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Preface

itor-Tradition & Discovery

Thisisaspecial issueof TAD built around the program of
the 2002 annual Polanyi Society meeting, which featured a paper
by cell biologist Ursula Goodenough, a thinker who today is
making interesting contributions to science and religion discus-
sions. SeeWalter Gulick’ sintroduction to this special issue (p. 5)
for commentsonthearticlesincluded. Walter worked hard to put
together both the 2002 annual meeting program featuring
Goodenough and thisissue that grows out of it.

Please especially take note of my open letter to Polanyi
Society members that follows (p. 3). The Society embarks on an
experiment with el ectronic publicationwiththenextissueof TAD.
Paper issues of the journal will continue to be distributed but the
Society’s Board of Directors has decided the time has come to
explore alternatives since the cost of printing and mailing are
increasingly burdensome.

Theprogramfor the 2004 annual meetingin San Antonio
appearsinthisissue(p. 4). Therearetwo sessionsthat promiseto
bevery interesting. One session considersEsther Meek’ sPolanyi-
grounded book Longing to Know and the other session puts
together Polanyi and Whitehead, a topic that for years some
members have proposed for discussion.

Phil Mullins
Electronic Discussion List

ThePolanyi Society supportsan electronicdiscussion group exploring

implicati
e-mail to

onsof thethought of Michael Polanyi. Anyoneinterested can send
Struan Jacobs (swjacobs@deakin.edu.au) who is the moder ator .

Theaddressfor thelist is polanyi-list@deakin.edu.au

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.




An Open Letter to TAD Subscribers

At the November 2003 meeting of the Board of Directors of the Polanyi Society, the Board approved
an important experiment for Tradition and Discovery that will begin with the next issue (October 2004). In
additiontothepaper copy of TAD, the Society will begin publishing an Adobe PDF version of thejournal, which
will be availablein apassword-protected section of the Polanyi Society web site. Today many journalsare, of
course, opting to provide an electronic issue. Thisexperiment by the Society isthus part of alarger changein
academic publishing. Although an electronic copy will beonline, | want to emphasizethat at least for the
immediate future any Society member anywhere in the world who wants a paper copy can have one
delivered to your mailing addr ess.

There are some particular circumstancesthat have led to adecision to begin experimenting now with
an on-lineissue. TAD has always been published internally. In the past, we have considered contracting with
one of the large presses that now handle the production and mailing of most academic journals, but such a
contract would haverequired asharp increasein annual dues. Further, sinceabout 75% of thosereceiving TAD
livein the US and Canada, we have been able for years to take advantage of the so-called “bulk” postagerate
for most of our mailing. Thisisthe same subsidized mailing program that brings the weekly grocery ads and
tonsof junk mail to your doorstep in North America. Although thebulk rateshaverisen dlightly in recent years,
the Society as a non-profit organization will likely continue to be able to mail issuesin North America very
inexpensively. Unfortunately, the process and the rate for mailing issues outside North American has changed
rather drastically inrecent yearsand it will likely changemoresoon. If youliveoutside North America, you may
have noticed that the remainder of a green tear-off sticker is attached to your copy of TAD. Inthe new eraof
terrorism, every piece of mail packaged as TAD ismust have anindividual tracer. The pricefor mailingsgoing
outsideof North Americacontinuestoriseprecipitously and thesizeof TAD must becarefully monitoredtokeep
withinweight limits.

In sum, | brought a proposal to the Board to begin experimenting with an on-line publication of TAD
because | think rising costs and the unpredictability of our present production system warrant exploring
alternatives. We are an international society and we need to develop ways to continue producing TAD within
the constraints imposed upon us. As noted above, we will continue to produce paper copies of TAD and any
member anywhere in the world can continue to receive a paper copy. | hope, however, that some members,
especially thoseliving outsideof North America, will volunteer to print off an AdobePDF copy fromthe Society
web siterather than receiveamailed copy. If you areinterested, please send mean e-mail and | will set you up
with apassword. | may also ask some subscribersto try the electronic version. | am surethat therewill be some
detailsto work out asthis electronic publishing experiment devel ops. At the moment, for example, we cannot
immediately shift too many subscribersin North Americato an electronic version sincewewill lose our “ bulk”
mailing privilege for paper issuesif the number of units mailed drops below 200. Eventually, there will be a
password protected el ectronic archivethat housesmany past issuesof TAD; thiswill beavailableto any Society
member. Also the Society may eventually offer an el ectronic subscription rate that will be lessthan aregular
subscription, but at present we need to explore the ways such an adjustment can be made and at the sametime
keep the Society solvent. Please send questions or suggestions to me at the e-mail address below.

Phil Mullins, Editor
mullins@mwsc.edu



2004 Polanyi Society Annual M eeting in San Antonio

Theyear’s Polanyi Society annual meeting will be held in San Antonio, Texas on November 19 and
20, 2004. Asin past years, meetings are to be held in conjunction with the annual meeting of the American
Academy of Religion. To securehotel reservationsintheimmediate convention area, it isnecessary to register
for the AAR annual meeting. However, anyone who is interested is welcome to attend the Polanyi Society
meetings, whether or not they are attending the AAR meetings. Other hotelsin San Antonio arenot reserved for
the AAR. If you want information about registration for the AAR meetings, go to http://www.aarweb.org/ or
phone (1-404-727-3049) or fax (1-404-727-7959) or email (aar@aarweb.org). Room locations for the annual
meeting sessions are not yet available but will, in the late summer, be posted on the Polanyi Society web site
(http://www.mwsc.edu/orgs/polanyi/) and will be listed in the AAR Annual Meeting Program as Additional
Meetings. Additional informationwill beincludedintheissueof TAD to be publishedinthefall of 2004. When
the complete papers are available in the fall, they can be downloaded from the Polanyi Society web site by
clicking on thetitle.

Program
Friday, November 19, 9 - 11 P.M.

Topic: Polanyi and Whitehead

Joseph Bracken, Xavier University
"Emergent Monism and Final Causality: A Field-Oriented Approach”

Respondents:
Walter Gulick, Montana State University-Billings
Richard Moodey, Gannon University

Polanyi Society Annual Business Meeting: 10:30 PM

Saturday, November 20, 9:00 am-11:30 A.M.
Topic: Responses to Esther Meek’s Longing to Know

Respondents:

Dale Cannon, Western Oregon University

Jere Moorman, Resident Fellow, Center for Studies of the Person, La Jolla, California
David Rutledge, Furman University

Comment: Esther Meek, Geneva College

For additional information contact Marty Moleski, Religious Studies, Canisius College, Buffalo, NY 14208.
Tel.: (716) 888-2383 FAX: (716) 886-6506 Email: moleski@canisius.edu
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Introduction To ThisIssue On Biology and Polanyian Ethics

Walter B. Gulick
Guest Editor

Thisissue' slead article by Ursula Goodenough and Terrence Deacon istheresult of an invitation to
Goodenough to present her current explorations concerning the biological roots of morality (with special
referenceto thework of Michael Polanyi) at the Annual Meeting of the Polanyi Society. Her essay, ultimately
co-authored with Terrence Deacon, was offered in Toronto on November 22, 2002, and responses were given
by Phil Mullins, Diane Y eager, and Nancy Howell. Unfortunately, health problems prevented Howell from
revising her comments for publication, but I'd like to acknowledge here the significant role her thoughtful
guestions played in elucidating detail s of the Goodenough-Deacon essay.

Phil Mullinswroteareview essay, publishedin Traditionand Discovery 28:3(2002), on Goodenough’ s
book, The Sacred Depths of Nature. 1n that book, Goodenough explored the biological roots of religionin a
virtuoso performance combining clarity and conciseness. Her current project isto replicatefor ethicswhat she
accomplishedfor religion. The co-authored essay published herewasal so publishedin Zygon 38:4 (December,
2003), and it omits specific commentary on how Polanyi’ s thought relatesto their proposals.

Thearticle by Mullins compensatesfor that omission by juxtaposing Polanyi’ sthought with ideas set
forthinthe Goodenough-Deacon essay. Hefindsanumber of parallels. Y eager’ sarticlefocusesespecially on
how the ethical claims articulated by Goodenough and Deacon fit into the history of ethics in Western
civilization. Sheisparticularly concerned about the authors’ inattention to the functions of human societiesin
creating aviablemorality. | offer an essay that gatherstogether insightsfromthisissue’ sarticlesandintegrates
them with Polanyi’ s general perspective aswell as his specific attention to moral matters.

In welcoming the readers to these fine essays, | would be ungrateful not to acknowledge the insights
and support | have received from each author. My indebtedness to Phil Mullins is long lasting and much
appreciated; we have been conversation partnersfor decades now. While Ursula Goodenough and to alesser
extent Terrence Deacon haveimpacted my thought only inrecent years, their contribution hasbeen significant.
Lastly, | deeply admire Diane Y eager’ s ability to illuminate key moral issues. Her discussionin TAD 29:1 of
how Polanyi’ sintellectual passions may play out either in support of the “firmament of values’ (M 216) or in
moral inversionsisamodel of interpretive exposition.

Thereader will find, | believe, that theseessaysgiveadditional supporttothesensethat Polanyi’ smoral
philosophy has a significant role to play in ethics today. The essays serve to clarify how that philosophy is
grounded in evolutionary biology, how ethics takes further shape in socia reality, and how it may fund a
distinctively Polanyian moral point of view. Timewill tell what impact theseideas might have. For now, here
are some excellent essaysto read and savor. Enjoy!



