher purposes

Self-satisfaction; self-fulfillment

Self-modification; self-transcendence

Body as an instrument of self-indulgence (PK 395)

Body as a condition of the person’s calling (PK 395)

Predominately innate; we are equipped with perception,
“motoricity,” and appetites by nature

Acquired by education

Shared with animals

Not shared with animals

Private

Public: “they delight in cherishing something external to us,
for itsown sake” (PK 174)

Objects sought are instrumentally good

Objects sought are intrinsically good

Subjective in the sense of being “guided by standards of
private satisfaction” (PK 174)

Oriented toward “fulfilling universal obligations’
(because satisfaction requires upholding the larger
articulate framework from which the standards of
excellence are derived) (PK 174)

Self-centered individuality” (PK 395, SM 77)

“Responsible personhood of thoughtful man” (PK 395)

Requiring no framework of articulation and being far
older than such frameworks; “ mute exploration” leading
to “mute satisfaction” (PK 99)

“attached to an articulate framework” (PK 173)

Do not imply any “affirmation . . . about anything
outside himself” (PK 172)

Do imply an affirmation of something outside the inquirer

Satisfaction “terminates the situation which evoked
them [the activities]” (PK 173).

“Intellectual passions perpetuate themselves by their
fulfillment” (PK 173), at least partly because mind
continually calls into question previously achieved
satisfactions (PK 196)

Satisfaction consumes or “monopolizes’ the objects which
gratify it, thus creating a scarcity of objects offering
gratification.

Satisfaction of the passion “enrich[es] the mind of

al” by enhancing the availability of what satisfies,

“the gratification of mental passions creates objects
destined to gratify the same passionsin others’ (SM 60).

What satisfies the drive is a source of gratification only

What satisfies the passion is both a source of (personal)
gratification and “a voice which commands respect”; thus,
yielding to these passionsis an effort “to become more
satisfying to ourselves’ and is an acceptance of obligation
(PK 174).

The appetite is aimed at the satisfaction of the agent only.

The agent seeks an achievement that will be “satisfying and
compelling both for himself and everybody else” (PK 301).

Control, contrivance, and manipulation

Trust, surrender, dedication, and service
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Thereareseveral thingsto benoticed here. Thepassionsariseasafunction of thehuman devel opment
of symbol systems enabling speech and writing. Whereas the appetites are grounded in our existence as
biological animals and seek nothing but their own surcease in bodily satisfaction (whether the satisfaction of
release or the satisfaction of fulfillment), the passions belong to a higher emergent level and are distinctively
human and personal. The passions haveto do with alayer of reality that is essentially asocial construction, a
layer of reality which comesinto being only insofar asour complex symbol systemsenableusto enactinto being
institutionsand practices—an entire convivial order—that, while being contingent upon materiality, cannot be
reduced to material conditions. “Thearticulate life of man’smind is his specific contribution to the universe;
by the invention of symbolic forms man has given birth and lasting existence to thought” (PK 264-65). The
transgenerational character of these systems of thought explainshow it isthat we can say both that we are their
authorsandthat they “ have power to control our ownthought” (PK 265). They are, moreover, malleablesystems,
andwestandinacritical relationtothemintwo senses. First, wearenot passively shaped by them but actively
accredit their authority. “ They speak to usand convinceus, anditisprecisely intheir power over our ownminds
that we recognize their justification and their claim to universal acceptance” (PK 265). Second, by our own
appropriation of and original thought within these systems, we alter what we then convey to the rising
generations.

A secondthingto noticeisthat whiletheappetitesarewhat wemight properly called subjective(intheir
arising, their manifestations, andtheir satisfaction), intellectual and moral passions, being afunction of ashared
tradition or articulate framework, are not. Mental cravingsarelearned cravings. To pursue the satisfaction of
such cravingsisto endorsethe social reality of which their objectsform anintegral part. What will satisfy the
cravingsis aso learned from others, and what satisfies the craving is not an internal state in the agent, but a
“public” achievement that further strengthens the practices, tradition, and interpersonal web which awakened
the craving in thefirst place. The standards of achievement are self-set in two senses. Insofar asthislayer of
reality isahuman construction, thestandardsof excellenceintrinsictoit arein somedeep senseahumancreation,
having no grounding in the cosmos apart from being the achievement of human consciousness which isitself
an achievement of the cosmos. The particular agent internalizesthese standards by dwelling in the framework
provided by the articulate system and by being guided by the preceding generation(s) of practitioners. Y et the
processof internalizationisnot somesort of passiveimprinting or mechanical conditioning; rather, itisanactive
affirmation and commitment by which the agent accepts and endorseswhat isgiven asworthy of reverenceand
commitment. Asaresult, what the individual seeks as personally satisfying will also be what reinforces and
builds up the socia reality of which those cravings are a part.

And third, the very notion of “ satisfaction” changes dramatically aswe pass from the appetitesto the
passions. The creature eats and isno longer hungry. What is eaten is no longer available to satisfy any other
creature. Thereis, then, a sense in which the appetites are decisively self-limiting and necessarily involve a
struggle for competitive advantage. But the situation is quite different with mental passions. The passionsare
never satiated by achievement; they never cometoan end. Atthesametime, their exercise never depletestheir
environment but always enriches it. Even the dissent of experienced practitioners builds up the shared
framework of aprofession as effectively aswork that adheresto established standards and interpretations. Y et
this“environment” isstrangely fragile; the articul ate system has no reality apart from human memory and the
acts that maintain the system of practices. In thiswork of maintenance, achievements of small compass are
comparable in importance to works of genius.
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Appetitesand passionsbel ong, then, to different levelsintheperson. Thetwolevelsinteract: “[d]esire
and emotion may educate our intelligence, asthey do when we grow up to sexual maturity and parenthood; and
thereverse may happen when we control and refashion our appetitesin conformity to social custom” (PK 320).
However, appetites and passions can and do conflict. Ashe pointsout in The Study of Man, the objects of the
mental passions (“ nobleactions, worksof art or science”) “ serveno material need, but demand, onthecontrary,
material sacrifices’ (SM 86). Itisthisconflict that createsthelogical spaceinwhichit ispossibleto speak of
“self-compulsion”; one dimension of the self must giveway to another. Our way of resolving such conflictsis
probably the primary determinant of personality and character.

All of this helps us see what makes a person different from the beast to which a human being would
bereducedintheabsenceof sucharticulatesystems. Y etit seemstodolittleto clarify what hemeansby “moral”
or what differentiatesthemoral fromtheintellectual passions. Habitationinacommunity andtrusting reception
of atradition (or, actually, habitation in multiple communities and reception of arich variety of traditions) are
thus the sine qua non of distinctively personal knowing, seeking, and acting. From this we can begin to
appreciate several important features of Polanyi’s conception of “moral.” The moral is not grounded pre-
culturally in bodily nature or aninnate“moral sense.” Ego-centeredindividuality and self-fulfillment have no
part in morality, but constitute its contrast. What is thought to be moral cannot be conceived apart from
obligations defined by aconvivia order. Moral practiceinvolves sacrificesand self-transcendence. Yet al of
these characteristics can also be said to apply to the pursuit of science and the fashioning of fineviolinsand the
evaluation of student term papers. We have not, then, yet arrived at the distinctive meaning “moral” carriesin
Polanyi’ swork.

2.2 THE RELATION OF THE INTELLECTUAL AND MORAL PASSIONS

Polanyi makes no clear distinction between theintellectual and the moral passions. Both are* mental
passions’; both are“fiduciary passions’ (PK 303). In Personal Knowledge, herefersto the passion for justice
asanintellectual passion (PK 309), and surely if any of thepassionsaremoral passionsitisthepassionforjustice.
His lists of moral passions sometimes include the passion for truth. He writes that “[m]oral judgments are
appraisalsand assuchareakintointellectual valuations’ (214), andwhen, in“ Conviviality,” heturnsexplicitly
to mora aspirations, he introduces them as “an extension of [the person’s] more specifically intellectual
passions’ (PK 214). Oncehehasdiscarded critical philosophy’ sseparation of knowledgefrom eval uation, truth
becomes the bearer of value, knowledge claims instantiate appraisals, and moral judgments cannot be
considered apart from the perceptions, interpretations, and background understanding out of which such
judgmentsareformed. Thedistinction between truth and rightnessis permanently blurred: “ The acts of doing
and knowing, the valuation and the understanding of meanings, are thus seento beonly different aspectsof the
act of extending our person into the subsidiary awareness of particulars which compose awhole” (65).

Why, then, does he not altogether discard the distinction between the intellectual and the moral?
Although hedoesnot say, | think hisreasonsarepartly conventional and partly conceptual. Ontheconventional
side, we have arough and ready distinction between the moral and the intellectual that functions as part of our
“common sense.” Even if valuation and understanding are “different aspects’ of a single sort of act, it is
conventional and probably important to recognizethat difference withinthe act of personal extension. Wecan
honor a generalized separation between “codes of behavior” and “forms of knowledge” (333) without
introducing an unbridgeabl e chasm betweenthe practical and thespecul ative. Moreover, somemotivationsand
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some obj ectivesand some goods seem particularly important in the civic realm, and when Polanyi writes about
the moral passions, he is almost always writing about the civic realm: the passions he recognizes as moral
passions are predominantly the passions for justice, brotherhood, equality, and freedom.

Nonethel ess, Polanyi’ s continuing use of the distinction between the moral and theintellectionisnot
simply abow inthedirection of common sense. He seemsto usethe notion of moral passion to uncover layers
of motivationthat are deeper than consciousvolition andinterests, motivationsthat we might nameasthe power
of loveand devotion. Itishard to cite conclusive support for this claim, but when he writes of moral passions
in “Beyond Nihilism,” he speaks of “afierce passion for humanity” (bn 6), “that sublime and sacred love of
humanity,” the “deep horror of tyranny,” the “ compassionate zeal for the oppressed,” and the “ sacred love of
thefatherland” (bn 14). Thesearemotivationsof asort that can make bearabl e supreme self-sacrifice; they are
motivationsthat therefore open onthe sacramental and thedemonic. Thepassionfor truth, construed generaly,
would certainly beapassion of thissamesort, but theintellectual passion of , say, the scientist, artist, or engineer
intheexecution of hiscalling doesnot seemtobeunderwritten by the deepest resourcesand strengthsof personal
being in the same way. What Polanyi does explicitly say is that “mora judgments cut much deeper than
intellectual valuations’ becausemoral excellenceisexcellenceof “ our wholeperson” (PK 215), and not of some
particular facultiesor practices. Presumably, then, the exercise of moral passionsinvolvesabroader and more
complex integration of more variable ranges of subsidiary particulars than even the highest intellectual
judgments. Thoughintellectual judgmentsmay, at the highest levels, organize myriad subsidiary elementsinto
unprecedented comprehensive patterns, they might nevertheless be said to involve the organization of
subsidiaries derived from asingle dimension of experience.

A further indication of Polanyi’ sunderstanding and useof “moral” canbefoundinhisbrief 1970 essay
“Transcendence and Self-transcendence.” He begins by reviewing the hierarchical structure of emergence
whereby each “level” of an entity leaves open boundariesthat are controlled by principles operating at the next
higher level. Hethere placesthe “principle of responsible choice” above the “principle of intelligence”:

But the principle of intelligence is not the ultimate principle or the highest level in the
hierarchy governing thefunctioning of living beings. Just asthe sensory-motor levelsof life
leavethemselvesopentothe control of intelligence, sothe principle of intelligenceleavesits
powers open to the still higher principle of responsible choice. Human beings exercise
responsibilities within asocial setting and a framework of obligations which transcend the
principleof intelligence. Responsiblechoiceinaconvivial setting controlstheindeterminate
powers of intelligence and sets the boundary conditions for their applications (ts 91).

Thispassageisparticularly notablefor itsel evation of themoral abovetheintellectual, andthisinitially
seemscontrary to hisearlier treatment of themoral asasubclassof theintellectual. Onepossibility is, of course,
that histhinking altered over the course of time, but we should not be hasty in concluding that. The exercise of
responsible choice is not the same thing as a moral passion. One could, | think, coherently hold moral and
intellectual passionsto be confrereswhile a so holding that responsibl e choiceisahigher order human activity
thanintelligentinquiry or cognitiveknowing. Whilemoral longingsand moral judgmentsaresurely very much
tangledtogether, it doesseemimportant to distinguish, at | east theoreti cally, between, ontheonehand, theactive
valuing that constitutes the impulse to strive after the good as one understands it and, on the other hand, the
integration and discernment that are involved in the choice of this course of action rather than that and in the
evaluation of what has already been done by oneself or another.
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2.3 THE SEPARATION OF MORAL PASSIONS FROM MORAL IDEALS

These subtle differentiations of the moral from the intellectual do help us understand how the moral
or civic passions might morereadily become“homeless,” separated from their proper objects, than intellectual
passions. Therestlessmind, impelled by thefull energy of its capacity for commitment and devotion, issocial
through and through. Not only isit thrown into asocial world, it has received its distinctive passionate being
by way of itsrelationswith others. It can be who it is only through embracing some model of proper human
interaction. If it confronts, as a convivial setting, a civic vacuum, devoid of any proposed self-transcending
possibilities, it can only, asit were, collapse upon itself. Theimpoverished possibilitiesthat are proposed for
realization speak powerfully totheappetites, but not tothepassions. By default, the passionssei zeuponthesame
objectsasthe appetites. Thisleavesthe appetitesunrestrained (and even overlaid with anew energy and anew
determination) at the sametime that it cuts away the higher layers of human social possibility.

Nihilism is not the absence of values; it is the reduction or constriction of values to the immediate
interests (usually material interests) of the self-referencing agent. The project of thenihilist isthereforetoturn
us back into very sophisticated (and very dangerous) beasts, with appetites, but without any sense of the
intrinsically good. From Polanyi’ s point of view, the moral emerges only with self-transcending commitment
toasocial reality whosewell-being trumpsmy own; it emergesonly withasenseof responsibility for, dedication
to, and serviceof that transpersonal reality. Thus, thereisasenseinwhichthenihilist, having resolutely denied
thereality and operant force of transpersonal moral ideals, givesatrue, if not wholly correct, description of the
social reality that sheinhabits: it isaworldinwhich thereare no authentic valueshigher that theinterests of the
particular agent, aworldinwhichany residual useof moral languageismerely arhetorical orideological disguise
for material forces, aworldinwhichthe“right” belongsto power. Polanyi’ spointisthat suchaworld constitutes
adevastating impoverishment of human possibility, aform of “self-immolation.”

Y et Polanyi persistsin asserting that this situation isasituation of contradiction. In such asituation,
the moral passions are not, in fact, reduced to appetites, and they do not disappear. They continue to operate
inan “inverted” way. But what isit, exactly, that continuesto operate? As Polanyi tellsthe story, it seemsto
beathirst for abetter future, tied now to avastly impoverished sense of what abetter futurewould be. But there
seemsto be another hunger aswell. Blind to her own errors, the personal or political nihilist takes great pride
inincisive, uncompromising honesty, in denouncing and exposing ideology and hypocrisy and self-deception.
It seemsthat nothing canfinally stamp out (or at least, more precisely, nothing so far hasbeen ableto stamp out)
thehope of salvation or the conviction of therighteousnessof truth. Moral inversion thusoffersmutetestimony
to what it denies and dismantles.

The powers of self-transcendence are unhoused—cut free from (or taught to distrust) any tradition
worthy of self-sacrifice—but they spring fromthevery traditionsthat they are now taught toridicule. Sinceno
onecan stand outsideof all traditions, the passi ons shaped and encouraged by atraditionwill continueto operate
even when the tradition has been called into question (even a post-Christian culture “carriesin its blood” the
heritage of Christian eschatology [LL 109]). Only by acomplete destruction of theintellectual heritage of the
West couldthemoral passionsnow inplay beeliminated. Withtheemergenceof language, andthevast articulate
systems that the use of language—particularly the use of durable and transgenerationally potent written
language—makes possible, homo sapiens has entered into arealm of possibility fromwhich it isnot possible
to retreat.
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3. Ethnocentric Absolutism?

As we have seen, Ngjder thinks that Polanyi’s theory of moral inversion fails as a sociological and
historical study in part because Polanyi lacksaneutral conceptionof “moral.” Thiscomplaintisclosely related
toNgjder’ sreasonsfor assertingthat if moral inversionisbeing proposed asan“ axiol ogical scheme,” itisabadly
flawed one. Under this heading he objects that Polanyi inconsistently claims universal validity for his own
socialy relative moral values which, as he freely admits, “are derived from nineteenth-century English and
Americanliberalism” (Najder 1968, 370). His" ethnocentric absolutism” (370) or “ absol utistic ethnocentrism”
(373) guaranteesthat any other moral system, judged asif it wereobscurely and defectively aversion of hisown,
will appear to himto be self-contradictory. And the predictable outcome of hisgrand narrative of five hundred
years of European history is an affirmation of the rightness of the tribal views of displaced Eastern European
intellectuals of a certain generation.®

Najder thus presses upon us further consideration of what is certainly one of the most perplexing
features of Polanyi’swork: his determination to accept much of the relativizing force of historicism and the
sociology of knowledgewithout accepting ethi cal relativism asthelogical outcome, without debunking thesel f-
understanding of actors, and without abandoning the public realm to the predations of power and interest. The
resolution of difficultiesimplicitin affirming local knowledgewith universal intentis, of course, the burden of
his whole argument concerning “personal knowledge” as he developsit over hislong career. Itis, however,
worthwhile to see what can be said about it in direct relation to histreatment of moral inversion.

3.1 THE RIGHT HAND AND THE LEFT HAND

Onthe surface, Polanyi’ sargument certainly seemsinconsistent. |n somerespects, heisathorough-
going socia constructionist. The noosphere, the realm of culture and history, “was achieved by men who,
forming societies, invented language and created by it alasting articul ateframework of thought” (PK 388). Our
claims and our values have no foundations apart from our affirmation of those claims and values; in all our
knowing and judging we are ultimately only self-reliant. Aswe have seen above, the great articul ate systems
that provide the framework of distinctively human socia life are brought into being by act and speech. He
repeatedly acknowledges that all knowledge claims and all moral injunctions are socially indexed: “Our
believingisconditioned at its source by our belonging” (PK 322). Or again, “ Looking back from thispoint on
theimmensities of the past, werealize that all that we see there, throughout the universe, is shaped by what we
now ultimately believe” (PK 404). Y et again, “No one can transcend hisformativemilieu very far, and beyond
thisareahemust rely onituncritically” (kb 133). And“ Tothisextent | subscribeto Marx’ sthesisthat thesocial
being of man determines man’'s consciousness’ (SM 83).

Y et he writeswith seemingly naive confidence about truth and its accessibility, about reality and our
knowledge of it. Heis passionately convinced of the rectitude of his own views concerning the good society
and brutally critical of positionsthat diverge from hisown. Heinsiststhat speculative and moral judgments
alwaysare and should be put forward with “universal intent.” He assertsthat “ each man has some measure of
direct access to the standards of truth and rightness’ (SM 89) and that “a rational decision remains valid
anywhereandfor all times, irrespective of the circumstancesin which it wasactually first arrived at” (SM 90).

And, of course, it iswell known that this having it both waysis not an inadvertent inconsistency that
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might havebeen repaired by morecareful conceptualizati on; thisinsistenceonthese contrariesisoneof theaxes
around which histhought turns. Forcibly combining the two, he writes, “[W]e hold with universal intent aset
of convictionsacquired by our particular upbringing” (PK 203). Fromthepoint of critically trainedintelligence,
thisamountsto aninsupportabl e self-contradiction. Fromthe point of view of postmodernirony, it exposesthe
deep fissures in modern thought at the same time that it images the futility of attempts to generate grand
narratives. Polanyi, however, believes that he is simply representing the human calling as we all actually
experienceit. Weare born assmall, vulnerable, embodied animalswith particular natural capabilities, but by
virtue of thegift of language and our initiationinto thedistinctivelayer of reality constituted by social practice,
we come to be activated by cravings that no other sorts of animals can know. These cravings are shaped by
particular contexts, both astotheir formand astothemeansand endsenlistedintheir fulfillment. “[T]hismatrix
of my thought determinesmy personal calling,” hewrites. “ It both offersmemy opportunity for seekingthetruth,
andlimitsmy responsibility for arriving at my own conclusions’ (kb 133). Hedoesnot believethat thecravings
themselves, even allowing for their cultural inflections, are much morewidely divergent than animal appetites
are. Wewant to understanding rightly and to have our judgmentscorroborated by social peerswhosejudgments
we respect, to livein asocial world governed by just relations, to be able to act as conscience dictates, and to
beableto believethat our activity bearson some* eternal purpose.” It seemsthat it would surely haveto bethe
personwhowishestodisputetheuniversality of such cravingswhowoul d bear theburden of proof. Thecravings
canonly befulfilled, of course, in some particular setting by participation in some particular convivial order or
community. Thereisno such thing as general understanding or general justice or general freedom.

So, inacontingent situation that isnot of my making, | seek to establishwhat istrueandjustinand for
thisparticular situation, and what | then cometo believeto betrueand just | will believe and declareto betrue
for all those who share this situation (sinceit is just that universality—that extension to the community of all
concerned—that makesbelievingittobetrueandjust different frombelieving it to beconvenient and agreeable
to me). The standards of truth and rightness that | employ must, at least in some sense, transcend the
particularities to which the standards of evaluation are applied. And if | reason my way, within thissituation,
toajudgment of thesituation that my compani onsinthissituation recognizeasvalid, then presumably an astute
Martian visitor two centuries hence, onewho fully understands the situation, including all the presuppositions
and beliefs of personsliving in that situation, would also be abl e to recognize the validity of the judgment that
| make—or would be able to point out where my error lies. None of thisimplies, of course, that there will be
perfect harmony among knowers. On the contrary, there will necessarily be disputes and conflicts—some of
them stubbornly recurrent, some of them perennial, and only some of them resolvable. Polanyi stressesagain
and again that we are called to commitment and decision in the face of risk and hazard.

Polanyi’ saccount of the process and condition of moral inversionin European modernity providesus
with acase study of an appraisal, claiming truth, generated from within atradition and addressed to those who
reverethat tradition. Itisthefruit of hiseffort to satisfy his craving for understanding of the events that have
disrupted hislife, called into question his beliefs, and brought him into conflict with other thinkers (including
his brother) whose judgment and authority would ordinarily command his respect. It also represents his
discovery of away of coherently reaccrediting hisliberal beliefsin theface of critical attacks and, at the same
time, contributing (inaway distinctiveto hisown philosophical, rather than political, gifts) totheunderstanding
and enactment of amore just social world. He presentsthisaccount of moral inversionto hisreadersasatrue
account, supported by evidence and reasoned argument, of what has actually happened in Europein modernity
and of the political dangers that continue to threaten freedom and democracy. As an account of what has
happened, itismeant to support thefurther normativejudgment that what happened constituted nothinglessthan

43



an abomination that is beyond any justification; it was an abomination that could and should have been
prevented. Theideas that he identifies as implicated in the rise of totalitarianism are judged to be false and
profoundly deceptiveideas. Heisthefirst to admit, however, that hisown views, which he holdswith the full
forceof hisown powersof personal commitment, aretheviewsof apersonwhoisparticularly situated and who
might bewrong. Thisiswhat it meansto take personal responsibility for our beliefs. Heisparticularly explicit
about this at the end of Science, Faith and Society. Having vigorously criticized the contemporary European
situation asone of moral and political, aswell asintellectual, crisis, he expressesthe hopethat fal seideasmight
yet be corrected and that the liberal tradition might be reinvigorated in “arenewal of cultural life and civic
institutionsstemming fromitsoriginal civilization” (SFS80). But having said that, he somberly acknowledges
that “of course a very different line of future development may be approaching instead” (SFS 80). Liberal
Western civilization may continueitsdecline, to be replaced by something quite different: “ All these different
eventualities rest ultimately with the consciences of men” (SFS 80).

Hisconvictionsand hisvaluesarethe convictionsand values of aman formed by theliberal European
tradition, and since “no human mind can function without accepting authority, custom, and tradition” (tc 41),
that i sthe platform upon which hemust stand to try to makehisviews (and, not incidentally, theviewsadvanced
by that tradition) moretrue. That wemust speak from asocial location and that wemight bewrong are precisely
the reasonsthat we ought to contest opposing ideas vigorously; they are not, he believes, reasonsto draw back
deferringly. “Human responsibility tooissubjectto. .. intrinsic limitations; it can operateonly if embodiedin
human beingswho areliabletofailure. For no responsibility istaken where no hazard isto be met, and ahazard
isaliability tofailure” (SM 67).

3.2 INNOVATION AND DISSENT WITHIN A TRADITION

To the degree that we understand ourselves to be formed by a tradition, we must also understand
ourselvesto beresponsibleto and for it.” Itistherefore our calling (at once intellectual and moral) to support
andrefinethat tradition, to preserveit, andtohandit ontoour children. Butthisobligationtoatraditionis, though
awork of service, not aninstanceof slavery. Our relationtothetraditioniscritical and creative. Weareto press
at all pointstorefineit, torenew it, to reveal its surprising capacity (to the extent that it istrue) to bear on new
situations and to infuse new experiences:

[T]hecapacity continually to enrich and enlivenitsown conceptual framework by assimilat-
ing new experience isthe mark of an intelligent personality. Thus our sense of possessing
intellectual control over arangeof things, alwayscombinesan anticipation of meeting certain
things of this kind which will be novel in some unspecifiable respects, with a reliance on
ourselves to interpret them successfully by appropriately modifying our framework of
anticipations (PK 103).

Wearetoshow forthitspower. Thosewho possessthemost superior knowledgeof thetraditionhavethegreatest
responsibility to display itsinterpretive meaning and lay bareits entailments. Whenitischallenged, they must
defend it. When it is corrupted, they must restoreit.

So thefact that Polanyi writesall that hewrites about moral inversion asaman thoroughly formed by
acertain political tradition, imbued with certain political valuesandideals, is not an unhappy contingency that
must be accepted becauseit cannot be avoided or overcome. Itis, onthe contrary, the ground of hiscalling and
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the framework of his responsihility.