From Biology To Consciousness To Morality

Ursula Goodenough and Terrence W. Deacon*

ABSTRACT Key Words: biology, consciousness, morality, emergence, brains, symbolic language, culture,
moral ideals, moral motivation, virtue

Social animalsareprovisionedwith pro-social orientationsthat transcend self-interest. Morality, asused here,
describes human versions of such orientations. We explore the evolutionary antecedents of morality in the
context of emergentism, giving considerable attention to the biological traitsthat undergird emergent human
forms of mind. We suggest that our moral frames of mind emerge from our primate pro-social capacities,
transfigured and valenced by our symbolic languages, cultures, and religions

I ntroduction

Oneof ushasrecently offered astrong claim: “Biologically we arejust another ape; mentally we are
awhole new phylum of organism” (1).

So how did thiscometo be? How doesour apparently novel mentality, and itsattendant sense of self,
relateto our evolutionary heritage? We offer here some perspectives on these questions, with aparticular focus
on the dynamics of our moral sensibilities.

We begin with the concept of emergence. We point out that biological emergenceisundergirded by
semiotic (encoding) systems, and describe how such systems are manifested in single-celled and multicellular
organisms, particularly asthey generate cellular awareness and, in animals, brain-based awareness. We then
note that a unique semiotic system — symbolic language — has evolved in the hominid lineage, and offer a
scenario for the unfolding of that evolutionary process. We conclude by proposing that a core feature of our
mentality isour ability to accessand experience primate states of mind, and that our moral capacitiesarerooted
inthisdynamic. Whereashuman transcendenceiscommonly configured asa“from-to” trajectory towardsthe
beyond, we suggest that much of human transcendence entails a circling back to the “from” dimension and
transfiguring it with our symbolic minds.

Emergence

The explosion of interest in emergentism (“something more from nothing but”) among both natural
scientistsand philosophers has not surprisingly generated considerable ambiguity in what ismeant by theterm
emergence. One of us (2) has therefore offered an inventory of emergent phenomena in the natural world,
proposing that emergence takes three forms:

» First-Order Emergence: Properties emerge as a consequence of shape interactions. Example: The
interaction of water molecules (nothing but) generates a new property, surface tension (something
more).

»  Second-Order Emergence: Properties emerge asaconseguence of shapeinteractionsplayed out over
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time, where what happens next is highly influenced by what has happened before. Example: The
formation of asnowflake, whereinitial and boundary conditionsbecomeamplifiedin effect over time.
In general, complex or “self-organizing” systems display second-order emergence.

e Third-Order Emergence: Propertiesemerge asaconsequence of shape, time, and “remembering how
todoit.” Example: Biology, where genetic and epigenetic instructions place constraints on second-
order systems and thereby specify particular outcomes called biological traits. These traits then
become substratesfor natural selection by virtue of the fact that 1) their instructions are encoded and
2) they endow organisms with adaptive properties.

Biological Traits as Emergent Phenomena

It isimportant at the outset to expand upon this concise summary of third-order emergence and, in
particular, set forward what is meant by trait, natural selection, encoding, and adaptation.

Biological traits are made up of biomolecules, like enzymes and hormones and ion channels, that
interact and play out in spaceand time. Thedifferencebetween traitsand complex systemsisthat thetraitsare
specified by instructions. Theshapeof anenzyme, anditscapacity for productiveshape changes, andthetiming
of itsappearance in agiven cell, and how much of it is made, and what regulatesitsinteractional possibilities
— these things are not left to chance or to fluctuating initial conditions or boundary conditions. They are
encoded, either in the genomic (DNA) instructions themselves or in epigenetic instructions (cell-cell interac-
tions), such that pretty much the same outcome — the same emergent trait — occurs with a quite remarkable
degreeof reliability. Andindeed, to generateareliable outcomeiswhat organismsareabout. When aspecies
isunabletoreproduceitself inareliablefashion, it either driftstowards extinction or, viamutation and natural
selection, evolves amorereliable strategy.

Granted that the ultimate substratefor natural selectionistheorganismitself, theunitsof selectionare
biological traits. Thusnatural selectiondoesnot “see” theenzymes, theindividual gene products, that catalyze
an organism’s energy transduction. Rather, natural selection “sees’ the outcome, the emergent trait we call
metabolism. In the same way, natural selection “sees’ an organism’s motility and not the contractile and
regulatory proteins that together allow that motility to happen. Instructionsfor aless adaptive metabolism or
motility are less likely to spread through a population than instructions for a more adaptive metabolism or
motility, with the wild-card word “adaptive’ having everything to do with the match between an organism’s
genomic expectationsand thenichewhereinitinfact findsitself. Metabolismand motility arenothing but their
constituent parts. But they are also something more, something new and emergent. Andthey arethe” stuff” of
what an organismiis.

With this much background, we can re-visit the definition of third-order emergence using motility as
an example. Our muscles contract and relax by virtue of regulated interactions between two kinds of proteins,
actinandmyosin. Musclemotility canthereforebesai dto benothing but actin/myosininteractionsthat generate
the ability to move (something more). The actin/myosin system self-organizes in muscle cells using second-
order “rules’ which, inturn, are constrained by the first-order shapes of the participating proteins. That there
existsaselectablebiological trait called actin/myosin-based motility is dependent on, and the consequence of,
there being third-order geneticinstructionsthat specify and constrainand transmit the parametersfor such self-
organization.



Motility per seis not an exclusive property of actin/myosin systems. A number of self-organizing
systems in the biological world — the bacteria flagellum, the eukaryotic cilium — generate motility using
proteinsand mechanismsthat arevery different fromactin/myosin. Thusmoatility isindependent of thenothing-
butsthat serveto generate it, which istrue of emergent propertiesin general (surfacetension isaproperty not
only of liquid water but of liquidsin general). Motility emerges again and again during evolution becauseits
acquisition is often adaptive for organisms and hence it is subject to positive natural selection.

Thelarger point, then, isthat third-order systems, by being remembered/sel ected and not simply the
episodic outcome of unspecified initial and boundary conditions, have the all-important property that they are
subject to constructiveinfluence. We can talk about evolutionary “improvements’ in motility — about how a
particular kind of motility became better adapted to particular niches via mutation and natural selection of
participating proteins — in a way that we cannot talk about improving surface tension or improving the
meteorological ramifications of abutterfly flapping itswingsin Japan.

Importantly, then, the onset of third-order emergence definesthe onset of tel oson this planet and, for
all we now know, in the universe. Creatures have a purpose, and their traits are for that purpose. What's
particularly important about biological traitsisthat they are about something. Metabolism allowsan organism
to carry out its chemistry; motility allows it to move towards food and mates and away from toxicity and
predators. Thereisapoint to atrait that we cannot ascribeto asnowflake. A trait, and the collection of traits
that it combines with to generate an organism, has a purpose, hamely, to allow the organism to carry on and
thereby transmit theinstructions. Organismsof different sortsmay inhabit other planetsintheuniverse, but the
organisms on this planet, and their inevitable evolution given itsinhomogeneous environment, are steeped in

teleology.

Emergent Semiotic Systems

Biology is not only a physical/chemical science but also a semiotic science, a science wherein
representation and significance are central elements. Semiotic systems, by definition, are emergent: virtually
any material property (nothing but) can become endowed with semiotic information (something more). Given
our goal of understanding something about the nature of human minds, it is apt to begin by considering how
semiotic systems undergird the construction and perpetuation of biological organismsin general.

At theheart of any semiotic systemisthe“sign” relationship— theability of somethingto*“ stand for”
something else, to “mean” something else, to carry interpretable information. So, in DNA, the codon ATG
meansthat theamino acid methionineshould beplacedinaparticular positioninaprotein. Thehormoneinsulin,
bindingtoandactivatingareceptor onafat cell, meansthat bl ood sugar level sarehigh. Andamoleculediffusing
from adecaying food source and binding to and activating areceptor on the surface of an amoeba meansthat
thefood sourceisnearby. The moleculeisnot thefood sourceitself but rather asign indicating its proximity.
In each case, a sophisticated biochemistry is recruited to trandate/interpret the sign’s meaning: Numerous
“trandation factors’ (ribosomes, transfer RNASs) areinvolved in going from ATG to methionine, and complex
signal-transduction pathwaysinstruct thefat cell and theamoebathat certai ninformation hasbeen perceived and
that certain responses are indicated.



Awarenessin Single-Celled and Multi-Celled Organisms

At thispoint we need to lift up someimportant distinctions between the awareness systems of single-
celled vs. multi-celled organisms.

M ost organismsonthe planet today, and doubtlesstheonly organismsonthe planet for thefirst several
billionyears, weresingle-celled organisms, of which bacteria, yeasts, and amoebae arethe most familiar. Each
inherits a genome (a collection of genes) that specifies traits suited to negotiating the niche that the organism
expectsto encounter, and if the match between genome and nicheisin fact isagood one, the organism will be
ableto grow, copy its genome, and divideinto two daughter organisms with one genome apiece. Many of the
encoded traits make use of receptors (like the amoeba s receptors for decaying-food molecules) that detect
relevant signs in the environment and convey their meaning to the organism. These systems can be said to
mediate cellular awareness.

Multicellular organisms, originating at |east 600 million years ago, partition out thejob of being alive
totwodifferentkindsof cells: Thegerm-linecells(eggsand sperm) engageintransmitting genomesto daughter
generations, and theremaining somati c cell sengagein growth and niche-negotiation. Thesomaticcells,inturn,
go on to sub-specialize in the execution of particular traits— fat cells specialize in glucose storage and heat
insulation, muscle cells specializein motility, and so on — and each is again studded with receptors— insulin
receptorson fat cells, neurotransmitter receptors on muscle cells— that mediate cell-type-specific modalities
of cellular awareness.

The amoeba, then, is basically a one-man band, whereas a multicellular organism is a very large
orchestra. Orchestrasrequire conductors, and whilethetask of coordinating thetraits of amulticellular animal
iscarried out at many levels, the brainisunguestionably the maestro. Thebrain receivesavast array of inputs/
signsabout theenvironment viavariouskindsof sensory neurons; it also receivesavast array of inputsfromthe
rest of the body about “how thingsaregoing,” signs— often hormones or neurotransmitters— that mean pain
or hunger or fear or sexual attraction; it thenintegratesthisinformation and overseestheresultant responseswe
call emotionally-valenced behavior. We can call these semiotic feats brain-based awareness.

Particularly distinctiveabout brai n-based awarenessisitsindexical semiotic capacity. Whenasensory
systemisstimulated, it proceedsto make synaptic connectionsin the brain with 1) neural pathwaysthat encode
memories of previousencounterswith that kind of stimulus, 2) pathwaysthat encodeitsvariousemotional and
instinctual valences, aswell as 3) numerous | earned associations between that stimulus and othersthat impact
on itsmeaning. So, for adog, the visua stimulus of afood dish will dicit all manner of memories (previous
meals), instincts (hunger), emotional states (anxiety about being hungry, anticipation of pleasurein being fed)
and | earned associ ations (the human food-provider, the sound of thefood bag opening) that arebrain-integrated
and then converted into some sort of coherent behavioral response.

Intheend, brain-based awarenessisnothing but cellular awareness. Eachneuronisacell, and neurons
utilize the same kinds of receptors and hormones and signal transduction pathways to mediate perception and
synaptictransmissionthat arefoundinsingle-celled organismsandinfat cellsand musclecells. But brain-based
awareness is quintessentially also something more: The indexical possihilities of learning and memory and
emotional valence arein theory limited only by the kinds of stimuli that abrain is equipped and motivated to
perceive. With all due respect for the highly adaptive hormonal strategies used by plants to integrate their
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multicellularity, wewould say that itisnot just anthropocentrismthat motivatesour admirationfor brains. Brains
areinherently amazing.

How Do Mammalian Brains Change?

Not yet mentioned, but key to our story, isthefact that during the courseof evolution, brainsunderwent
amajor transitionintheir modeof genetic specification. Whereasthebrain of each and every worm of thespecies
Caenorhabditiseleganscontains302 neuronsthat arefoundinidentical locationsand mediateidentical synaptic
pathways, thebrain of amammal containssome 100 billion neurons, plusor minus, whoselocationsand synaptic
relationships are established “on thefly.” Genetic scripts endow the neuronsthat grow up into the embryonic
cranium with general instructions as to where they are going and what kind of neurotransmittersthey are able
to produce, but most of what happensafter that iselicited by theother neuronsthey encounter, thegrowth factors
they secreteand perceive, and thesignal sthey transmit to oneanother asthey makecontact and movepast. When
aneuron picks up on adevelopmental cue and differentiates along the linesindicated by that cue, itsresultant
propertiestheninfluencetheneuronswithwhichit nextinteracts. Thatisto say, mammalian braindevelopment
isrobustly “ epigenetic”: genesset theprocessup and continuously participatein differentiation events, but most
of theinformation is exchanged at the level of cell-cell interactions.

Theepigenetic courseof braindevelopmentisclearly reliable: if onewereto examine 100fetal mouse
brains, one would find their overall organization to be strikingly similar. But it can also be said to be
underdeterminedinthesensethat if onewereabletoanalyzeany two of thesebrainsat aneuron-by-neuronlevel,
there'd belots of differences —as contrasted with the brains of two worms.

When a developmental processis as underdetermined and epigenetically encoded as is mammalian
neurogenesis, then small changes can generate major differences in outcome. That is, the process takes on
featuresof second-order emergence— what happensnext can behighly influenced by what hashappened before
— and simple mutations can have large-scale downstream conseguences and hence large-scal e evolutionary
consequences.

We can consider three ways that this can happen.

» Partsof thebrain may changeinsize. A single gene mutation can result in an increase or a
decrease in the number of cell divisionsthat a given lineage undergoes during the course of
embryology. Mutationsof thiskind routinely generateheritabledifferencesintheoverall size
of an organism, and the evolutionary consequences of such changescan besignificant. This
isparticularly true for loosely-determined mammalian brains, where an additional doubling
of certain neuronsprovisionsthebrainwitha“ new set of players,” and hencenew connective
opportunities, while a halving of such neurons means that their former potential synaptic
partnerswill probe the “brain space” in search of hew connective opportunities.

»  Brain pathways may degrade when they are no longer under selection. For example, when
fish or mammalscometo inhabit cavesor underground nicheswherethereisnolight, natural
selection no longer operates to maintain their visual systems. Therefore, mutations that
compromisevisual acuity are not sel ected agai nst — no one can see anything anyhow — and



the animals eventually become heritably blind.

»  Degraded pathwaysmay beselectedtoreconfigure. Figure 1 comparesthebrain of asighted
rodent and ablind molerat. Inthesighted species, thevisual cortex, heavily innervated with
optic-nerveinput, mediatesvision, whereasintheblind speci es, |acking opticinput, thissame
regionof thebrain hasbeen“takenover” by neuronsdelivering auditory andtactileinput. Not
only does this illustrate the underdetermination of mammalian brains — there is no hard-
wired"“visual cortex” per sebut rather acortical regionthat isinducedto mediatevisionwhen
programmed by opticinput and to mediatetouch and hearing when programmed by tactileand
auditory input. It aso illustrates the strong role that natural selection can play in shaping
brains, since the enhanced hearing and touching afforded by these new cortical connections
are presumably adaptive for the blind mole rat in negotiating its underground niche.

- qudihery, visual
gt .

@k ;{ﬁ%@

/ ﬁ@ﬁ_ i ‘
2 & reduction

TYPICAL RODENT PATTERN BLIND MOLE RAT PATTERN

Figure 1 Innervation of the cortex in atypical rodent and in ablind mole rat inhabiting an underground
niche. (From Deacon, T., The Symbolic Species, 1997)

Mental Traits Shared by Human and Non-Human Primates
So what about human brains?

Figure2illustratesour family tree. Some5 million yearsago— ashort spaninthe~600 millionyears
of animal evolution— acommon ancestor gaveriseto 3lineages: the human, the chimpanzee, and the bonobo.
Themental traitsshared by these 3 kinds of animal scan be assumed, asafirst pass, to have been present aswell
in our common ancestor, whereastraitsfound in only onelineage can be assumed, again asafirst pass, to have
evolved as lineage-specific events.
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Figure 2. Family tree of the great apes Common
ancestor is circled. (From Wrangham, R. and D.
Peterson, Demonic Mal es, Houghton Mifflin, 1996)

Humans, chimps, and bonobosshare numerousmental traitswhich, by thisreasoning, would havebeen
displayed aswell by our commonancestor. Weareall highly intelligent animal swithimpressiveabilitiestolearn
by both experience and imitation and to remember what we have learned. We display a similar range of
temperamentsgenerated by similar emotional systems:. primatol ogistswho cometo know chimpsand bonobos
can readily describe one as shy, another as extroverted, another asimpatient, and so on. We are al similarly
dependent on maternal care and nurture for appropriate mental development, with deprivation generating a
similar syndromeof impairments. Andfinally, weareall social animals, livinginhighly structured groupswith
similar organizing principles. Asconsidered moreextensively inref. 3, theseincludearobust attentionto social
hierarchy; a preoccupation with the nurture of the young (also called kin altruism); skillful engagement in
strategic reciprocity (“I'll scratch your back if you scratch mine”; also called reciprocal altruism) and the
attendant formation of friendshi psand alliances; ahostility towardsoutgroups (xenophobia) and an endowment
of the pro-social capacity we can generically call empathy.

Preston and de Waal have recently published acomprehensivereview of the evidence for empathy in
non-human primates (4), and the findings are convincing: Co-existent with the self-interest inherent in all
organisms and necessary for their survival (3), and co-existent as well with such “negative’ capacities as
aggression (considered briefly at the end of this article), primates are disposed to help one another out in the
service of group stability, to be tolerant, to offer forgiveness and consolation and forge reconciliation,.
Countering arguments that “being nice” fails to foster transmission of one’'s genes and that any genetic
dispositiontowardsempathy woul d bequickly trumped by winner-take-all “ cheats” isthe compel ling argument
that when survival isdependent on group coherence, asisby definition the casefor robustly social animalslike
theprimates, thereoccurspositivesel ectionfor thecapacity to senseand respondtotheemotional statusof others
in the troop, and negative selection against sociopathic behavior.

Mental Traits That Are Uniquely Human: A Scenario for their Emergence
It goeswithout saying that humans have many unique mental traits, but we would argue that onetrait
isfoundational totherest: Humanslearnnot only by imitationand experience but al so by accessinginformation

from cultures that are encoded in symbolic languages. It's not so much that we have more of chimp-like
intelligence; rather, we also have adifferent kind of intelligence.
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In the following paragraphs we present a scenario for the co-evolution of language, culture, and
symbolic human minds; many of these ideas are presented in greater depthinrefs. 1 and 5. The scenarioisby
definition a speculation — what actually happened may never be fully known — but we find the scenario
heuristic, hel ping ustofocusinonwhat’ sdistinctiveabout human mentality, and someof itspropositionsshould
eventually be amenableto empirical evaluation.