Although “[m]entally, we are called into being by accepting an idiom of thought” (PK 376), our
appropriation of that idiom will frequently bring us into conflict with those from whom we learned it. This
conflict isto be welcomed since it isasign of thevitality of the tradition; moreover, it underlinesthat it isthe
wholeof thetradition, rather than thosewho upholdit or any particul ar ideasor practiceswithinit, which should
betheabject of our loyalty. “ Thelanguage of theseideal s, anchoredintheworksand livesof our masters, grants
to each one of usthe right to uphold these ideal s against any particular utterance of these same masters. For it
isnot totheir person, but towhat we understand to betheir teaching, that wepledgeourselves’ (PK 377). | think
it isimportant to appreciate the fact that he considers Marxists, fascists, and nihilists to belong to this same
tradition. They aredissenterswithinit, advancing views of freedom and political lifeand the highest good that
owe much to the Western liberal and Enlightenment tradition, even while some of their central claimsdiverge
fromthe core conceptionsof theliberal tradition. They advancethese viewswith passion, inthe name of truth,
and they must be engaged with passion, in the name of truth. To do anything else would be the worst sort of
dereliction of duty. Theabsorption of dissenting viewsinto atradition of thought can only ever be“adecision,
originating in our own personal judgment, to modify the premises of our judgment, and thus to modify our
intellectual existence, so as to become more satisfying to ourselves’ (PK 106). The same thing is true when
dissenting proposal sarerejected by arepresentative of atradition: therejectionis* adecision, originatinginour
own personal judgment” to resist the modification out of fidelity to the contested beliefs. Thus Polanyi writes:

Of course, believing as| dointhereality of truth, justice, and charity, | am opposed
toatheory whichdeniesitand | condemn asociety which carriesthisdenial into practice. But
| do not assumethat | canforcemy view onmy opponentsby argument. Though | accept truth
as existing independently of my knowledge of it, and as accessible to all men, | admit my
inability to compel anyoneto seeit. Though| believethat otherslovethetruthas! do, | can
seenoway toforcetheir assent tothisview. | havedescribed how our loveof truthisusually
affirmed by adherenceto atraditional practicewithinacommunity dedicatedtoit. Butl can
give no reason why such a community, or its practice, should live—any more than why |
shouldlivemyself. My adherenceto thecommunity, if given, isan act of ultimate conviction
and remai nssowhether resulting from mature choiceor mainly determined by early education
(SFS81).

To embracefreedom of consciencein full seriousnessisto commit oneself to risk, hazard, and conflict. Itisto
give up al hope of compelling assent, either by force or by demonstration. Nonetheless, where we cannot
compel, we may yet persuade. Recall that what marksfanaticism asan exceptionally dangeroussocial forceis
the inaccessibility of the agent’s moral motives to reason and examination, eval uation and persuasion.

3.3. PERSUASION AS A HEURISTIC PASSION

Persuasion, one of theformsintellectual passionstake, isanart of persistent hope. Near thebeginning
of The Sudy of Man, Polanyi says, “Tonight | shall try to transmit this convictionto you” though “all | haveto
say may not convinceyou” (SM 13). Itisal soanadmission of thefundamental limitswefaceasfallibleknowers
and socially located self-determining beings:

| shall not argue with the sceptic. It would not be consistent with my own viewsif
| expected him to abandon a complete system of beliefs on account of any particular series
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of difficulties. Besides, by thistimeit should beclear how far-reachingareinmy ownopinion
the changes in outlook that are required in order to establish a stable alternative to the
objectivist position. | cannot hopeto do morein thisbook than to exhibit apossibility which
like-minded people may wish to explore (PK 315).

Y et the strategies of persuasion that Polanyi employsin his defense of afree society display both how
hard-nosed the practice of thisart can be and how deeply any effort at persuasion requires usto penetrate both
into our own framework of belief andintothe conceptual system of the personwhoseviewsweaspireto change.

Persuasion requires self-knowledge and honesty. A person unaware of her commitmentsor unwilling
to examine and acknowledge them can only engage in mani pulative propaganda. Polanyi believes he hasbeen
open and honest about the grounding of his moral judgments in a particular tradition; he believes that his
adversary, incontrast, hasbeen deceptiveinwaysthat prevent thetacit dimension of hisknowing (i.e., hismoral
passions) from being recognized and taken into account.

Polanyi believes he can account for features of his adversary’s position that the adversary cannot
account for—namely, theinconsistencieswithinit. Totheextent that thisistrue, hisisthemorecomprehensive
account of the adversary’sown belief and activity. Thisiswhy he repeatedly returnsto the work of exposing
contradictionsin his adversary’ s position, making the case that the alternative that he himself defends avoids
similar discrepanciesbetween, among other things, the personal witnessof thetheorist andthetheory itself. This
is so because the views with which he is engaged can be shown, he believes, to represent a pathological
development within hisown tradition, adevel opment that can beidentified and analyzed. We confront not two
competing traditions but one tradition in healthy and unhealthy forms. He thus believesthat hisviewshave a
coherence that the competing viewslack. A coherent system of beliefsis superior to an incoherent one—this
is why our powers of critical analysis are great alies in sorting out truth from error. Nonetheless, he
acknowledgesthat coherenceitself isno guarantee of truth. Ashe saysin Personal Knowledge, coherence, by
itself, isacriterion of stability, not truth. “It may equally stabilize an erroneous or atrue view of the universe”
(PK 294).

Accordingly, Polanyi builds a case that his views have a heuristic value lacking in the views of his
opponent, that hisviews, if embraced and acted upon, will befruitful wherethose of hisadversary have proved
destructive. To some extent, then, helooksto the future for validation of hisviews and requiresaleap of faith
inthetesting of hisviews. However, itiscertainly his suggestion that the defeat of fascism, the witness of the
anti-Soviet strugglesin Eastern and Central Europe, and the severe deprivationsand extremeviolencerequired
to uphold totalitarian governments ought to count powerfully against the validity of these social arrangements
and the theories that |legitimate them.

Polanyi makesthe strongest case he canin support of hisown convictionsastowheretruth and falsity
lie, and he does thisin the hope of inducing conversion. Human judgment being what it is, we all must make
choiceswithout any guarantee that we have chosen rightly, and we can all only lay out our interlinking beliefs
and commitments on the authority of our own conviction. Polanyi has made his casefor liberalism; let others
make their case for what they believe. Their listeners must decide who is right, and the decisions and actions
of thoselistenerswill constitutethesocially constructed future. But that constructionwill necessarily takeplace
within the limits of the human condition, which it cannot violate. Writing, in Meaning, of Anglo-American
liberalism, hesays, “ Itsprogram wasto let everyone state hisbeliefsand to allow othersto listen and form their
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ownopinions; theideaswhichwould prevail in afreeand open battle of witswould be ascl ose an approximation
to the truth as can be humanly achieved” (M 7).

Abbreviations

bn “Beyond Nihilism”

kb “Knowing and Being”

LL The Logic of Liberty

M Meaning

mhr “Message of the Hungarian Revolution”
mm “On the Modern Mind”

PK Personal Knowledge

SFS Science, Faith and Society
SM The Sudy of Man.

tc “The Two Cultures’
TD The Tacit Dimension
ts “Transcendence and Self-transcendence”

Endnotes

Theterm “moral inversion” was not used in the text of Science, Faith and Society (1946), but thelogic of moral
inversion was nonetheless explored in section 3, in which he considered the origins of “the modern crisis,” instantiated in
both totalitarian states and metaphysical nihilism. Theterm “moral inversion” appeared in 1951 in The Logic of Liberty;
see chapter 7, pages 93-110 (much of this reappears word for word in Meaning, chapter 1, “The Eclipse of Thought”).
Najder asserts that this was the first use of the term (Najder 1968, 365). In 1958, Personal Knowledge offered a well-
developed consideration of moral inversion (227-45), aswell asthe arguments on which thetheory rested. There Polanyi
referred to the discussion in The Logic of Liberty as“atentative study” of the principle of moral inversion, and noted that
he had first “outlined” the mechanism of the inversion in Science, Faith and Society (PK 232, 233 n. 1). In 1959, moral
inversion was discussed in “ The Two Cultures,” and in 1960, it was explored extensively in “Beyond Nihilism” (both of
which are reproduced in Knowing and Being; see especially 14, 16-18, 21-22, and 44-45). When Science, Faith and
Society was republished in 1964, he added new prefatory material, “Background and Prospect,” in which he further
elaborated the notion of moral inversion (17-18). In 1965, the topic was again explored in “On the Modern Mind” (see
especially 12-13, 18-20). Chapter 3 of The Tacit Dimension belonged to the same line of development, though the term
was not used (see especially 55-63). In Meaning, in 1975, he once again discussed moral inversion explicitly, though the
relevant passages occurred, for the most part, in chapters drawn from previously published works (see 17-18, 28, 63, 116,
213).

2“Todeny “any intrinsic power to thought” isto deny “any groundsfor claiming freedom of thought” (TD 3-4).
Or again: “If thought and reason are nothing in themselves, it is meaningless to demand that thought be set free” (M 14).

SEven so, true, complete, or actual moral inversionis not perfectly stable—the contradiction between theory and
witnessis till there, though it is even more obscured.

“Itis, of course, the burden of Polanyi’slarger argument that thisreduction isamistake. For especially concise
statements of the alternative, see SM 67ff., 86, and M 214-15.

SInanumber of the placeswhere hediscussesthelimitationsreality placesupon therealization of our aspirations,
he ends with runic allusions to unspecified “religion” (see especially thelast paragraph of The Tacit Dimension). Itisnot
clear to mewhether heisthinking of the means by which Judaism and Christianity have combined adeep sense of fallenness
and imperfection with an abiding, though chastened, hope, or whether he hasin mind, instead, some sort of recovery (“once
religious faith is released from pressure by an absurd vision of the universe” [TD 92]) of the Christian confidence in
transcendent, eternal perfection.
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SMoreover, Najder suggests that Polanyi’s unrepentant liberal individualism makes it impossible for him to
appreciate the actual meaning and implications of the social constructionist viewsthat he voices but does not instantiatein
hiswork. Thisisan exceptionally interesting criticism that | hope to explore in another essay.

"Here and elsewhere | have used “tradition” and “community” in the singular for smplicity’s sake. Weall, of
course, participate in multiple articulate systems, traditions, and convivial orders.
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Michael Polanyi’s Epistemology Of Science
And ItsImplications For A Problem In Moral Philosophy

Mark R. Discher

ABSTRACT Key Words: generalism, particularism, moral epistemology, comprehensive entities
Ethical particularists allege that there are, on account of epistemological limitations, no such things as
general moral principles. This paper defends the existence of general moral principles by adapting and
appropriating Polanyi’ s epistemol ogy of science to this problemin moral philosophy.

Thereceived view of moral theory isthat morality has something of the universal about it. Giventhat
philosophersfrom Plato onward have almost uniformly affirmed the permanence and universality of important
truth, moral philosophers have, with few exceptions, until fairly recently, held that whatever truth there might
bein ethics must be permanent and universal.* Because philosophy, by and large, isaquest for the universal,
moral philosophers have typically tried to determine and codify what is universal concerning morality.

SinceKant, theuniversal inmoral philosophy haslargely beenconstruedina*“top-down” fashion. The
fundamental ideaisthat thereare principleswhich hold generally for all situationswhich havethesamemorally
relevant features. Onthisview, thetask of themoral agent isto correctly identify which principleisapplicable
to a specific situation and allow it to stipulate the course of action to be taken in that situation. If the correct
principleis selected and applied, then ipso facto the correct action will have been taken by the agent. On this
conception of moral theory aprincipleisgeneral if it canbesaidto apply to another situation which hasthesame
moral features, anditisuniversal inthat it will apply to all such similar situations. Theview that thereare such
general and universal principles has cometo be known as generalism. Generaliststypically argue that moral
principlesarenecessary for oneor moreof thefollowing: for hel ping usto seewhat actioniscalledforinagiven
case; for justifying our moral judgements; for explaining our moral judgements, and for assisting usin providing
moral instruction, especially to the young.

What and Why Particularism?

Thisreceivedtop-down understanding of moral theory hascomeunder fireinthelast twenty-fiveyears
or so. What might be called “ bottom-up” theorists have criticized generalism on a number of fronts. First, it
isthought that the top-down method lays too much emphasis upon the identification of codifiable rulesto the
detriment of alived, vibrant moral life. In other words, top-down strategiesresultintheover-intellectualization
of what isinvolved in being amoral agent intheworld. Such adry, emotionless, exacting approach to ethical
decision-making isthought to distort what isactually true about our moral experience.? Human beings are not
like machineswhich function algorithmically inastraightforward andinflexiblemanner. Rather, themoral life
involves the agent in aweb of considerations which are not capable of being codified into a simple rule or
principle. Bottom-up theorists contend that the attempt to reduce moral phenomenato such ruleswould beto
suck thelife out of agenuine moral experience of theworld. On the bottom-up view, afully human account of
themoral lifewill not bestifled by principleswhich precludecreativeinteractionwith thespecific circumstances
at hand. It will, instead, be vital and attuned to the particular features of the casein question. This bottom-up
approach has come to be known as particularism.
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Another major worry bottom-up theorists, or particularists, seem to have with respect to generalism
isthat it does not take adequate account of the complexity of the moral life. Theworry hereisthat principles
function like the bed of Procrustes, making moral experience of the world fit them rather than the other way
round. As might be expected, the bottom-up theorist alleges that this has resulted in many erroneous moral
judgments. Jonathan Dancy, one of the leading representatives of particularism, writes:

Particularism claims that generalism isthe cause of many bad moral decisions, madein the
ill-judged and unnecessary attempt to fit what we are to say here to what we have said on
another occasion. Weall know the sort of person who refusesto make the decision here that
thefactsareobviously callingfor, because he cannot seehow to makethat decision consistent
with one he made on a quite different occasion. We also know the person (often the same
person) who insists on a patently unjust decision here because of having made a similar
decisioninadifferent case. Itisthissort of looking away that particul arists see asthe danger
in generalism. Reasons function in new ways on new occasions, and if we don’t recognize
thisfact and adapt our practiceto it, we will make bad decisions. Generalism encouragesa
tendency not to look hard enough at the details of the case before one, quite apart from any
over-simplistic tendency to rely on afew rules of dubious provenance....?

Particul arists are concerned that principles do more to mislead than to assist in making good moral judgments
about agiven case. I norder to makegood judgementsabout agiven casetheparticul ar featuresof that casemust
be allowed to determine the judgement rendered by the agent without recourse to principles. Principles will
either miss or obscure the unique features of the case at hand, and that will result in bad judgements made on
the part of the agent.

Thisworry that principles are to blame for much error in moral decision-making isclosely related to
the frequently aired particularist concern about the complexity of the moral life. Thereisaworry, asstatedin
the quotation from Dancy above, that principlesengender an “ over-simplistic tendency torely onafew rules.”
Rules, or principles, itisthought, areinherently incapable of accounting for thevirtually limitlesscomplexities
of a specific case. Dancy, for example, approvingly quotes George Eliot, whom he affectionately dubs the
“Patron Saint of Particularists,” as saying:

All people of broad, strong sense have an instinctive repugnance to the men of maxims;
because such peopl e early discern that the mysterious complexity of our moral lifeisnot to
be embraced by maxims, and that to lace ourselves up in formulas of that sortisto repressall
the divine promptings and inspirations that spring from growing insight and sympathy.*

Particul aristsworry that adverting to ready-made principleswill frustrate the producti on of the necessary moral
insight and creativity whichis called for in the case before us.

What makes the moral life so complex? Part of the plexiformity which particularists contend is part
and parcel of themoral lifeisdueto the nature of moral propertiesthemselves. Particularistsreject thealleged
generalist practice of insisting that if a property makes a difference of a certain kind here, it must do so
everywhere. They prefer, instead, to allow that reasons are holistic; moral properties can switch polarity and
asaresult function very differently in different contexts. For example, my doing something which causesyou
pain might be thought, in many circumstances, to be areason against the performance of the action. But there
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may be circumstances, such as when you need your dislocated shoulder re-set, when my causing you painis
not areason against the performanceof theaction. Furthermore, theremay even becircumstanceswhen causing
someone pain isnot only not areason against the performance of an action, but isactually areason in favor of
performing it, such asin disciplining achild. Inshort, the moral lifeisnot simple and straightforward; it does
not easily lend itself to general principles such as“It iswrong to cause someone pain.” Dancy writes:

Theonly objection we makedirectly to the possibility of general moral principleswasbased
ontheholismof reasons.... But thisisjust asharper way of makingthefamiliar pointthat given
the complexity of moral lifeitisgoing to beimpossibleto codify any moral maximinaway
that will render it invulnerable to the vagaries of future situations.®

From the particularist’s point of view, then, the top-down construal of moral decision-making isinadequate.
Particularism supposesthat thecompl exity of themoral lifeasencounteredin concretesituationsisnot reducible
to principleswhicharegeneralizable. Moreover, when such attemptsat generalization arecarried out, they very
often result in agents making bad moral decisions.

Finally, particularists, making use of Wittgenstein's insights in the Philosophical Investigations,
object to generalism on thegroundsthat the generalist’ spropensity for followingrulesis, intheend, ultimately
renderedotiose.® For,ifitisarule, call itrulel, whichisto determinewhat | should dointhiscase, thenit would
seem that | require another rule, rule2, in order to guide mein the application of rulel, and then afurther rule,
rule3, in order to guide mein the application of rule2, which will guide the application of rulel, and so on ad
infinitum. Onecan posit rulesfor following rulesiteratively, and there appearsto be no way out of theregress.
Rulefollowing, alathegenerdlist, is, according totheparticularist, indeterminateand, consequently, ultimately
unhelpful. On account of these concerns, the bottom-up methodology of the particularist has been suggested
as acorrective replacement for the historic top-down method of the generalist.

Inwhat follows| would liketo try to show that the thought of Michael Polanyi may help to shed some
light on what is at stake in this debate between particularists and generalists and try to offer a sketch of how
Polanyi’ s thought might provide the theoretical framework for a rapprochement.

Polanyian Per spectiveson Particularist Objections
Objection 1—The Unspecifiability of Principles

Itisimportant to notethat the generalist tendency to employ rulesor principlesalgorithmically seems
to be acharacteristic of the modern mind, acharacteristic of modern culture which Polanyi stridently opposed.
Thegeneralist, it seems, wantsto keep all knowledge of particularsin front of himself focally all at onceinthe
form of an explicit principle; he wantsthe right-making or wrong-making features of any particular caseto be
formally spelled out by way of ageneral principle upon which he can focus in an attempt to garner guidance
concerning the case at hand. Here, | am suggesting, iswhat Polanyi might contend isan error on the part of the
generalist: he wants to keep the grounds for his judgement about the particular case clearly in his focal
awareness, hewants all the features of the caseto be clearly specified in aformal principle. But discovery, if
Polanyi iscorrect, doesnot happenthisway. Accordingto Polanyi, whenthescientist’ simaginationis*“sallying
forth” in an attempt to find the solution to a problem she has set for herself, sheisrelying upon avast domain
of unspecified knowledge, knowledge of which she can have only asubsidiary awareness. Indeed, according
toPolanyi, it would beimpossiblefor her to explorethe p5r(1)bl emat handfocally if shewerenot at the sametime



relying upon, and making use of, awholerange of subsidiary knowledge about which sheis confident and upon
which she can draw, but without having to focus upon it directly. The generalist, however, seemsreluctant to
permit knowledgetofunctionsubsidiarily inthisway. Refusal to admit of thissubsidiary knowledge, however,
is, according to Polanyi, a characteristic error of the modern mind. He writes, “ The modern mind refuses to
accept the necessity for tacit assumptions and wants to keep the grounds of its beliefs clearly in focus, as one
doesin an explicit deduction. Our whole culture is pervaded by the resolve to avoid unspecifiable commit-
ments.”” The Polanyian corrective for generalists, if my account is correct, isto acknowledge at least some
reliance upon unspecified subsidiary knowledgein our discovering the correct judgment to make concerning a
particular moral case.

To put afiner point on the matter, the generalist’ sinclination to draw explicit inferences about what
todoinindividual cases by subsuming them under general principlesis doomed to failure on account of the
unspecifiability of principles. Jonathan Dancy has pointed out that particular cases cannot be subsumed under
genera principles for epistemological reasons. If one has, asis plausible on a generalist scheme, a conflict
between principles—such aswhen, for example, my neighbor asks me how | like her hideous new hat, and my
principles “Never tell alie” and “Never be rude’” come into conflict®—how is one to resolve the matter by
recourse to principle? | can either avoid lying by being rude, or avoid being rude by lying, but not both. The
generalist might respond herethat principles can belengthenedin order to account for the casewhich, initially,
seemsawkwardor recal citrant. Consideredjudgmentsconcerninglying and rudenessmay prompt thegeneralist
toadjust oneof her purported principlesto moreclosely approximatethetrueprinciple. Sotherevised principle
may be something such as” Never tell alie, unlessitisamatter of trivial politeness’ or “ Alwaysbepolite, unless
itwouldinvolvetellingalie.” Dancy, however, preemptsthisgeneralist move. Hewrites, “[t]herearejust too
many defeaters for the absence of each oneto count among our original reasons, and the general absence of a
defeater isnot to bethought of asoneof thereasonswhy wejudgethefirstactionright.”® In other words, Dancy
isasserting that if there were no other moral considerationsinvolved besides, say, truth-telling, we would not
havebeeninclinedtotell thetruth whilebeing explicitly aware of the moral rightness of doing so becauseit did
not involveinsulting someone, or jeopardizing national security, or putting someone’ slifein danger, etc. That
isto say, wedid not read through, in our minds, so to speak, along principlewhich took into account al of the
possible defeaters, determine that none of them were present, and then proceed with telling the truth. Dancy’s
conclusion, then, is that we could not have access to knowledge of all of the possible defeaters prior to
encountering specific caseswhereinthey areactually present; and becausewedo not haverecoursetosuchlong,
and perhapsdisjunctive, principles, wearenot, then, appropriating these principlesasgeneralitiesunder which
we have subsumed individual cases. In short, we cannot subsume individual cases under general principles
because such principles cannot be specified a priori.

Now, | think Polanyi would agreethat parti cularismiscorrect in maintaining that principlescannot be
explicitly known and specified in thisway in advance. Dancy’s objection to generalism succeeds because he
isassuming that generalism entail sthat generali zationsintheform of principlesbeexplicitly known by theagent
in order to servetheir aleged function. But, from aPolanyian point of view, imaginative moral agents might
well be capable of anticipating tacitly or intuitively what moral properties, including defeaters, might be
relevant. Inhisessay “ Geniusin Science” Polanyi heralds C.F.A. Pantin as offering “abrilliant description of
anticipation.” He quotes Pantin as follows. “[Intuition] does not only suddenly present solutions to our
conscious mind, it also includesthe uncanny power that somehow we know that a particular set of phenomena
or aparticular set of notionsare[sic] highly significant: and we are aware of that long before we can say what
thatsignificanceis.”® Toapply thisideato the present matter, we might parody Pantin asfollows: “[Intuition]
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does not suddenly present solutions to our conscious mind, it also includes the uncanny power that somehow
we know that aparticular defeater or set of defeaters has no bearing on the case at hand: and we are aware of
that long before we can specify what precisely those defeaters are.” It is subsidiary knowledge, not explicit
knowledge, whichisrequired by an agent in order to correctly subsume aparticul ar case under the appropriate
generality. Thesubsumption of particularsunder generalitiescannot beexplicitly specified, becauseit requires
intuition and reliance upon the tacit dimension. Hence, Polanyi’s thought may help to make consistent and
intelligible the intuitions of both generalists and particul arists regarding this objection to generalism.

Objection 2—The Unformalizability of Following a Rule

Thisintroduces asecond reason why particularists deny that individual cases can be subsumed under
general principles. Theissue here goes back to Wittgenstein on following arule. If, according to generalists,
an agent will receive direction on how to judge a particular case by virtue of subsuming it under a general
principle, thenit must be clear to the agent that thisparticular caseisan instance of “ going oninthe sameway”
indicated by the alleged general principle of which the casein questionispresumed to beaninstance. Inother
words, wecan group thiscase before ustogether with similar casesinthe past, and how wejudged the past cases
will help determine how we should judge in the present instance. In thisway the generalist holdsthat we can
“gooninthe sameway” applying ageneral ruleto specific cases.

However, as Wittgenstein has shown us, it is not possible to formalize what it meansto “go oninthe
sameway.” If weask an agent tofollow therule, “add two,” and she counts by adding two, we have no way to
show her that sheis not following the rule if she reaches, say, one thousand and begins to count, 1004, 1008,
1012, etc., al thewhileinsisting that sheis continuing to follow therule, “add two.” Thelesson here seemsto
bethat, although shemay have perfect grasp of therule, “add two,” shemay not havethe conceptual competence
to apply therule correctly. Rulesdo not act as“rails’ which keep us engaged with reality. Graspingarule,in
other words, will not guarantee a given agent’ s ability to apply aconcept competently. Particularists seemto
want to employ thisasadefeater for the notion that general principlesaretruth-makerswith respect to thetruth
of given moral instances. If Wittgenstein is right, the notion of rules acting as rails is bankrupt, and so,
consequently, isthe notion that rules are truth-makers.** Itisonly if we are confident that we aregoing onin
the sameway in our application of ageneral principleto specific casesthat the idea of the principle qua truth-
maker will beintelligible. So, how isit that anagent can have confidencethat sheis*going oninthesameway” ?

Onceagain, Polanyi’ sthought, by weaningthegeneralist from hispositivistinclinations, might enable
the generalist to respond to this particularist challenge.  First, Polanyi is keenly aware that rules require
interpretation (and sometimesreinterpretation) and that theinterpretation of arule cannot be madeonthebasis
of another rule, on pain of regress. Hewrites, “How can we ever interpret arule? By another rule? Therecan
only beafinitenumber of tiersof rulessothat such aregressionwould soonbeexhausted.” 2 In*“Reconstruction”
Polanyi contends that the application of rules requires subsidiary indwelling. He writes:

[A]gain aswe have seen, our rulesfor establishing true coherences. . . are and must remain
indeterminate. Any ruleswe have must be applied, of course; and, to do this, we may have
additional rules for their application. But we cannot go on having specific rules for the
application of specific rulesfor the application of specific rulesad infinitum. At some point
we must have “rules’ of application (if we can call them that) which we cannot specify,
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because we must simply dwell in them in a subsidiary way. They are part of our deepest
commitments. But for this reason they are not specifiable.’

According to Polanyi, an agent can have confidencethat sheisgoing oninthe sameway—but not because such
aprocedure can be formalized all the way down, so to speak. Rather, knowledge of how to go on in the same
way inthe application of rules entails atacit coefficient. The knowledge of how to do this, although genuine,
issubsidiary.

Objection 3—The Construction of Universal Terms When No Two Tokens of a
Type Are Exactly Alike

Onageneralist account, certainindividual cases—although differentin somerespects, tobesure—are
thought to be similar enough that they can be grouped together under ageneral classification. For example, if
| kill an innocent person on Monday while wearing green shoes and kill another innocent person on Tuesday
whilewearing blueshoes, thegeneralist will likely want to say that both instances can begrouped together under
the general heading ‘ murder’, even though there are differences between the cases, viz., the day of theweek on
which the killings took place and the color shoes | waswearing while doing the killing. Generalism, that isto
say, entail sthat moral agentsbe ableto maketaxonomic judgments; generalistswant to say that casesinthepast
have had certain featureswhich are similar to this case, and thus by taxonomically grouping this case together
withthosepreviouscaseswecaninfer fromwhat it wasthat wefelt compelled to say about those casesconcerning
what it isthat we should say here about this case now beforeus. Particularists, however, are proneto point out
that any differences between cases cannot be judged ahead of timeto beirrelevant. After all, if onetellsarich
enough story, any feature of a case may be deemed morally relevant. No two cases are really alike. Hence,
according to the particularist, the generalist isincapabl e of making |egitimate taxonomic classifications.