Niche Construction

To understand the role of culture in human evolution, it is helpful to start with the beaver. Beavers
exhibit the remarkable trait of damming up streams to form ponds and then inhabiting the ponds, thereby
protecting themselves from predators. This trait is clearly “hard-wired:” If the sound of running water is
broadcast to captive beavers, they proceed to pile sticks on top of the speaker. It also exemplifies niche
construction: beaversare adapted to the pondsthat they themselves create; they are selected for their ability to
produce the niches upon which they depend.

And so it iswith the human. The niche to which we are adapted — human culture — is aniche that
weourselvesconstruct; wearesel ected for our ability both to produceand toinhabit culture-based niches. Since
human culture is encoded in and acquired by symbolic languages, this means we have been selected for our
symbolic mindsin the same way that beavers have been selected for their dam-building skills.

Co-Evolution of Culture, Language, and Brain

Culture, language, and symbolic brainsthat manipul ate language have co-evolved, by our scenario, in
aconstructive, accretivefashion: If amorefacile symbolic manipulation were made possible by anew kind of
brain configurationwhichinturnallowed better accessto adaptivekindsof culture-based understandings, there
would occur selection for such atrait which, in turn, would generate hominids yet more dependent on culture
for survival and hence morelikely to be selected for further “improvements” in their language facility. While
we have no speculationsto offer here asto why/how thismight all have gotten started in the first place, oncea
co-evolutionary cycle like this gets set up, it can take on alife of its own and can evolve very rapidly.

Thisbeing said, thereremain many questionsasto how it all might have played out. We next suggest
adynamic that could have been operant.

Masking, Degradation, and Reconfiguration

Aswe saw in our story of the blind mole rat, atrait that is no longer under selection, like visionin
darkness, is prone to degradation. This is not because the darkness “causes’ the degradation, of course.
Mutations leading to aloss of function occur on aregular basis— most changesin information systemsresult
ininformationloss, asper thesecond law of thermodynamics. Aslong asthetraitisunder sel ection, degradative
changes are winnowed out, but when selection backs off, they persist and accumulate.

Sel ection can becomeattenuated when thetraitisnolonger needed, likevisionindarkness. Itcanalso
attenuate when the trait’ s function comes to be provided by the environment, rendering the trait redundant, a
dynamic known as masking.
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Toillustratemasking, wecan consider the story of how ascorbic acid cameto becomevitamin C. Most
organisms are genetically programmed to synthesize their own ascorbic acid, which is necessary for their
survival. Ancestral apesin our lineage, however, started to eat ripe fruits, which arerich in ascorbic acid. As
a consequence, mutations compromising the enzymes involved in ascorbic acid biosynthesis were not
debilitating because abundant ascorbic acid was already coming in from the diet; that is, the mutations were
masked from natural selection. Hencethe pathwaysdegraded, and ascorbic acid becameavitamin: Chimpsand
humans now must obtain it from the outside.

Applying thisconcept to human evol ution, we can posit that to the extent that culture cameto provide
hominidswithuseful informationfromtheoutside, any genetically established programsspecifying overlapping
kinds of information in the brain would be similarly masked from selection and woul d therefore become prone
to degradation. Asthisoccurred, hominidswould becomeincreasingly dependent on— indeed, addicted to—
cultura information for their survival.

We can now circle back to our consideration of brain evolution, recall that degraded brain programs
tend to become reconfigured to support aternative adaptive traits, and posit that parts of the hominid brain
became reconfigured for language. Since the neural basis for language capability is not now understood, itis
not yet possible to point to novel features of human brains, and absent from chimp brains, that illustrate the
physical basisof thisemergent skill. Still, itisby definitionthecasethat totheextent that any degraded programs
became re-configured for linguistic operations, this would allow better access to the cultures upon which
hominidshad become dependent, meaning that such degradati on/reconfiguration eventswoul d be adaptiveand
subject to positive selection.

To summarize, then, we can offer an evolutionary model for the emergence of human minds:

e Culturehasmaskedtheneedfor certain genetically-encoded (“ phylotypic”) primate mental pathways,
and these have degraded.

» The freed-up “brain space” has been reconfigured to generate minds adept at learning symbolic
language and hence acquiring cultural information.

What Does Symbolic L anguage Accomplish?

So what' s so special about symbolic language? One of us has written a 500-page book (1) on this
subject; therefore, in lifting up afew key concepts, we are by definition leaving out most of the story.

Symbolic representation is a novel emergent semiotic capacity found only in the human (and in
machines designed by humans). The nothing but is the indexical primate brain, highly sophisticated and
versatile, that weadmired earlier. The something moreistheability of the human brainto use symbols (wor ds)
to refer to indexes and to sets of indexes, and to use syntax to indicate the rel ationships of these words to one
another. Asstressed in The Symbolic Species, these operations are not likely to have evolved, as some have
proposed, via adding some “language box” to a primate mind so that it can manipulate languages that are
somehow “out there” to bediscovered. Rather, therelikely occurred aco-evolution of language and brain such
that symboliclanguageswere selected for their ability to belearnable by children’ sbrainsand children’ sbrains
were selected for their ability tolearn symbolic languages. |f we add to the mix the proposed selective effects
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exerted by niche construction and cultural addiction, and the proposed degradati on/reconfiguration dynamics
facilitated by cultural masking, we come away with the conviction that the evolution of human minds can be
modeled in plausible evolutionary terms, and hence need not be relegated to the miraculous or mysterious.

Nevertheless, if brains are amazing, the human brain is flat-out astonishing, most especially because
thelanguage user can generate constructionsthat areindependent of “lower” levelsof reference, meaning that
thewordsthemselves cometo defineavirtual reality that hasalife of itsown. When challenged we can pause,
“unpack” our symbol sand syntax, and examinetheir antecedents, but for most purposesweinhabit thelinguistic
constructionsthemselves.

Words can function as straghtforward signs, but most words can also be used to encode and convey
what we call conceptsor ideas, pointing to complex sets of indexesthat areintegrated viacomplex syntactical
relationships. Moreover, sincetheseconceptsinhabit avirtual reality withalifeof itsown, wecanand do engage
in conceptual blending, mixing and matching and transfiguring concepts in an orgy of semiotic freedom,
constrained only by whether what emerges has some sort of meaning (the definitional constraint on semiosis).
Asour cultureshaveevolvedto harbor and convey increasingly sophisticated conceptsandideas, moreover, the
criterion as to what-has-meaning has also lost its obligation to real-world antecedents: Whole new kinds of
meaning permeate the virtual world that we call the imagination.

Andnow, acentral claim. Wewould argue, ashave many others, that our senseof “ self,” what wewill
call human self-awareness, is made possible by symbolic language. That is, when we say that we are aware of
our thoughts and ideas and plans and memories, we do this using symbolic constructions. It may be possible
to have a thought without linguistic representation, but we only know that we have had one when it is self-
represented in symbolic form. Thisclaimismadein full awareness of its attendant ambiguities, such as“how
doweknow that adog isnot also self-aware?’ or “what about the pre-linguistic human infant?” Whilewefind
these questionsintriguing, they fail to vitiate our sense that once languageisin place, there emerges not only
symbolic reference but also symbolic self-reference in the sense that we humans experience that experience.

How symbolic self-reference “works’ isas elusive as how languageitself “works.” But if neurosci-
entists were tomorrow to publish a definitive description of the biophysical/neural basis for human self-
awareness, the account would be unlikely to have much impact on our understanding of our mental theaters
because we are already expert at what they are like. Moreover, our self-awareness seemsto beindependent of
mechanism. Asmuch aswe are ableto acknowl edge the embodiment of our ideas and feelings, we experience
them as operating in adisembodied virtual realm.

Emergent phenomenaare not prefigured. They comefor free, apparently out of thinair. Andsoitis
with our selves. Our thoughtsand actions are determinate but not predetermined. Self and experience are both
entirely physical and entirely representational. What a person is and what a person is conscious of are
representations, and representati ons— although nothing but physical objectsand events— aresomethingmore
aswell.

Our very selves, then, are by thisrubric emergent phenomena. Itisthevery possibility of beingalocus
of experience, and feeling, and perpetual coming into being, that isaperson. Thisemergentist view of whowe
are, neither radically reductionist nor setting us apart in some disconnected realm, isfor us athrilling way to
ground our existence.
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Experiencing Our Primate Minds Symbolically

Noquestionabout it: Our symbolic mindsallow usto accessmental experiences, likemathematicsand
aesthetics and spiritual intimations, that we have every reason to believe are novel to the human, uniqueto the
human. Our poets, artists, philosophersand religiousleadersprovision uswithrich and provocativedescriptions
of these experiences, and our cultures allow usto transmit, retrieve, and build upon their seminal insights. In
what followswe are in no way suggesting that theseinsights are not of utmost importance to what it meansto
be human.

But we suggest that it is also of utmost importance that we not lose track of our mental evolutionary
antecedents. To say that our brains have undergone critical reconfigurations asthey evolved their capabilities
for symbolic (self)-representationisnot to say that our common-ancestor brainswereleftinthedustbin. Asnoted
earlier, we share strong cognitive and emotional homologies with our primate cousins, and to the extent that
degradation/reconfigurationwentinto generating our capacity for language, it occurredinthemidst of aprimate
brainthat remainsvery muchaprimatebrain. Any perspectiveonthehuman conditionthat brushesthisfact aside
is an incomplete perspective — indeed, we would say that it is an impoverished perspective.

A common responseto thisinterfaceisto propose adefacto dualism. Yes, itisacknowledged, much
of who we are has primate antecedents, but, given our emergent minds, our rationality, our spiritual yearnings,
and our culturally-encoded meaning systems, wesomehow havethewherewithal totranscend theseantecedents
and operatein aset-apart matrix of human-specifictruths. Indeed, thisdualismisinherentintheclaim, loosely
called the naturalistic fallacy, that you can’t get an ought fromanis. We may well inherit an (often awkward)
evolutionary legacy, but it has no a priori claim on our modes of valuation and, in particular, on our ethical
codifications.

An aternativeto such forms of dualism, and one that we find more germinative and satisfying, isthe
notionthat oneof thethingsthat wedowith our symbolic mindsisto experienceour primatemindssymbolically.
Our primate minds have not gone away (albeit some phylotypic “instincts’ have been lost and perhaps
reconfigured), nor arethey experienced as apeswould experiencethem. They are experienced as experienced
by human minds: symbolically.

Thisnotion can befruitfully applied to many traits, e.g. our experience of sexuality. Intheremaining
sections of this paper we will develop the notion in the context of morality. Thethesis: Given that we have
evolved from an intensely social lineage, we are uniquely aware of what it feelslike to be pro-social, anditis
this awareness of what it feelslike to be moral — thismoral experience — that undergirds and motivates the
actions of amoral person.

Moral Experience

Moral experience, we suggest, entails a coupling of our rich heritage of social orientation with our
ability tosymbolically representit to ourselves. During thiscoupling, theexperienceof our pro-social capacities,
andtheir roleinaffecting action, isradically transformed, and what emergesi samaj or augmentati on of our social
heritage. Weare ableto apply these amplified pro-social capacitiesto experiences and imaginings and modes
of action that are no longer constrained by evolutionary precedents and classes of phylotypic stimuli. Indeed,
our capacity for conceptual blendingal Iowsawritglesi sof moral understandingsand emotional experiencesthat



would otherwise be mutually exclusive.

It followsthat morality is not something that humans acquire viacultural instruction, albeit, aswe
discuss later, culture servesto complement the processin important ways. Rather, we are led to moral
experienceand insight. Real morality can’t be forced on people, nor can they be fooled into having it, nor
do they just act on their ‘moral instincts.” Real morality does not simply bubble up from beneath, nor isit
imposed from the outside. In each one of us, it must be discovered anew. The discovery process may
require great mental and emotional effort and may bloom only in the right climate, but human beings see
morality, recognize it, regardless of what it isthat they want or need or love or hate or feel compelled to do.

We can put flesh on the abstractions by considering the psychopath. A psychopath can negotiate
hierarchy and execute strategic reciprocity without difficulty, and can learn, and simulate, moral behavior
when this suits his purposes. But, beit by inborn error or brain injury or childhood deprivation, he lacks the
capacity to experience moral experience, to feel anything in the way of empathy, to put himself in another’s
shoes. Morality without empathy is by definition oxymoronic. Therefore, his simulation of morality is
strictly instrumental, and, in extreme cases, heisableto say thingslike “1 killed that kid because I’ d never
killed akid before and | wanted to see what it felt like.” Thetragedy of the psychopath reminds us that
without access to moral experience we are no longer fully human.

Virtues, Pro-Social Orientation, and Moral Experience

Thenotionthat humanmorality islocated withinmoral experienceisnotanewinsight. Itisembedded,
for example, inthethinking of Aristotle, whowrote: “We havethevirtuesneither by nor contrary to our nature.
Wearefitted by our naturetoreceivethem.” Subsequent philosophershave continued to explorethisapproach,
developing atradition known as virtue ethics (see, e.g., ref. 6).

Sowhat arethevirtues, and how do they relateto thethesisthat morality entail sthe human experience
of pro-socia orientations? Four of the virtues that appear on most lists — humaneness/compassion,
fair mindedness, care, and reverence— can bethought of asrelated to four of theinherited pro-social capacities
that welisted earlier—empathy, strategic reciprocity, nurture, and hierarchy (seeasorefs.3and 7). Wedevelop
these correspondences briefly below in order to indicate how this line of thinking might be pursued.

Morality without empathy isoxymoronic, aswe havesai d, and thewordshumanenessand compassion
areamong those used to describe the emergent way that humans access, experience, and manifest the empathic
nature inherent in our heritage. We cometo grasp that to put oneself in another’ s shoesis not only something
that appliestoour kinor friendsor social group. |ndeed, asour vocabul ariesmatureand our ability to manipul ate
concepts complexifies, we become ableto arti cul ate empathi c connection with such abstractionsas“ lifeitsel f”
or “theplanet Earth.” Moreover, we can engagein conceptual blending and configureempathy inradically new
ways, asin“Love Thine Enemy.”

If humaneness/compassion can be said to entail the symbolic accession of empathy, then fair
mindednessstrikesusasentailing asymbolic synthesisof humanenessand strategic reciprocity. Oncesomeone
takes on board the notion that for every winner thereisaloser, and once someone has the experience of putting
oneself inthe shoesof theloser and caring about her, it becomes evident that thereisanother way to think about
thesesocial interactions, namely, that morei mportanttharlnévi nning or losingisthat theoutcomebefair. Strategic



reciprocity fused with humanenessemergesasasense of justice, acenterpieceof moral philosophy. Andagain,
we can complexify further and articul ate a sense of ecological justice.

Thethird virtue, care, inherent aswell in such concepts as responsibility, commitment and kindness,
emergesfromthe strong primate sense of nurture, not only of one’ sown offspring but also, inalineagewherein
paternity is uncertain, of al the youngsters in the troop. Primate nurturance entails not only protection and
provisioning but al sorel ationship, play, and affection, and thiscapacity, wesuggest, transfiguresasthe capacity
to care about one another and about larger concepts like ecosystems and future generations. Compassion and
care overlap, but care is the more active noun and emerges, we believe, from distinct primate antecedents.

The fourth virtue, reverence, can be modeled as a complex emergent manifestation of our
orientationin hierarchy. Reverence, initsmindful manifestations(7), describesthe capacity to carry the sense
that weinhabit contextsthat arelarger and moreimportant than ourselves, to which we accord awe and respect
and gratitude. We come to speak of reverence for our leaders, and leaders to speak with reverence of their
followers. We orient ourselvesin reverent family life and reverent communities, and offer honor to revered
understandingsin ceremony and ritual (8). Many find orientation in atheistic reverence, while others become
besotted with reverence for the natural world, the emergent material world, in all itswondrous manifestations
and evolutionary history (9). The human capacity for reverence, we suggest, may represent a transfigured
version of our innate grounding in social valuation, endowing usaswell with asense of humility that allowsus
to ward off the perils of hubris.

Moral Motivation

Tohavemoral experienceis, of course, quiteadifferent matter fromactinginamoral way, particularly
when it isagainst one's self-interest to do so. We may see what isright but not be motivated to act onit.

The all-too-common practice, now and probably throughout human history, is to provide moral
motivation by rewarding“ good” thoughtsand behavior and punishing“bad,” asin“ Santaknowsif you’' vebeen
good or bad so be good for goodness sake” or “If you do that you will be punished by thegods/ancestors.” This
practiceturnsmorality intoacommaodity that can bebartered, asubstratefor self-interested strategicreciprocity,
an entity that fillsthe Christmas stocking or assuresagloriousafterlife. Theproblemwiththis, of course, isthat
humansquickly noticethat thereareother strategiesthat al sofill thestocking, likedeceptionand greed, and that
these are in fact more reliable strategies. The commodification of morality is, to our mind, one of the most
dangerous things that we do, quite as dangerous as fundamentalism or moral relativism.

But if moral motivationisnot to be provided by punishment/reward systems, then whereisit to come
from? Aristotlemakesan interesting claim here, whichisthat “virtuous conduct givesgladnessto thelover of
virtue.” Notethat heisnot saying that virtue brings gladness to the virtuous, but rather to the lover of virtue.

One way to think about Aristotle's claim isin the context of what 17th century philosophers like
Shaftesbury and Hume called moral beauty. Theideaisthat we access and enjoy moral beauty along the lines
that we access and enjoy aesthetic beauty, where in both cases the rewards are both private and ineffable.
Importantly, thelover of virtueismadeglad not only by experiencing moral beauty in himself, which could carry
alurking reward motivation asin “thiswill assure my placein heaven,” but also by witnessing moral beauty in
others—New Y ork firefighters, for example, or personswhoreach afair outcometoaconflict. Wesay that moral
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experience“warmstheheart,” often reflexively placing our hand over our heart aswe say it; we say that weare
uplifted. Indeed, thosewho self-identify asworldly sophisticatesmay feel somewhat sheepishtofindtheir eyes
filling withtearsat someexperience of moral beauty, and thiscanbedismissed all too quickly assentimentality.
Before dismissing sentimentality, we might first want to deepen our understanding of what it entails.

To invoke as a moral motivator the heart-warming sense of gladness that we experience when we
encounter moral beauty is, on the one hand, to say very little since we know so little about what it means to
perceive beauty, be it aesthetic or moral. But we do know that we seek such experiences and find them
meaningful, and to our mind there is much to explore along these lines, particularly from the perspective of
helping our children to access morality for its attendant sense of beauty rather than because it promises afulll
stocking.