Polanyi is aware of this sort of problem. In his essay, “Reconstruction,” Polanyi notes how
indeterminate all taxonomic classificationsare. He writes, “Plato and his school were thefirst to be troubled
by thefact that in applying our conception of a classof thingswekeep identifying objectsthat aredifferent from
oneanother ineveryparticular.”** Plato offersthe classification of “man” asan example. If | may be permitted
to use sometermsanachronistically, if tokens of thetype“man” can be distinguished from one ancther on the
basis of particular features, how isit, Plato wantsto know, that there can be an archetype for the kind “man”?
The archetype cannot at the sametime be young and old, as particular men are, or hirsute and bald, or fair and
swarthy, etc. But neither can he have any one of these properties as opposed to its alternative; for then those
“tokens” with the alternative property could not rightly be said to belong to thetype“man.” Plato’ s purported
solutiontotheproblemistoholdthat theeidon of “man,” the perfect man, hasnoneof theseparticul ar properties.
Particular properties areinstantiated only inimperfect copies, but not in the archetype. Polanyi notesthat this
purported solution merely “ embodiesinstead of eliminatesthe paradox of identifying different individuals.” 1t
doesnot really beginto solvethe problem of how itisthat weidentify individual sasmembersof aclass. Polanyi
thenfurther notesthat thisproblem of taxonomic indeterminacy getssolved neither by nominalism (becausethe
problem simply reassertsitself whenweinquireastowhy it isthat we should apply the samelabel toacollection
of different individuals), nor by the use of the notion of open-texturedness (because to have an open-textured
term merely means that there are differences in the instances in which the term will apply. But still the term
appliesto someobjects, and not others. How thisisdeterminedisstill left open.)'> So, taxonomic identification
isdifficult, indeed. For the particularist, thisfact of taxonomic indeterminacy givesriseto the claim that there
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are as many principlesasthere are cases. Each case hasitsdistinctive, particular features and, thus, is unable
to be subsumed under a generality. Any principle general enough to apply to another case, likewise, will fail
to take account of the particular features of theindividual case. Hence, particularists allegethat talk of general
principlesis mistaken, at worst, or unhelpful, at best.

Polanyi’ s notion of tacit knowledge, however, may, again, shed light on how it isthat we are able to
maketaxonomic classifications. WithrespecttoPlato’ sproblem about how toestablish* man” asatype, Polanyi
admits, “This indeterminacy is irreducible.” He goes on, however, to claim, in spite of this irreducible
indeterminacy, that “its comprehension is safely controlled by tacit integration. Tacit knowing commonly
integrates particularsinto their joint meaning.”*¢ Polanyi writesin Personal Knowledge:

Y et it would seem impossibl e to devise adefinition which would unambiguously specify the
range over which human shape may, and beyond which it may not, vary; and it iscertain that
thosewho recognizethis shape are not in possession of any such explicit definition. Instead,
they have exercised their art of knowing by forming aconception of the human shape. They
have trusted themselvesto identify noticeably different instances of what—in spite of these
differences—they judge to be the same features, and to discriminate in other cases between
things which, in spite of some similarities, they judge to be instances of different features.
Sustained by the belief that a human type exists, they have continued to build up their
conception of it by noticing human beings as instances of thistype. In doing thisthey have
practised the kind of power used for generating afocal awareness of acomprehensive entity
from asubsidiary awareness of its parts.t’

If it is not already obvious, what | am suggesting is that Polanyi’s remarks here concerning the taxonomic
identification of the human speciesmight equally apply to moral casesand moral principles. For thegeneralist
whoiswilling to appropriate Polanyian categories, it istacit knowledge gai ned through asubsidiary awareness
of thepreviousfunctioning of propertiesasright-making and/or wrong-making that makespossibleajudgement
concerning how those propertiesarefunctioninginthispresent moral instance. By practicingthis*power used
for generating afocal awareness of acomprehensive entity from a subsidiary awareness of its parts,” amoral
agent might be able to develop a general principle, abeit one that is not completely specifiable, from his
subsidiary awareness of how therelevant moral propertieshavefunctioned in previous specificinstancesinthe
past. Asonemakestaxonomicjudgmentsabout human beings* sustained by thebelief that ahumantypeexists,”
so0 one makestaxonomic judgmentsabout moral i nstances sustained by the belief that ageneral moral principle
exists. If | am correctin holding that moral principlesarein somewaysanal ogousto Polanyi’ scomprehensive
entities,*® then knowing how to make taxonomic classificationsisan unformalizabl e act of personal knowledge.

So how does one build up an awareness of acomprehensive entity? According to Polanyi, it requires
experience; knowledge of comprehensiveentitiesisarrived at a posteriori. Heinsistsupon “thefact that valid
generalizationsarecommonly arrived at by empirical inquiriesbased oninformal procedures.”*® Furthermore,
technical, scientific comprehensive entitiesmust bearrived at, according to Polanyi, not only through practical
experience, but also through apprenticeship. In“The Scientific Revolution” Polanyi writes:

Thisiswhy zool ogy and botany cannot belearned from printed pages, any morethanmedicine

can. Thisiswhy so many practical hours of teaching in the laboratory hasto be given also

inmany other branchesof thenatural sciences. Wherever thishappens, theresomeknowledge
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of thecomprehensiveaspect of thingsisbeing transmitted, aknowledgeof thosethingswhich
we must acquire by becoming aware of a multitude of clues that cannot be exhaustively
identified. Wemust learn the physiognomy of such things by relying on clueswhich cannot
be exhaustively identified in themselves.?

What Polanyi says about mystery of discovery applies equally to the art of making taxonomic classifications:
“[T]acit knowing is able to make good sense of an aspect of science that hasflatly resisted all effortsto bring
it into the ambience of strict formalization.”? In short, the practice of making taxonomic classifications
necessitates reliance upon atacit coefficient.

Onefinal point might beworth making with respect to how we cometo understand universal terms. |If
my account is correct, it is hardly surprising that philosophers from Aristotle onward have emphasized the
necessity of practicing the virtues which are learned through imitation. Space does not permit meto explore
thisconnectionindetail, but the nexusbetween particularism, virtue ethicsand Polanyi, | believe, bearsfurther
investigation.

Unspecified and Unfor malizable, but Still General

Fromwhat | havesaid sofar it might appear that Polanyi’ sthought hasdonemoretojustify and enhance
particularism and to critique generalism than the other way round. Thisistrue up to now because | have used
Polanyi’s thought to challenge the notion, which seems to plague traditional generalists, that ethics is a
formalizable enterprise, which it seemsnot to be. Andif theimpulseto formalize ethicsstemsfrom adesireto
bemoreexact and morescientific, then, accordingto Polanyi, that motivation stemsfrom afal seand naivenotion
of what scienceis. AccordingtoPolanyi, scienceisinexact,? riddled withindeterminacy® and contains aspects
which defy formalization. So, should a moral philosopher following Polanyi’s thought adopt a full-blown
particularism?

| do not think so. The reasons | believe particularism does not follow from Polanyi’s thought are
several. First, while |l am unaware of any passage within the Polanyian corpus where he explicitly arguesfor
the existence of general principlesin science, he never denies their existence. Of course, an argument from
silence may not seem avery powerful argument, but it isimportant to remember that Polanyi’ s whole project
isan attempt to show that perfect codifiability and formalizability in science areimpossible; itisamyth which
helaborsto debunk. Hisgoal isto show that no rulesor principlesof sciencearefully determinateor infallible.
But hisvery eagernessto show that they are neither fully determinate nor infallible does seem to entail that he
thinksthat therearegeneral principles, albeit of thisqualified sort. Polanyi, whileacknowledging theexistence
and hel pfulnessof rules, isquick to point out that, “ V erification, even though usually more subject to rulesthan
discovery, rests ultimately on mental powerswhich go beyond the application of any definiterules.” Polanyi’'s
intent isto make it clear that heis not denying the existence of rules, but merely hoping to “put them in their
place,” soto speak: “Nor am | saying that there are not rulesto guide verification, but only that there are none
which canberelied oninthelast resort.”?* |n spite of the indeterminacy of scientific rules, however, they are
still necessary: “No scientific discovery can be strictly verified, nor even proved to be probable. Y et, we bet
our livesevery day onthe correctness of scientific generalisations, for exampl e those underlying our medicine
and technology.”? So, for Polanyi, generalizations there are, though they are neither infallible, completely
formalizable, nor fully specifiable.
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Second, scientific discovery for Polanyi is motivated by the scientist’s desire for a “deepening
coherence” in hisunderstanding and grasp of reality. Coherence seemsto imply generalities which organize
particular features of theworld. When ascientist believesthat he hasfound a solution to a problem he has set
for himself, he “return[s] to the quiescent state of mind from which the enquiry started, but return[s] to it with
anew vision of coherence and reality.”? Much like the example of conflicting moral principles above, the
scientist adjusts his view of reality in order to establish equilibrium. Kepler, for example, established the
principles of planetary motion asaresult of his determination to account for the discrepancy in the position of
Mars. Theresulting“laws’ aregeneralizationswhichyield greater coherenceand atightening grip onour grasp
of astronomical reality. Discovery yields generalizations.

Of course, just because Polanyi believes that generalities are possible in science does not entail that
henecessarily wouldthink they also existinethics. Margaret Little, for example, holdsthat moral particularism
ismuch moreviablethan scientific particul arism onaccount of thefact that contextualizationin ethicsisfar more
thoroughgoing thanitisinscience.” Little contendsthat thereisno ‘pure model’ in ethicstheway thereisin
physics. A pure model in scientific theory isonewhich it is believed actual situations can only approximate.
Boyle' slaw, for example, isapuremodel of how gassesbehave, becauseBoyl €' slaw doesnot specify how other
factors, inevitably presentinany actual situation, will effect gasses. It appliesonly toanideal, or pure, situation
of which any actual situation will only be an approximation.

| believe, however, that Polanyi would heredisagreewith Little. Polanyi seemstothink that the purity
of scientific modelsis no greater than those of the humanities. Indeed, much of what Polanyi was concerned
todowasto “bridgethegulf . . . [which] supposedly separates scientific from humanistic knowledge, attitudes
and methods.” At the end of hisessay, “Reconstruction,” Polanyi writes:

In view of what we have now seen, we can surely bridge this gulf [between scientific
knowledge and knowledge in the humanities| completely. We can now seethat not only do
the scientific and the humanistic both involve personal participation; we see that both also
involveactiveuseof theimagination. That thevarioushumanitiesareheavily entangledwith
the imagination has always been very clear to ailmost anyone; but that imagination has an
essential roleto play in science aswell hasrarely been glimpsed. . . . If, however, asthese
chapters havetried to show, personal participation and imagination are essentially involved
in science as well asin the humanities, meanings created in the sciences stand in no more
favored relation to reality than do meanings created in the arts, in moral judgments, and in
religion.... Tohave, ortorefer to, reality—in somesense—may then beapossibility for both
sorts of meanings, sincethedichotomy between factsand valuesnolonger seemsto beareal
distinction upon which to hang any conclusion.?

Given Polanyi’ slevelling of the traditional distinction between the sciences and the humanities, | believeitis
fair to maintain that hewould think that there are valid generalizationswhich can be madejust aswell in ethics
asin the natural sciences.

Inconclusion, particularismwill wintheday if generalismisweddedtoapositivistic paradigmwherein
it is thought that in order to count as genuine, knowledge must be completely specifiable and formalizable.
Contrary to what particularists aver, there is a place in ethics for generalizations which count as genuine
knowledge, if such generalized knowledge is recognized for what it is—personal knowledge.
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Accepting Our Lives as Gift:
Hospitality and Post-Critical Ethics

Elizabeth Newman

ABSTRACT Key Words: hospitality, post-critical ethics, Alistair Maclntrye, Walter Miller, A Canticle for
Leibowitz

This essay explores the practice of hospitality as a resource for thinking about ethics post-critically. How
might the practice of hospitality — rooted in the conviction that our lives are fundamentally constituted by
receiving and giving — challenge a modern, critical ethic centered in the autonomous self?

To describe ethics as post-critical indicates that this approach is distinct from one that is “critical.”
Speakinggeneraly, | defineacritical approachto ethicsasonethat flowsfrom certain modern or Enlightenment
assumptions. Theseinclude 1) afocusonthe priority of the subject, 2) the elevation of doubt asthe key means
to deeper knowledge, and 3) asearch for universal foundations, both in order to gain true knowledge and asthe
way to securepeaceinthemidst of difference. Fromthestandpoint of acritical ethic, theindividual andtradition
exist in inevitable tension. Doubting the particularity of tradition and authority, the individual appealsto a
rational foundation, both to gain genuine knowledge and to obtai n peace between differing parties. Whilethese
modern assumptions have been subjected to criticism many times over, they nonethel ess continueto liveonin
our imaginations. AsWilliam H. Poteat notes, “ Cartesianism as an explicit philosophical doctrineisvirtually
without effectinthisculture. 1t functions, however, at atacit level likearepetition compulsion; itisubiquitous
and pervadestheatmosphereinour lifelikechronicdepression.”* Shaped by modern, critical assumptions, our
contemporary culture often assumesthat obedience to something outside of oneself negates personal freedom.
Even more, we aretempted to ask, “1sn’t atoo strong adherenceto tradition ‘ fanatical’ and the source of much
violence in the world?’ (a common assumption made concerning the terrorist attacks on September 11).
Furthermore, wewonder, “If wehaveno commonrationality, or at least nocommon understanding of tolerance,
how do we resolve difference?’

A post-critical ethic will not only respond to these objections but also provide aradically different
starting place, oneinwhich themodern prejudice agai nst faithful ness, obedience and authority will not appear.
Fromapost-critical standpoint, the dichotomy between theindividual and community, freedom and authority,
or faith and reason makeslittle sense. In order to develop this* post-critical dwelling place,”2 | will focuson
one key theme, namely the recognition of our livesasgift. Such arecognitionisnot derived from “anywhere”
but from thosetraditionsthat acknowledgeour livesasthegiftsof agood Creator suchthat acertain“ givenness’
congtitutes who we are, how we know and how we live. This meansthat our ways of knowing and being are
always*“fiduciary,” asPolanyi well knew. Asl hopeto show, inasmuch asthe practice of hospitality trainsus
toseeour livesasgifts, and teachesushow toreceivefromand giveto another, thenwecan call thisapost-critical
practice.®

The Critical Refusal of Gift
First, however, let us cast a fuller light on a critical ethical approach. | will do this by turning to Alasdair
Maclntyre, one of anumber of contemporary thinkers who has helped us understand how deeply problematic
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isthe ethosof our modernworld. Maclntyrebeginshiswell-known analysisin After Virtuewith a“ disquieting
suggestion.” Imagine, hesays, that thenatural scienceshave suffered agreat catastrophesothat all wehaveleft
are fragments of scientific knowledge but no context which might help us make sense of these fragments.
Perhapswe might continueto use certain scientific terms, but such use appears arbitrary sincethe speakersare
ignorant of thelarger storiesand standards. AsMaclntyre himself hasacknowledged, hedrawsthisdisquieting
suggestion from the opening scene in Walter Miller’s A Canticle for Leibowitz, where a nuclear war has
destroyed most of “civilization,” especially its scientific and technological knowledge.* In Miller’ stale, the
monksof theOrder of St. Leibowitz seeit astheir callingto preservethese scientificfragments, trusting that some
day they will makesenseand benefittheworld. Maclntyrecomparesthisopening scenetoour modernsituation.
We, too, are left with fragments in our contemporary context, only the fragments are moral ones. “[The]
language and the appearances of morality persist even though theintegral substance of morality hasto alarge
degree been fragmented and then in part destroyed.”®

Itisnot my intention to recount thewhole of Maclntyre’ swell-known and groundbreaking argument.
Rather | wish ssimply to lift up one of his defining characteristics of modern ethics, namely its inevitable
degenerationinto emotivism. AsMaclntyredefinesit, emotivism“isthedoctrinethat all evaluativejudgments
and more specifically all moral judgmentsare nothing but expressions of preference, expressions of attitude or
feeling insofar asthey are moral or evaluative in character.”® For those formed by modernity, who have lost
senseof thewaysinwhich parti cular contextsand hi storiesgenerate certai n convictions, emotivism often seems
tobetheonly alternative. Such emotivism, asMaclntyreindicates, isparasitic upon asharp distinction between
moral and factual judgments. amoral judgment, in contrast to afact, is neither true nor false, but rather the
expression of acriterionless choice. Thus values become primarily personal choices.’

Examplesof thekind of ethical thinking Macl ntryedescribesabound, asanyonewho hastaught ethics
to undergraduates well knows. In fact, most of the time the language of “values’ is used, “choice” will
predictably follow. To take one of many examples, the University of North Dakota recently claimed that:

Education concerning valuesisimportant in general education—not seeking oneright way
tobehave, but recogni zing that choi cescannot beavoided. Studentsshouldbeawareof how
many choi cesthey make, how these choicesare based on val ues, and how to makeinformed
choices?®

Whilerightly seeing aproblem with the ethical void in many educational curriculums, thisapproachfailsto see
how “values as personal choices’ continues to underwrite thisvoid. Once the dichotomy between facts and
values shapesthe terms of the debate about education, then “facts” will be seen to have an unchallenged place
inthecurriculumwhiletheplaceof valueswill bemorecontentious.® Should valuesbetaught? If so, then whose
valuesoughtto prevail? Doesmoral instructionevenbelongintheclassroom? | sn’t attentionto val uesbest done
in the extracurricular spheres of theinstitution, or, even more, in the private sphere of the home?

Theologian Rowan Williamsrightly warns against what he callsthis* nostalgiafor values.” Whilehe
acknowledgesthat thisnostal giaisunderstandablegiven* diffusediscontent” with consumer pluralism, hewarns
that “valueslanguage” easily becomes“akind of window dressing [that] echoestheindividualistic and facile
language of moral retrenchment that often accompani es afurther intensification of administrative control and
the attrition of participatory politics.”® That is, talk of “values’ easily ends up presupposing rather than
challenging amarket, consumeristic framework. Even more, whenwe cometo believewesimply “choose” our
personal values, wethenfail to see how thiswhole framework relies upon a set of assumptionsthat wedid not
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explicitly choose. Asexemplifiedinthe North Dakota statement, “values education” all too often trainsusto
think about ethicsintermsof individual choice, not unlikegoingtothemall and choosingwhattobuy.*! Indeed,
we might say that “values’ talk today more often than not forms usto believe that “ our choices’ constitute the
essence of our identity. Again, asMaclntyreobserves, “ choice” today isnot takento berevelatory of character,
but rather of identity, whichisentirely self-generated: “I amwhat my choiceshavemademe.” Theindividual
has no alternative other than that of now choosing what is to become good or bad for her. To criticize one's
choicesisto take anegative view of theindividual making the choices, and more often than not theresponseis
aretreat into solidarity with those with whom one agrees.’?

Thuswhileour modern discourseoften linksfreedom of choicetoacel ebration of “pluralism,” thefact
is that more often than not we are left with fragmentation. In a well-known passage, William James
enthusiastically compares our contemporary situation (especialy in the university) to akind of hotel:

Innumerablechambersopenout of it. Inoneyoumay findamanwritinganatheisticvolume;
in the next someone on his knees praying for faith and strength; in the third a chemist
investigating abody’ s properties. 1n afourth a system of idealistic metaphysicsisbeing
excogitated; in afifth theimpossibility of metaphysicsisbeing shown. But they al own
thecorridor, and all must passthroughit if they want apracticableway of gettinginto or out
of their respective rooms.®®

Asindicated, Jamesintended thisto be a positive description of our modern “pluralistic” context. In light of
apost-critical posture, however, wecan seethismetaphor asdeeply problematic. Thecommon spaceisthehotel
corridor through which “all must pass,” but what constitutesthis space? AsGeorge Marsdenrightly notes, the
corridor in James' vision is open to those who can “readily share basic standards of evidence and argument.
These standards work in separating good arguments from bad...”** The difficulty with such an account,
however, isthefailureto seethat “ standardsof evidence” or what countsasagood argument cannot be separated
from thelarger mythos or story that forms one’ s assumptions about the good. Thus, akind of hegemony rules
the “corridor” as one must accept a particular mythos (which more often than not its endorsers fail to fully
acknowledge) inorder togetinor out of hisor her respectiveroom.’® Jamesfailed to see how thisfoundationalist
accountwould eventually lead totheenervating pluralismwehavetoday, wheremultipleval uessimply co-exist
withnoway toadjudicateamongthem.’® Communitiesare easily reduced to like minded individuals, who have
noway toresolvedifferences, and even more, no reason why tointeract with someonewhoisnot like minded.Y’
William Cavanaugh makesthefurther point that such“ pluralism” really existsonly at theprivatelevel. “Inthe
public sphere, the Stateitself isthe ultimate good whose prerogatives must be defended coercively...theliberal
State is by no means neutral. It defends and imposes a particular set of goods — e.g., the value of the market,
scientific progress, the importance of choiceitself —which excludesitsrivals.”

Tosummarizemy all too brief account, our modern/postmodern situation hasproduced an ethic rooted
primarily in the individual and his or her choices. Thisis problematic at a number of levels. First, whileit
assumesthat it freestheindividual fromauthority andtradition, inreality it bindstheindividual tooneparticular
tradition, and anarrow one at that that emphasizestheindividual asthe creator of hisor her identity. Secondly,
thistradition of modernity, while advocating pluralism actually suppressesit; James' image of the supposedly
neutral “space” inthe corridor can only be entered by those who share certain foundati onalist presuppositions,
and thus certain assumptions about the good. Sincethe corridor isadeceptively coercive space, this“ modern
hotel” (an interesting image in and of itself asit suggests an abstract and rootless place) cannot offer genuine
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hospitality. Itismy argument that theinability to offer hospitality isrelatedtotherefusal to seeour livesasgifts.
Itisto thispoint that | now turn.

A Post-Critical Turn: Our Livesas Gifts

Asindicated, Macl ntryepointsto thenecessary givennessof all ethical and philosophical inquiry when
he statesthat “ Thereisno standing ground, no place of inquiry, no way to engagein the practices of advancing,
evaluating, accepting and rejecting reasoned argument apart from that which is provided by some particular
tradition or other.”*® Thus, following MacIntrye, we could say that we are not “free” simply to choose our
morality. Wecannot, in other words, abstract ourselvesfrom our own context to reach aplacewhere such lucid
choice would be available. Nor even, we might add, would this make us “free” if it were apossibility. Some
tradition or other always informs “freedom,” and thus we deceive ourselves if we imagine freedom liesin
abstraction or escape from our particular context.

Polanyi addsto Macl ntyre’ spost-critical approach by analyzing even morefully thewaysinwhichall
our knowingisfiduciary; our knowinginvolvesarelying uponor a“faithfulness’ towhat isgiven. What does
Polanyi mean by thisdescription of knowledge? First, likeMacIntyre, Polanyi pointstothefact that our knowing
callsfor and, in fact, requiresimmersion in atradition, a particular community where we are able to become
apprenticesof other persons. Thus, for example, “to betrained asamedical diagnostician, you must go through
along course of experience under the guidance of amaster.” A doctor comes to recognize certain symptoms
“only by repeatedly being given cases for auscultation in which the symptom is authoritatively known to be
present, sideby sidewith other casesinwhichitisauthoritatively knownto beabsent, until he hasfully realized
the difference between them and can demonstrate his knowledge practically to the satisfaction of an expert.” 2
Secondly, the fiduciary aspect of knowledge revealsitself in the tacit dimension of all knowing. Asiswell
known, Polanyi describesinrich detail how wetacitly rely upon some*givens’ inorder toarriveat moreexplicit
knowledge. In a sense, we absorb or know tacitly by indwelling a given “place,” whether this is before a
telescope, on abicycle or while making an esoteric philosophical point. Thus, asthose familiar with Polanyi
well know, for Polanyi, knowing isirreducibly personal, where “personal” does not mean subjective but the
immersion of our whole personsin that which we are seeking to know. Or, better stated in Polanyianterms, we
immerse ourselvesinthat towhichwearecalled. Faithfulnessto our calling yields certain truths; thosetruths
with heuristic depth (those that reveal more to later eyes) show that our antecedent faithfulness was indeed
warranted.

So understood, we can claim, as does Poteat, that all our knowing isabonding, and that “ our ultimate
relation thereforeall of our derivedrelationsto existencearefiduciary.”? Poteat can thus make the claim that
our “modernderangement” resultsfromakind of “infidelity.” Suchlanguagecontrastssharply withthemodern
emphasis on the choosing self, the self that achieves“freedom” by standing apart from all those “bonds’ that
congtituteitsidentity. AsPoteat notes, “ even though defacto we exist amidst aplexusof bonds, dejureall the
gnostic images of our being in theworld can only see these as abondage, afalling into aworldly prison from
which we can alone be saved by the gnosis of our in principle ecumenic doubt. By contrast, only when we
remember that nature is our mother can we embrace and affirm these bondings as the very substance of our
incarnate existence.”? Poteat thus interprets our incarnate place not as akind of bondage and imprisonment
from which we must stand apart, as a gnostic would, but as essentially gift. From such apost-critical posture,
theimage of the choosing self isinadequate becauseit blinds usto all we arethat we did not explicitly choose.
In other words, it blinds us to the givenness and giftedness of who we are.
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One might easily object, “Not everyone can seetheir livesas‘ gifts.” Certainly, theterrible suffering
of some would seem to be clear evidence that the language of ‘gift’ misdescribes some lives.” These
observationsarecertainly true; many of us, probably most of thetime, fail tothink about our livesasgifts. Even
more, wewould not want to advisethe one suffering from physical abuse, for example, tosimply seethisasgift.
Thisisrightly described asan injustice. The point | am making, however, isalogical one: we can only come
toknow, cometo hold certain convictions, cometo seecertainthingsinaparticular way through our bondedness
totheworld. Itisthrough our relianceupon atradition formed placethat we are abl eto see and name something
asaninjustice. Thisplaceisnot aplace of bondage but a place of fidelity. AsNicholas Lash rightly notes,
“Whether in physicsor inpolitics, in psychology or prayer, to grow inknowledgeisto grow throughtrust: trust
given, trust betrayed, trust risked, misplaced, sustained, received, and suffered.”? A post-critical ethicthenrests
inthe conviction that trust, faithfulnessand obedience, and theref ore areception to that whichisgiven, precede
and necessarily formour ethics.

Election and Hospitality

To develop this point, | will now turn to afuller examination of the theology that sustains a post-critical ethic
in which the practice of hospitality iscentral. AsMaclntrye, Polanyi and Poteat all in various ways indicate,
all approachesto ethicsare sustained by somekind of tradition. | would add to thisthat all ethicsare sustained
by somekind of theology or mythos.?* In my analysis of hospitality, | will describe hospitality primarily from
withinthe Christian tradition; thisisbecause| believe our Creator’ s own hospitality ismost fully displayedin
thelife, death and resurrection of Jesus. Thisdoesnot, of course, negatethefact that hospitality ispracticed well
inavariety of traditions and cultures nor that Christians have much to learn from others about hospitality and
how to practiceit.®

Just asamoregnostic ahistorical theology sustainsthecritical approach to ethics, Christian theology,
rightly understood, sustains a post-critical approach because it is rooted in the conviction that our lives and
calling, indeed our very identities, are gifts. Augustine even went so far asto claim that we do not choose our
friends, God does. Thelanguageof “élection,” aswell asthat of “calling,” servestoremind Christians (aswell
as Jews and Muslims) of the gift nature of their lives. God isthe One who elects or chooses us, not the other
way around. Y et, thelanguage of el ection hasbeen met with numerousobjections. Why doesGod choosesome
rather than others? Is choseness simply a category invoked to justify or privilege one's particular self or
tradition? Doesn’t our response to God involve some choice on our part?