Moral Ideals

Our focusonthe* bottom-up” sourcesof moral experience has seemingly ignored our earlier focuson
the importance of human culture, a deficit we will now address.

Cultura traditions include the writings of numerous philosophers and theol ogians who derive moral
constructs from apriori rational premises and offer resultant codes of ethical conduct. Many of their insights
and codifications — the Golden Rule, the Categorical Imperative, the Veil of Ignorance, the Eight-Fold Path
— robustly complement the understandings that are accessed during the process of moral self-discovery. But
wewould suggest that the core contribution of culturea ong thisaxisisthat it encodesand presentsto usmoral
ideal s that guide our moral maturation and stimulate our moral motivation.

Moral idealscometousinartistic/narrativeform. We hear storiesor see paintingsor sing songs about
people who are good, who do the right thing at the right time in the right way, and we lock in, we sense the
correspondences with our own pro-social biases. We are “inspired” to be like them.

All religioustraditions, throughout theages, rely onartistic narrativeto convey moral ideal's, toeducate
the emotions. Moreover, these narratives function independently of the metaphysical claims of the tradition:
a Christian has no problem accessing the compassion that inheresin the images and stories about the Buddha,
nor thereverencethat permeatesaNative Americantribal ceremony. Indeed, arecent survey of worldreligions
reports adeep congruence in moral ideals despite vast differencesin metaphysical premises (10). Andwhile,
of course, religiousinstitutions, like all institutions, are vulnerable to being hijacked under stressful circum-
stances into advocating the likes of violence and cruelty, they return to their pro-social narratives once the
stressful circumstances abate.

Moral experience, we suggest, is the wellspring of our virtue — without it we are doomed to
psychopathology — but onceit is perceived, which seemsto begin early in childhood, we embark on alifelong
journey, fraught with encounterswithfear, greed, hubris, prejudice, and self-absorption, whereinwe seek to act
in accordance with the beauty of the good. Thisjourney isdescribed, in countless metaphors, by our religious
traditions, and whether persons encounter these metaphorsastheword of the godsor, aswe do, theword of the
best that resides within the human, our journey would be barren without them.
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Most importantly, moral experienceisnot only something that we develop within our own beings. We
also share this experience with one another, and it binds us together. There are many ways that communities
are held together via“ straight” kin altruism and hierarchy and strategic reciprocity; indeed, these are robustly
operant in our political and economic formsof social stabilization. But our shared moral experiencesgenerate
aswell athirst for moral communities. Humaneness, fair-mindedness, care, and reverence can be considered
torepresent cardinal virtuesin the sense that ahuman community mindfully infused with these qualities can be
described as a moral community — within which, we believe, can best flourish our emergent, and most
astonishing, minds and selves.

A-Sociality

Tolook at the primatesand lift up only their pro-social capacitiesis, of course, totell only part of the
story. Always central to our evolutionary natureis our self-interest, and always lurking in the wings of self-
interest areits“ darker” manifestations. It isherethat the project of naturalizing morality encountersfor many
itsinsurmountable hurdle. When we remember that apes are also observed to injure and even kill one ancther,
to use force in sex, to be cruel and rejecting, and to display robust xenophobia, we become distinctly
uncomfortable, and invokewith ashudder the specter of the criminal basing hislegal defense onthe claim that
“my genes made medo it.”

A full consideration of theinterplay between self-interest and pro-sociality, particularly aseach plays
out in its emergent manifestations, iswell beyond the scope of thisessay, but afew observations are germane.
First, itisimportant to point out that the existence of self-interest, and its darker forms however defined, does
not negate the existence of pro-sociality. Pro-socia capacities are not just the absense of a-social capacities.
They have lives of their own.

We canthen recall that primates, both nonhuman and human, most often engagein a-social behaviors
when they are subjected to stress, and particularly to prolonged stress. Under these circumstances, we hunker
down and engagein self-interested survival patterns, the default behavior of all creatures, and these often take
forms that are antithetical to pro-sociality. One way to stack the deck in favor of morality, therefore, isto
amelioratetheconditionswherein humansfindthemsel vesphysically or emotionally impoverished, threatened,
defeated, abused, humiliated, lonely, or insecure. Such conditionsfoster the dehumani zati on and demonization
of thoseidentified asthe” cause” of our frustrations, allowing themto becometargetsof exclusionand brutality
(12). Suchconditionsal sorender humansvul nerabletorigid fundamentalisms— many carryingamorality | abel
— that activate our fear and greed in their promises of deliverance.
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Polanyian Footnotes To
“From Biology To Consciousness To Mor ality”

Phil Mullins

ABSTRACT Key Words: Michael Polanyi and emergence, critical biology, ultra-biology, minding asembod-
ied.

This brief response to Goodenough and Deacon’s essay “ From Biology to Consciousness to Morality” sets
forth Michael Polanyi’s criticism of evolutionary ideas of his day. It analyzes Polanyi’ s approach to biology
and suggeststhereare affinitieswith the provocative evol utionary sketch Goodenough and Deacon provide of
the devel opment of the human capacity for moral experience.

Polanyi and Contemporary Biology: A Cautionary Note

Thanksaredueto UrsulaGoodenoughand Terrence Deacon for producing aninteresting paper, apaper
that they point out at the beginning takes some giant steps, in a sweeping Polanyian style, to address a deeply
i nteresting question: how istheapparently novel human mentality anditssenseof self relatedto our evolutionary
heritage? Thisisaquestion akintothelarge questionsPolanyi tried to address philosophically inthel ast section
of PK and el sewhere; Polanyi’ swrestlingwith such questions, of course, did not, like Goodenough and Deacon,
make use of theexciting resultsof today’ shiological research. What | aim primarily todointhisbrief response
totheir paper isto try succinctly to articulate some philosophical pointsand themesthat Polanyi offered, some
Polanyianfootnotes, from hisdiscussion of evol ution, emergenceand tacit knowingintheroughly twenty years
before hisdeath. These footnotes areintended primarily to open an exploration of questions about the general
fit of Polanyi’s philosophical ideas with the account that Goodenough and Deacon sketch.

| see hints that Goodenough and Deacon are moving in directions akin to those of Polanyi’s earlier
discussions, but thereremainambiguities. Nobody morethan Polanyi emphasized that aliving researchtradition
grows, so it is hardly a surprise that contemporary biologists think rather differently than they did at thetime
Polanyi first carefully formulated hisideas in the fifties as he wrote PK. Polanyi then offered both criticisms
of thenew synthesis' account of natural sel ectionand hisown constructiveaccount of evolutionary “ emergence,”
which he identifies with the “logic of achievement” (PK 382). These days “emergence’ is acommon (if not
always aclear) term in the vocabulary of biologists.

I don'tthink itisuseful to try to bind Polanyi too tightly to contemporary scientific discourse, but | do
believethat Polanyi clearly sounded somenotesworth preserving asthinkerswork out themel odiesappropriate
to today’ s move from science to broader philosophical and religious accounts. Insofar as Goodenough and
Deacon are moving in this direction, Polanyi is aforbearer worth scrutinizing.

However, to see Polanyi’s importance for contemporary efforts to link the discourse in biology,
philosophy and religion, it is important to put aside certain dualistic conceptual schemes. Polanyi himself
sometimes employssuch aframework in order to articul ate his criticismsof the biological literature of histime
and to put forth an alternative. | am referring to a dichotomous framework whereby accounts areidentified as

either “reductionistic’ or “non-reductionistic.” For those with philosophical background, this pair seems
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quickly tolink toanother pair, “materialist” asopposedto*“idealist” accounts. For thosewith morebackground
inbiology, thereisasimilar dichotomy between “non-vitalist” and“ vitalist” accounts. All of these dichotomies
lead discussions through the battlegrounds of the past. They may have been somewhat useful in a particular
context for drawing the issues, but they have become liabilities and need to be put aside or re-contextualized.
Clearly, many contemporary biologistslike Goodenough don’t consider themsel ves* reductionistic,” athough
they may find theterm hel pful for pointing out thedifferencesintheway of thinking of contemporary biologists
and those in Polanyi’ stime. In what follows, | will strip Polanyi’s account of these now problematic terms; |
invite others to do the same in linking Polanyi to thoughtful papers like that of Goodenough and Deacon.

Criticisms of Certain Interpretations of Natural Selection

Thereis no doubt that Polanyi was a dissenter about what he took to be the primary orientation of
evolutionary thought in the so-called new synthesis. He apparently worked for some years at the project of
articulating his discomfort. Marjorie Grene has reported that when she agreed to help Polanyi in the early
fiftieswith his Gifford Lectures and later with the production of PK, one of her taskswasto “look up
heresiesin evolutionary theory, specificaly criticism of the evolutionary synthesis...” 1 pol anyi’scriti-
cisms seem to be articulated in several different ways. Perhapsthe clearest way revolves around what is
essentially alogical point; further, his constructive alternative to the status quo also turns on this point. He
makes his case most succinctly in one paragraph in PK:

... thetheory of natural selection, by subsumingall evolutionary progressunder the heading
of adaptation asdefined by differential reproductiveadvantage, necessarily overlooksthefact
that the consecutive steps of a long-range evolutionary progress—Ilike the rise of human
consciousness—cannot be determined merely by their adaptive advantages, since these
advantages can form part of such progressonly in sofar asthey prove adaptivein a peculiar
way, namely on the lines of a continuous ascending evol utionary achievement. The action of
the ordering principle underlying such a persistent creative trend is necessarily overlooked
or denied by the theory of natural selection, since it cannot be accounted for in terms of
accidental mutation plus natural selection. Its recognition would, indeed, reduce mutation
and selection to their proper status of merely releasing and sustaining the action of
evolutionary principlesby which all major evolutionary achievementsare defined (PK 385).