First, it isimportant to note that “ choseness” or election is not intended to point to moral superiority,
amisinterpretation that has no doubt been invoked at times by Christiansand Jews. Even so, Jewish theology
iscareful to deflect thismisinterpretation. For example, inonemidrash the Jewsdo not even want to bechosen;
in another, God has gone to other people but was turned down.?? Similar to Jewish self-understanding, the
Christian claim that God isthe el ecting God rests not in thefact that Christians are somehow better than others.
Thelivesof thesaintsoften repeat themidrashinsight, namely the saintsdo not want to be“ chosen,” or set aside
assaints. Rather “election,” first and foremost, is a conviction about who God is, a conviction that points to
God’ sdeep desireto be embodied and enfleshed in theworld. Thus, the notion of “election” radically affirms
creationand our humblecreaturely status. God Himsel f entershistory and becomesabody, i.e., thebody of Israel
and subsequently the body of Christ for the sake of drawing the whole world back to God’s own self. (For
gnostics, the notion of God becoming a body is distasteful; creation, flesh, and bodies are simply places of
limitation from which we must escape.)
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Jews and Christians, of course, differ in important ways in understanding the embodiedness of God.
For Jews, God himself does not become abody but rather, through the covenant with Abraham, callsforth the
body of Isragl. Jewish theologian Michagl Wyschogrod reiterates this conviction when he observesthat Nazi
anti semitism had atheol ogical dimension, namely, “ It wastheassault by evil on God throughthebody of Israel.
Thisisthe only interpretation of the Holocaust that even begins to do justice to that inexplicable mystery.”#
Wyschogrod' sclaim reflectsthe Jewish self-understanding that i dentifies God with the very body of Isragl. So
also, of course, Christiansidentify God with the Body of Christ - “For in him (the Beloved Son) all the fullness
of God was pleased to dwell...” (Colossians 1: 19) —an identification later extended to the church as Christ’s
body. Despite their differences, both Jews and Christians speak of election in order to affirm the essential
goodness of creation; God himself desiresto enter our time and space.

All thisistoemphasi zethat thelanguageof “ el ection” restsuponaradical affirmation of our creaturely
statusand of aGod who “ gifts” uswith Hispresencein and through creation. In other words, the fact that God
chooses us and that we are to receive our status as creatures (who inhabit a particular time and place) as gifts
are interconnected. To understand our own place as gift contrasts sharply with a modern view that can only
imagine our particular place in terms of bondage and limitation. To receive the gift of ourselves from others,
and ultimately from God (rather thanimaginewehaveto generate our ownidentity) enablesustobecomefaithful
recipients and practitioners of God' s own hospitality.

Hospitality and “ Christian Homelessness”

If itistruethat our lives are not our own but are given to us— by our places, by others, ultimately by God - it
isalsotruethat we are not entirely “at home” intheworld. For early Christians, in fact, hospitality islinked to
acertain kind of homelessness. Thusearly Christian writersrefer often to God's command to the Hebrewsto
wel come strangers because they too were once strangers and aliensin theland of Egypt. AsAugustinewrites:
“Y ou take in some stranger, whose companion in the way you yourself also are, for we are al strangers. This
person is a Christian who, even in his own house and in his own country, acknowledges himself to be a
stranger.”® Hospitality then appearstorest on aparadox: Christiansare called to welcomethe stranger even
though they have no home, even though they are a diaspora people with no fixed place to cal their own.?
Christiansare called evento give up their fixed placeintheworld —their land, their country, their family (Luke
14: 24-33)—for the sake of the kingdom of God.

We seemto beleft with an apparent contradiction. Henri Nouwen remindsusthat it isinhospitableto
welcomeothersandthenleave. Heremindsus, rightly, that good hostsneed to haveaplacefromwhichtoextend
hospitality.*®> How can Christians really practice good hospitality if they themselves are also displaced and
homeless? How can strangers and sojourners offer hospitality?

Y et Christians (and Jews) areonly “homeless” or “displaced” inasense. They arecalled toturnfrom
identifying themselvesprimarily by their nation or their family or their positionin society in order to draw their
identity from God, where God is understood as a purposeful actor who actsin and with a people, for the sake
of theworld. ThusGod callsAbrahamto leave hishomein Ur of Chaldeesfor the sake of the newly established
covenant between God and I sragl, and Abraham follows. God calls Mosesto lead his people out of Egypt and
Moses follows. God the Father calls Jesus to establish and embody a new community, one characterized by
enemy love and Jesusfollowsto the point of death. In eachinstance, the particular “home” of theindividual is
in acommunity that understands itself, however dimly, asliving before the “face of God.”
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How does such participation in what God is doing, in God' s purposeful activity relate to our earlier
guestion: namely how to practice hospitality when we are strangers and sojournersin the world, when we are
calledto haveno place, asJesushad no placeto*lay hishead” ? Theresolutionliesin understanding our “ place”
or identity asresting in God' s purposeful activity with aparticular people. We are called to be strangersto all
that deniesor negatesGod’ spurpose. Thus, for example, wearecalledtobestrangerstotheideathat our families
or our nations are our primary identity-givers. We nonetheless find our “home” in the world (and thus can
becomegood hosts) because our homeor placeisbefore God, in God’ sown kingdomwhich, Christiansbelieve,
isnow present but not yet fully realized.

Thushospitality isparasitic onfirst being guestsin God’ shouse; wemust first receivethetruth of our
livesasgiftsin order to become good hoststo others. If whoweareisprimarily self-generated, if our choices
constitutethe essence of our identity, then the practi ce of hospitality will quickly atrophy aswewill seeno need
to truly receive from another. As others have noted, however, such hoarding (refusing to give and receive)
paradoxically leadsto scarcity rather than abundance. If itistruethat whoweareisagift of othersand ultimately
God, then by refusing to receive from another, we are denying ourselves and others a certain abundance.

Wecan say, then, that the* home” fromwhich Christiansoffer hospitality, God' shousehold or oikos,*
reflects an economy that differs from our market economy, which operates on assumptions of scarcity and
savings. God' soikosrather rests on the assumption of superabundance, oneinwhich thereisno need to hoard
and save. Thisabundanceisreflectedinthewell-known biblical storieswhere God providesdaily mannainthe
wilderness, and loaves and fish for the multitudes. Gerhard Lohfink argues in fact that the fish and loaves
parable, intheway it ordersthe peoplein groups, recallsthe mannain the wilderness story.®2 The abundance
of God'sprovisionsin these biblical stories points not only to the continuity of God’ s hospitality acrosstime,
but al so proleptically totheabundanceof lifeitself, whichbecomesreality after Easter. Even death cannot make
of lifeascarcecommodity. ThusLohfink rightly claims, “ Excess, wealth, and profligateluxury arethusthesigns
of the time of salvation — not economy, meagerness, wretchedness, and neediness. Why isthat so?— because
God is overflowing Lifeitself, and because God' swhole desireisto share that life. God’sloveisbeyond all
measure, and God' s gifts to human beings are not measured by their good behavior or deservingness.”*

Such extravagant hospitality draws peopletogether without obliterating their differences. Indeedthe
uniqueness of each person isnecessary so that therewill beafuller abundance, agenuine giving to another and
receiving of what we do not already have. To refer back to James analogy, a hotel with a common corridor
throughwhich peoplemerely passfailsto grasp theextravaganceand abundanceof thishospitality. Itisperhaps
best captured by ahousehold (cikos), the heart of whichisalarge common table, where strangersarewelcome,
andfood andwinearegeneroudy shared.®* Since such hospitality isparasitic on an understanding of our lives
as gifts, the proper end or telos of hospitality isimitating and participating in God' sown hospitality tous. As
iswell-known, of course, early Christiansenacted, and continueto enact, thisparticipationin God' shospitality
through the celebration of acommon meal, the Eucharist.

The Hope of Hospitality: A Possibility in Our Current Context?

Torelatethis practice of hospitality more fully to apost-critical ethicin our current context, it would
beinstructivetorevisit Macl ntyreinlight of the practice of hospitality, asdescribed above. Asindicated earlier,
Maclntyre' sprofound description of our modern moral dilemma, hisdisquieting suggestion, wasinfluenced by
the beginning of Miller's A Canticle for Leibowitz. But what about the ending of Miller’s novel? How does
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Maclntyre' s resolution compare? | shall suggest that the ending of Miller’s tale provides us with important
insights into the practice of hospitality, resources that even Maclntyre himself does not fully take into
consideration.

Maclntyre ends After Virtue with achapter titled, “ After Virtue: Nietzsche or Aristotle, Trotsky and
St Benedict.” Inthis chapter, MacIntyre asks whether we can recover a shared conception of the good and of
thenarrativeunity of amoral tradition or whether wemust accept Nietzche' sconclusionthat morality issimply
adisguisefor thewill to power? Giventhefact that, asMacl ntyreargues, advanced capitalismlacksthepolitical
and economic structuresto sustain an Aristotelian understanding of themoral life, it would seemwe havelittle
hopefor therecovery of such atradition. Macl ntyre maintains, however, that his solution doesnot commit him
to a “generalized social pessimism.” We must now cease to shore up the imperium, our current political
structure, and instead foster new formsof communities“withinwhich civility and theintellectual and moral life
can be sustained through the new dark ageswhich arealready uponus.”* Since MacIntyre does not elaborate
onwhether thesecommunitiesexist or, if not, how onemight devel op suchacommunity, hissolution might well
sound utopian. Elsewhere, however, Macl ntyre defendshimself against suchacharge. InThreeRival Versions
of Moral Inquiry, hestatesthat hisproposal for anew form of community, apostliberal university of constrained
disagreements,® is not utopian because, first, something like this has already existed (the University of Paris
inthethirteenth century). Secondly, thechargeof utopianismis* sometimesbest understood moreasasymptom
of thecondition of thosewholevel it,” of their failuretoimagineagenuinealternativetothecurrent predicament,
or even to see this as a predicament.¥”

While Macl ntyre defends himsel f against utopianism aswell as pessimism, hedoesnot fully extricate
himself from these charges, it seemsto me. At arecent conference at the University of Notre Dame on the
“culture of death,” MacIntyre again insightfully diagnosed our modern dilemma, repeating many of the
important themesin hispublished works. moral belief isconstrued purely intermsof personal choice, the self-
created“individual” hasreplaced character formati on as constitutive of identity, and compartmentalization has
fragmented our lives such that adaptability isthe new virtueand inflexibility the new vice. Further, Maclntyre
noted that whereasearlier debatestook placein societiesthat shared standards and attitudes, sincewe now lack
these our modern forms of public debate are generally counter-productive. When asked whether or not the
public participation andintervention of someonelikePope John Paul |1 had been counter-productive, Maclntyre
responded that Pope John Paul’ s service had been to provide “those who were lacking it anidiom,” arhetoric
for those who were aready in agreement with him. While this has been an important task, Maclntyre noted, it
has not significantly altered our impoverished forms of public conversation.®

An emphasis on our public efforts to engage another as generally counter-productive would seem to
make the public practice of hospitality —the possibility of a genuine giving and receiving from the stranger —
unlikely. It might well be that Maclntyre's philosophy is more focused on analyzing our current situation
(certainly acrucial task) thanitison proposing or devel oping aternatives. Even so, if hospitality isto serveas
a"“post-critical dwelling place,” we need to consider how such a practice might be a possibility in our current
context. What might it look like?

To respond to these questions, let us now turn to the powerful ending of Miller's A Canticle for
Leibowitz. InPart Threeof Miller’ snovel, Fiat Voluntas Tua (Thy Will beDone), wediscover that thescientific
fragments have been recovered and placed into a coherent schema so that once again science makes sense.
Civilization, no longer “barbaric” (Part One), has not only passed through a renaissance (Part 2) but has now
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“advanced” to the point where atomic destruction has become areal threat once again. The story that clearly
dominates the culture in Part Three is the “ scientific story”: understandings of the good are read in light of
scientific technological solutions. So, for example, local authorities have set up euthanizing centersto extend
“mercy” to those suffering from radiation poisoning due to the nuclear fallout. In one telling exchange, the
euthanizing Doctor Cors confronts Father Zerchi, the abbot of the order:

“ListenFather. They sitthereandthey |ook at you. Somescream. Somecry. Some
justsitthere. All of themesay, ‘ Doctor, what can| do? Andwhat am| supposed to answer?
Say nothing? Say, ‘You can die, that'sal.” What would you say?’

“Pray.’”

“Yes, youwould, wouldn't you? Listen, painistheonly evil | know about. It sthe
only onel can fight.”

“Then God help you.”

“ Antibiotics help me more.”*

Clearly, the narrative embodied in the person of Doctor Cors—onethat witnessesto thetriumph of death rather
than life — appears to have won the day.

We need to remember, however, that Miller hastitled this section “Thy Will Be Done,” an indicator
that Doctor Corswill not get thefinal word. Asthe nuclear war isabout to destroy civilization, Miller hastwo
significant things happen. First, the Church carries forward with its plan to send a spaceship into outer space
to preserveasmall human colony. Thosewho areto makethetripinclude bishops, priests, monksand children.

But secondly, and | think more importantly, Miller develops the strange character of a certain
bicephal ouswoman, Mrs. Grales, agrotesque reminder of the effects of an earlier nuclear fallout. Throughout
thefinal section of thenovel, Mrs. Grales pleadswith Father Zerchi to baptize her other lifelesshead, which she
has named Rachel. He declines, claiming it amatter for “your parish and diocese.” Inthefinal scenes of the
novel, asFather Zerchi ishearing Mrs. Grales' confession, anuclear bomb strikes. AsFather Zerchi liesdying,
the buzzards circling, he discoversthat while Mrs. Grales' “head” hasdied, Rachel has cometolife, watching
him*“with cool greeneyesand[smiling] innocently.”*® He makesan effort to baptize her but sheleans“ quickly
away from him. Her smilefroze and vanished. No! her whole countenance seemed to shout.” Then, Rachel
offershim, despite hisinitial refusal, the wafer and wine. Miller continues:

Sheused no conventional gestures, but thereverencewithwhich shehad handledit convinced
him of onething: she sensed the Presence under theveils. Shewho could not yet usewords
nor understand them, had done what she had as if by direct instruction, in response to his
attempt at conditional baptism.

He tried to refocus his eyes to get another look at the face of this being, who by
gestures alone had said to him: | do not need your first Sacrament, Man, but | am worthy to
convey to you this Sacrament of Life.

Father Zerchi, ashedrawshisfinal breath, weepsin gratitude that “ he had seen primal innocenceinthoseeyes,
and apromiseof resurrection. Oneglimpsehad beenabounty...,”* apassage that recalls Simeon’ s seeing the
baby Jesus before his death (Luke 2:25-32).
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What are we to make of this mysterious ending? Theologian Ralph Wood notes that Rachel “seems
thusto beafigureof theremnant church that Godraisesup evenwhentheworld collapses. ThisRachel isindeed
adispenser rather than areceiver of grace, as she placesthefinal viaticumin the dying abbot’ shand...thisnew
Rachel embodiesthe hopethat can savetheworld becauseit isthe hopethat dissolvesall bitterness...It comes
whenever the saving words are pronounced... Thy will be done.”* Wood is right to note that the hope that
presentsitself at the end of thenovel, in the person of Rachel, lies not simply in human action (we do not know
thefinal outcome of the spaceship) but in the purposeful action of God with aconcrete people: Rachel and Fr.
Zexchi.

How does this ending compare to Maclntyre? Maclntyre, of course, puts forward a philosophical
analysisthat in some ways does not lend itself to a neat comparison with a piece of creativefiction. Even so,
we can seethat the formation of the spaceship community isapossible example of what Maclntyrehasinmind
when he states we need new forms of community that no longer shore up the imperium.*# At the sametime,
however, wemight notethat the spaceship hastoleavetheworld, thuslending somecredencetothosewhowould
call such communities utopian.

Y et what about Miller’s bicephalous woman? It is clearly in the story of Rachel that Miller’s tale
unfoldsasone of hopeinthemidst of despair, rather than one of utopianism or pessimism. AndthehopeMiller
describesisrooted in God' sown hospitality. AsMiller recounts, Rachel has been given the preternatural gifts
of Eden, “those gifts which Man had been trying to seize by brute force again from Heaven since first he lost
them.”* Itisthrough Rachel, afellow creature, that God offers Father Zerchi hispresencein the bread and wine
—the body and blood of Christ —and in the promise of resurrection. Father Zerchi gratefully receives God's
abundant hospitality: “one glimpse had been a bounty, and he wept with gratitude.”

In comparing MacIntyreto Miller at thispoint, it seemsasif the narrative of which Macl ntyre himself
bemoans the loss does not fully appear in MacIntyre' sown thinking.#” AsMaclntyre himself acknowledges,
even if we are ableto “out narrate” our opponents, it often does not seem to matter, i.e., public debate seems
counter-productive. Others continue to be aesthetic Nietzscheans, or Enlightenment emoativists, and people
retreat into solidarity with thosewho already agreewiththem. Even Miller’ staleregistersthisdark pessimism
asthepriest’ sattempt to “ out-narrate” the doctor does not work. Civilization continueson its samedestructive
path.

At thispoint, however, we can turn to the Jewish theol ogian Michael Wyschogrod who reminds us of
akey point central to boththe Jewishand Christiantradition: “...theredeemer whom God sendsisnot abrilliant
orator but astutterer who seemsleast fit to persuadethetyrant to let the peoplego... itisGod and not thetalent
of hismessenger that deservespraise.” Inthenovel, hoperestsnotinthe“rational” people but appearsin the
least likely of places, the bicephal ous woman, who stutters and who to all appearances seemsirrational. What
isthe relation between this hope and the practice of hospitality? Wyschogrod continues: “The deepest sign of
the presence of God, the fundamental reason for the wonder that is evoked by all contact with the spirit, isthe
occurrence of the unexpected. Salvation comes from unexpected quarters, at unexpected times, and through
unexpected agents...”*® Wyschogrod rightly reminds us that genuine hospitality alwaysinvolveswelcoming
the stranger, someonewho may not beable or inclined to reason aswe do. Such hospitality issustained not by
human ingenuity but by the promise that through this practice the “hosts” will encounter the presence of God,
a presence which might well be as discomforting and it is comforting.
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Such hospitality does not fit on the pessimism/utopianism grid. Certainly in our welcoming of the
stranger we seek to engage her in debate, to have discussion about the good, etc. In fact, as Reinhard Hitter
importantly notes, hospitality and honoring thetruth are practicesthat require each other.*® Such hospitality is
admittedly difficult and might evenbepainful. Theguest or host (rol eswhicharefluidwhenhospitality isrightly
practiced) might refuse thetruth and even seek to annihilateit, asin the case of martyrdom. Even so, wherever
and whenever we live with the conviction that our livesand callings are gifts from agraci ous God, we have no
“choice” but to practicehospitality. Thisisbecausethe“fiduciary” framework isnot thesolitary individual, nor
isit our human effort to achieve peace. Rather the dwelling placethat sustainsgenuine hospitality isthelife of
God. Thuswhilel agreewith Maclntyre on the need for “ new forms of community withinwhichthemoral life
could be sustained,” | would add that these need to be communities of hospitality sustained by faithful worship
of God.*®

In conclusion, the post-critical practice of hospitality enablesusto turn from the modern autonomous
choosing subject, and not only turn but see this subject for what it is: amodern piece of fiction that has blinded
ustoall of thegiving and receiving that constitutesour lives. Hospitality thusenablesustotruly engage others,
not by meansof someabstract foundation, but inand through our particularity, even aswetrust that God' sgrace
ispresent inthe“stranger.” Such apost-critical dwelling place callsfor usto rely upon our incarnate placein
theworld, just as God relied upon theincarnation to make Himself morefully known. It also callsfor us, again
inimitation of God as Trinity, to have the courage to be willing to give and receive from another.5!
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“weakness and distress of the faithful in order that it may be clear that the overflowing fullness of glory comes not from
human strength, but from God aone,” p. 150.

% Thecommonmeal is, of course, apracticethat crossestraditionsand cultures. Inanalyzing 1 Corinthians 11:20-
22, apassage about early Christiansfailing to celebrate the Lord’ s Supper truthfully, Lohfink notesthat in antiquity “there
wasawell-known form of the common meal called eranosat which the host only provided the space but not thefood. Each
brought to the meal what she or he had and ate of what all had brought. We have the same practice; it iswhat Americans
call the potluck,” in Lohfink, p. 256.

SAfter Virtue, p. 263.

% Such auniversity, Maclntyre maintains, will support systematic debate about standards of rational justification
among rival traditions, such asthe Thomistic and genealogical. The“winner” of such debate will be thetradition that can
resolve problems posed by a particular tradition which that tradition is unable to resolve within its own system of thought.

87 Alasdair Maclntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame,
1990), pp. 234-235.

®Maclntyre, Culture of Death Conference, op. cit.

®\Walter M. Miller, A Canticle for Leibowitz (New Y ork: Bantam), p. 275.

“lbid., p. 309.

4lbid., p. 311.

“1bid., p. 312.

“Wood, p. 97.

“Wood draws this connection, p. 85.

“Miller, p. 312.

“Ibid., my emphasis.

471t might well be that the full implications of Christian theology do not appear in Maclntyre' s thought because
of the kind of distinction he draws between philosophy and theology. Maclntyre argues that the integrative tasks of
philosophy, rightly understood, “can be carried out only by rational enquiry, independently of faith and revealed truths,
enabling enquirers to understand how the specialized disciplines contribute to, but cannot themselves supply an
understanding of the overall order of things...And thereisasecond set of tasksthat can be carried out only by enquiry into
the bearing of revealed truths, truths to be acknowledged only by faith, on the work of the university. These arethetasks
of theology, rightly understood,” in“ Catholic Universities: dangers, hopes, choices,” Lecture delivered at the University
of Notre Dame, October 13-14, 1999, p. 5. | find it misleading, however, to talk about an intellectual space, or a space of
inquiry, that isindependent of faith and revealed truths. All philosophy draws, even if not explicitly, from some kind of
theology. My concern with MacIntyre at this point isthat his philosophy failsto draw asfully asit could from a Christian
future or eschatology, afuture which is as present to us asis our past, which Maclntyre so hopesto reclaim

“ Wyschogrod, p. 231, my emphasis.

“Indiscussing C.S. Lewis s The Great Divorce, Hiitter observes: “..acknowledging and thereforereceiving, the

72



truth of who and whose oneisliberates one for genuine hospitality. Y et because the inhabitants of Twilight City lack this
truth, they areintensely absorbed in themsel ves—the self-absorption of avoidin search of asubstance. They want to grasp
and own what can only bereceived asagift: the gift of aself transparent to the truth that it owesits existence not to itself,
but rather tothe Giver of Life. Honoringthistruthinitsconstant receptioniswhat makesthe self opentotheother, togenuine
hospitality,” in “Hospitality and Truth,” p. 209.

SExamplesof such communitiesof hospitality include, anong others, the Catholic Worker Houses of Hospitality
for the poor and homeless (founded by Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin); Brother Roger’ s ecumenical Taize community in
France; andtheL’ Archecommunitiesfor mentally handicapped (founded by Jean Vanier). Inaddition, anumber of people
(myself included) areexpl oring therelevanceof hospitality for higher education. SeeAurileeHagstrom, Richard Kyte, Scott
Moore, Elizabeth Newman and Amy Oden, Hospitality and the Christian College (forthcoming).

51l am grateful to Paul Lewisfor hisinsightful comments on an earlier draft of this essay.
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REVIEWS

Philip A. Rolnick, ed., Explorationsin Ethics. Greensboro,
NC: Greenshoro CollegePress, 1998. Pp. xix +231. ISBN:
0-9667374-0-7.

This collection of essays revolves around the
Ethics Across the Curriculum program at Greensboro Col-
lege, a United Methodist affiliated liberal arts institution
located in Greensboro, NC. These essays, originally pro-
duced in faculty training seminars, represent the first fruits
of the program, which began in 1995. The contributions,
which come from Greensboro College faculty and scholars
who have been guest lecturers for the program, have been
arranged into three sections. Thefirst containsan introduc-
tory article that asks and answers the question, “What is
Ethics?’ The second section of the book containsarange of
perspectives on Christian ethics, with essays that focus on
love, ethicsin Methodism, the Golden Rule and covenant.
These essays represent the disciplines of Biblical Studies,
Theology, Philosophy and Theol ogical Ethics, respectively.
The final section of the book contains essays written by
faculty membersfrom“acrossthe curriculum.” Disciplines
represented in this section include Economics, Education,
English, Fine Arts, Foreign Languages and History.

As is true with any collection of essays, the
authors present a considerable variety of perspectives. On
thewhole, however, it isfair to say that this book has more
affinities to virtue or character ethics than to either
deontological or teleological orientations. Over half of the
essaysexplicitly touch on themes associated with character
ethics. Rolnick offersan extended and approving discussion
of Aristotelianexcellence(5ff). Rolnick, Tatumand M cCoy
all suggestthat loveisthecentral Christian“virtue.” Wattles
argues that the Golden Rule is a valuable tool for moral
formation. Rolnick and McCoy stressthefact that character/
ethics is formed in community with others rather than in
isolation from others. Crane offers a character study and
McElveen sheds historical light on the virtues thought
necessary for aruler.

Ethics Across the Curriculum clearly also repre-
sents post-modern and post-critical sensibilities. It is post-
moderninthesensethat theessaysare polyphonic. Asnoted
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above, there areindeed thematic affinities between many of
the essays, but no single, unified expression emerges from
thework. Infact, contrasting perspectivesarealowed tosit
side by side (e.g. Cheatham and Hebert). Another way in
which the book is post-modern is its emphasis on the
particular. Thus essayists tend to begin with a particular
religious tradition (Methodist for Langford and Tatum), a
particular caseinmedical ethics(Sasser), aspecified histori-
cal periods (McElveen) or abiography (Crane). The essays
arepost-critical, aswell, inthat they simply do not celebrate
the particular, but try to learn fromit. Nor do many of the
essayists give up on shared standards of conduct, the exist-
ence of truth and the possibilities of doing ethics (see Keck,
Rolnick and McCoy, in particular).

Aside from the range of perspectives, discussion
questions add to the book’s utility for the classroom. Of
course, some essays are stronger and more self-critical than
others. In some, the connection between the topic and
“ethics’ isexplicit, at other timesthe connection isunstated
or left to beinferred. The main drawback to the book, as |
seeit, isthat the conversation did notincluderepresentatives
from the natural sciences or political science. That, how-
ever, is largely a function of the pool of faculty who
participated intheorigina seminars. Overall, thebook ably
demonstratesthe multi-disciplinary, “liberal arts’ character
of ethics. 1t will be useful for illustrating the problems and
possibilities of holding discussions of ethics across the
curriculum.

Paul Lewis
Mercer Unicersity
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