Reducedto asentence, Polanyi’ sclaimis*“wecan know living beingsonly by appreciating their achievements’
(PK 385). Appliedtothematter of changeinliving beings, hisclaimisthat “we can know their evolution only
by appreciating the devel opment of their achievementsin the course of succeeding generations’ (PK 385).

Biology as Critical and Convivial

Polanyi articul ates his aternative to the new synthesisinterpretation of natural selection in avariety
of differentways. Oneway istodistinguishthenatureof knowinginbiology. Polanyi emphasizeswhat heterms
thecritical and convivial aspectsof biology: “ Sinceall lifeisdefined by its capacity for successand failure, al
biology isnecessarily critical.” (TD 51). Although hethinkstherearehintsof evaluation (i.e. " critical” aspects)
interms of success and failurein someinanimate studies (e.g., crystallography), it isat the level of lifewhere

appreciation of functionisimperative. Biology is“ critical” for Polanyi inthe sensethat the study of lifealways
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involves suppositions about an active center and that center integrates the functioning of the whole. The more
complex the life form, the more the critical aspects are deeply bound up with convivial aspects:

Each new branch of biology that was devel oped to cover theincreasingly complex function
of higher animals sets up additional standards, to which the observer expects the animal to
measure up. And thisintensification of criticism coincideswith anincreasing enrichment of
relations between the critic and his object. We know an animal, as we know a person by
entering into its performance, and we appreciateit asan individual, in theinterests of which
theseperformanceshavetheir meaning. Evenatthelowest, purely vegetativelevel, weaccept
the interests of the animal as the standard by which our own interest in the animal is
determined. All biology is, inthissense, convivial. But thisconvividlity risesto emotional
concern asthe animal approachesthe humanlevel. Wethen become aware of its sentience,
of itsintelligence, and above all of its emational relations to ourselves.

Y et, however greatly we may love an animal, thereis an emotion which no animal
can evoke and which is commonly directed toward our fellow men. | have said that at the
highest level of personhood we meet man’s moral sense, guided by the firmament of his
standards. (TD 51).

Polanyi heresketchesapattern of intensifying personhood and thispattern hasat | east somerough parallel swith
the kind of emergence sketched by Goodenough and Deacon, in which ultimately human beings are described
ascreatureswho experience our primate brainssymbolically, ascreatures “uniquely awareof what it feelslike
to be pro-social,” (16) and who possess the “ahility to symbolically represent it [our rich heritage of social
emotions] to ourselves’ (16).

| should emphasize, however, that many of Polanyi’ sdiscussionsarefocused insistently upon thefact
that we must never lose sight of the centeredness of al living creatures and there are suppositions about this
centeredness that we bring to knowing life’2 Marjorie Grene, amost able Polanyi interpreter, perhaps more
directly than Polanyi, suggests what is philosophically at stakein acknowledging active centers:

To know lifeisto comprehend comprehensive entities; to know knowing isto comprehend
those particular achievements of living thingswhich consist in their acts of comprehension.
Mindisonce m%reanatural reality, and nature once more both the medium and the obj ect of
mind’ sactivity.

In the same discussion, Grene al so emphasizes“ neither is sheer givenness, the only way thingsare”; minds or
proto-mindsarereal thingsand Polanyi’ skind of philosophical evol utionary realismfreesusfromthat tyrannical
dualistic division between materialism and idealism:

The achievementsof al living things, the achievements of human minds, are more than tiny
superscriptson asinglemonotonoussuccession of merefacts. They areenrichmentsof being
itself (KK 223).

She suggests, in away that Polanyi was certainly reaching to articulate, that

only such an acknowledgment . . . will enable us to see knowledge itself as a redl
achievement of real beings. The recognition of scientistsat work . . . isan instance of the
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recognition of responsible persons, a performance of the same genera kind as the
recognition of patterns, individuals, or persons at lower levels of existence (KK 223).

Goodenough and Deacon clearly want to make a place for human moral awareness; their essay is an effort to
outline a case. Polanyi’ s account of biology in terms of active centers and the critical and convivial aspectsis
away ultimately to acknowl edgetheachi evementsof human minds, away to affirmthereality of mental thi ngs.4
Goodenough and Deacon seem to be moving toward such a broader affirmation.

Polanyi on Emergence

If you give priority to an active center (i.e., if you treat biology as critical and convivia), Polanyi
believed you must think about evolution in aparticular way. The emphasis upon centeredness can befound in
thewaysinwhich Polanyi discussesemergence. Hethinksof emergenceintermsof therel easeof self-sustaining
operational principlesthat must be described as at adifferent and higher level than the principlesthat released
them:

| have described this process[the emergenceof aliving being frominani mate constituents]
as a chance fluctuation which releases the action of certain self-sustaining operational
principles. Thisresultsintheformation of twolevelsof existence: anupper level governed
by physiology, and a subsidiary, lower level defined by physics and chemistry—the
operations on the upper level being predicated on the emergence of an individual, whose
interests they serve. In the course of anthropogenesis, individuality develops from
beginnings of apurely vegetative character to successive stages of active, perceptive, and
eventually responsible, personhood. This phylogenetic emergenceis continuous—just as
ontogenetic emergence clearly is. Hence the higher principles governing the emergent
forms of evolution presumably gain control gradually of the evolving beings, in the same
way asthey gradually become more pronounced and predominant in the course of man’'s
embryonic and infantile development (PK 394-395).

At least on the surface, Polanyi’s focus upon a hierarchical account of emergence seems to resemble
Goodenough and Deacon’ ssuccinct description of emergenceas" something morefrom nothing but” (6). Much
of Polanyi’ sattention, however, isdrawntothemattersof (1) how weare compelled to arti cul atethe connection
between two logically distinct levels in emergence and (2) how it is appropriate to describe the transition in
evolutionary history through which new operational principles comeinto being.

Onthefirst matter, Polanyi insists higher principles operate in margins|eft open by lower principles
and higher principles need to be described as serving an emerging active center. As noted above, Polanyi was
unhappy with much of thebiology of hisday because hebelieved theactive center deploying higher operational
principleswas overlooked. Ultimately, in evolutionary history, that active center isthe human person. Clearly,
Polanyi, aswell as Goodenough and Deacon, are impressed by the human mind. In an impassioned idiom that
frightens many readers, Polanyi suggested that anthropogenesis should be central to evolutionary biology and,
ultimately, such study must account for human responsibility asan ongoing personal and communal enterprise:

Thepointisreached hereat which the observer’ sappraisal of biological achievement turns
into his submission to the leadership of superior minds. This correspondsto the extrapo-
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lation of biology into ultra-biology, where the appraisal of living beings merges in an
acknowledgment of the ideas transmitted by our intellectual heritage. Thisisthe point at
which the theory of evolution finally bursts through the bounds of natural science and
becomes entirely an affirmation of man’s ultimate aims. For the emergent noosphereis
wholly determined asthat whichwebeélieveto betrueandright; it isthe external poleof our
commitment, the service of whichisour freedom. It definesafree society asafellowship
fostering truth and respecting right. It comprises everything in which we may be totally
mistaken (PK 404).

On the second matter, Polanyi emphasizes that we need very carefully to describe the way higher
principles come into being in evolutionary history. Since Polanyi regards active, centered subjects as “an
embodiment of an ordering principle’ (PK, 401),° he insists upon a distinction between what releases and
sustainsa principleand the action which generatesthe principle: “ Random impacts can rel ease the functions of
an ordering principle and suitable physico-chemica conditions can sustain its continued operation; but the
action which generates the embodiment of anovel ordering principle alwaysliesin this principle itself” (PK,
401).

Goodenough and Deacon portray emergenceistermsof threeorders. Thedifferencebetweenthefirst-
order and second-order seemsto betime; in shapeinteractions played out over time, what happens next can be
influenced by what has happened before. The difference between second and third-order emergence seemsto
be that shape and time are compounded with “remembering how to do it” (7). Instructions constrain self-
organi zing systems specifying particular outcomescalled biol ogical traits, which can changethrough mutation
and selection. In third-order emergence, what seemsto be involved is the coming into being of what Polanyi
would regard as a higher order principle embodied in acenter.®

Although Goodenough and Deacon want to move (astheir title suggests) “from biol ogy to conscious-
nessto morality,” they don't, in thisshort paper, frametheissue, like Polanyi did several decadesago, interms
of aclaimthat biology iscritical and convivial. They don't directly emphasizethat such an acknowledgment is
aprerequisite aswell as a prime motive for making the move from biology to consciousnessto morality. Ina
sense, what Polanyi claimsisthat biology must explain our interest in understanding biology and our struggle
for moral responsibility asexplorersof theuniverse, but todo sorequiresat least tacit recognitionand affirmation
of that whichisto be explained. Philosophically, this Polanyian move, as Grene says, puts mind back in nature,
but recognizesmind or minding asareal and dynamicfeatureof reality. | emphasize, however, that Goodenough
and Deacon’ s paper isashort paper. | don’t think these contemporary scientists are preoccupied, like Polanyi
was, with taking a stand against what Polanyi in an earlier day sometimes labeled the “materialism” and
“reductionism” of biology. On the other hand, | think it is certainly the case that all contemporary scientists
interested inthemove*“ from biol ogy to consciousnessto morality” need to appreciatewhat issometimescalled
thehermeneuticcirclebut that Polanyi called thecritical and convivial natureof biology. Attheheart of biology
isrespectfully acknowledging that responsibly knowing natureisan aspect of reality. Suchanacknowledgment
brings biology to merge seamlessly into what Polanyi called “ ultra-biology” (PK 404). Finally, | also notethat
| find much more in Goodenough’s The Sacred Depths of Nature than in this short paper that emphasizesthe
critical and convivia nature of biology. | can seeclearly that understanding lifeisinextricably bound up with
themoral enterprisewhen Goodenough speaksof framing aperspectiveon“ how Natureisput together, and how
human nature flows forth from whence we came” ! issuing ultimately in gratitude for existence, reverence for
the way life works and a deep sense of the importance that life continue.
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Living Things as Centers That Possess Tacit Powers and Grow Meaning

There is another way in which one can formulate Polanyi’ s peculiar but consistent emphasis on the
active centerednessof living things(i.e., thecritical and convivial aspectsof biology). Thisway of formulating
matters draws somewhat more on hislate thought. It isworth briefly outlining this perspective because | think
it may have more affinities with ideas Goodenough and Deacon sketch.

Another way to put Polanyi’s point that acknowledging active centers is central to biology and
philosophy istosay livingformshaveandlivethroughtheuseof tacit powers. Thereisnothing mysteriousabout
Polanyi’ smodel or thisclaim, in my view. It simply meansliving things have the capacity to acquire, combine
and make natural skillsthrough which they respond to achanging environment. Although they want clearly to
distinguish the mediation of cellular awareness from brain-based awareness, Goodenough and Deacon outline
acontemporary description of how life works that seems akin to Polanyi’ saccount in terms of deploying tacit
powers. Living things are creatures that devel op skillsthat are habituated, according to Polanyi. Our physical
bodies operate--and we also engage the world beyond us (cultural and physical)--by attending from what we
dwell in to our interests. The scope and complexity of habit and its potential for active integration is mind
boggling when we move from an amoeba to a human being, a creature offered the rich resources of language
and culture.8 Active centersdwell in subsidiariesand i ntegrate them to produce comprehensive achievements.
Comprehensive achievements may also be described as meaning. Meaning for human beings, in Polanyi’'s
account, ultimately becomes articulate; articulate beings have an opportunity and a mandate to explore the
unknown and understand the rich universe, using our sophisticated tools. But Polanyi insistsalso that “al life
is endowed with originality and originality of a higher order is but a magnified form of auniversal biological
adaptivity” (PK 124). Articulate meaning is an extension of the use of tacit powers found in the simplest life
forms.

Goodenough and Deacon provide a perspective that insightfully sketchesthe way in which meaning
worksin the devel opment of evolutionary history. Like Polanyi, they point out that meaning in an amoeba's
world and in ahuman being’ sworld are in continuity and yet are sharply distinguishable. As certainly Peirce
and likely Polanyi also recognized, semiotic systems are emergent at least in the sense that meaning grows.
Goodenough and Deacon hel pfully adapt a Peircean semiotic distinction to talk about the indexical nature of
meaning in the world of an amoeba:

And a molecule diffusing from a decaying food source and binding to and activating a
receptor on the surface of an amoeba meansthat the food sourceis nearby. The molecule
is not the food source itself but rather a sign indicating its proximity. In each case, a
sophisticated biochemistry is recruited to translate/interpret the sign’s meaning. . . (8).

Toextendthisaccount fromaPeirceanframework, onemight say thesignhasasignificant effect, aninterpretant.
That interpretant itsel f becomesan object which givesrisetoanew signthat producesafutureinterpretant. Thus
the cycle of organi smic action and reactionin anicheunfoldsand thisultimately playsitself out over timeinthe
changes in the frequencies of different sets of instructions for making organisms. From a more Polanyian
framework, one might say the molecule binding and activating areceptor isan organismic tacit integration of
clues, an achievement of sense-reading, if you want metaphorically to apply a Polanyian semiotic triad.
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Goodenoughand Deacon, of course, want al so especially tofocusontheway theone-man band amoeba
differsfrom the large orchestramulticellar organism. | find their account provocative. Theindexical semiotic
capacity of brain-based awarenessis complex and even more fascinating is what they describe asthe robustly
epigenetic mammalian brain development and its “ second-order emergence” (6). Ultimately, the“ something
more” than indexical meaning emerges in the co-evolutionary cycle of culture, language and brain in their
account. Goodenough and Deacon want to hold equally to what Polanyi might call both levels of atwo-level
description when describing aperson: “What aperson isand what aperson is conscious of are representation,
and representations—although nothing but physical objects and events—are something more as well” (15).
They caution that it isimportant “that we not lose track of our mental evolutionary antecedents’ (16):

.. . we share strong cognitive and emotional homologieswith our primate cousins, and to
the extent that degradati on/reconfigurati onwent into generating our capacity for language,
it occurred in the midst of a primate brain that remains very much a primate brain. Any
perspective on the human condition that brushes this fact aside is an incomplete perspec-

tive—indeed, we would say that it is an impoverished perspective (16).10

Rememberingour evol utionary antecedentsissomethingthat | think Polanyi doesdoinhisownfashion
insofar as he works out a model of the person as an active center engaged in minding, which is aways an
embodied action. Certainly in his day he never dreamed of what Goodenough and Deacon discuss as the
degradation/reconfiguration that likely occurred in evolutionary history, but Polanyi consistently emphasizes
both embodiment and continuity: that is, hewanted to show how what he call stacit powerswork throughout the
organic world. It appearsto mein fact that Polanyi’ s account of minding asembodied might be quite afruitful
venuetodevel optheemphasi sthat Goodenough and Deacon place upon meaning and evol utionary antecedents.
What Polanyi, of course, wants to emphasize is the growth of meaning and the way this entails the nurture of
certain kinds of human responsiveness /responsibility as human beingstake up their callingsin interpretative
communities.

Endnotes

1 Marjorie Grene, A Philosophical Testament (Chicago and La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1995), 91.

2In PK, Polanyi refersto the“three-storied” character of perceptionin biology (PK, 364). Wecan, for example,
beaware of ananimal’ sactive-perceptiveresponsesonly inrelation to afocal awarenessof theanimal asanindividual. We
must seetheparticularsof ananimal’ sactivity subsidiarily inafocusuponthewholeanimal in order toknow what theanimal
is knowing or doing.

3 Marjorie Grene, The Knower and the Known (Berkeley: University of CA Press, 1966), 224. Hereafter this
book is abbreviated as KK and cited in parenthesis.

4 This does not, of course, mean that livi ng things that are not human are uninteresting and insignificant.

Spol anyi suggeststhat ahigher level principle comesinto being asit becomes embodied within the marginsleft
open by lower level principles. | think Polanyi probably thought in hisday that an overemphasis upon mutation and natural
selection obscured interesting questions about hierarchically-organized setsof principles. | am not surethat such questions
are today regarded as philosophically interesting or important in biology.

Can the way instructions constrain self-organizing systems which change through mutation and selection
appropriately be described as “fields of opportunity and of striving” that are “neither conscious nor deliberate” but are
“directed toward this opportunity”? Thisisthe way at the end of PK (404) Polanyi puts his description of evolutionary
emergence. Heishereinterested in casting the whole of evolutionary emergencein termsof a“heuristicfield” (PK 303).
He contends the field description is the best way to portray evolution if oneis committed to showing that knowing is but
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amember of “theclassof achievementsthat arecomprised by all formsof living” (PK 403). Polanyi’ saccount of emergence,
in other words, never allows oneto separate completely--and treat aslogically distinct--matters of mutation and selection
and matters of knowing. They belong together, heinsists, and responsible knowing must in some ways set the terms used
to describe the results of mutation and selection.

7 Ursula Goodenough, The Sacred Depths of Nature (New Y ork: Oxford University Press, 1998), xviii.

8The opening chapter of “ Part Two: TheTacit Component” of PK istitled “Articulation” andisacritical chapter
for understanding Polanyi’ saccount of tacit powersand language. Marjorie Grene hasreported (in her appraisal of Polanyi
in“Tacit Knowing: Groundsfor aRevolutionin Philosophy,” Jou. Brit. Soc. for Phenomenology, 8:3, Oct. 1977: 164-171)
that this chapter took Polanyi ayear to write and she was originally puzzled by this but came to understand its centrality
for Polanyi’ s post-critical philosophy:

| did not really understand at the time why just this problem: the grounding of articulation in the
inarticul ate, should need to be spelled out so painfully. But it isindeed the heart of the matter—not,
again, because Polanyi was developing an “irrationalism” . . . but because the understanding of
understanding, of rationality itself, demands an understanding of the way in which the subsidiary
supportsthefocal, in particular of theway inwhich theineffable supportsthe activities of voice or pen
(268).

Three of many interesting comments by Polanyi about language and its roots and fruits seem much akin to
suggestions sketched in Goodenough and Deacon’ s short essay:

Theorigin of thisintellectual striving which (somewhat paradoxically) both shapes our understanding
and assentsto its being true, must liein an active principle. It stemsin fact from our innate sentience
and alertness, as manifested already in the lowest animals in exploratory movements and appetitive
drives, and at somewhat higher levelsin the powers of perception. Here wefind self-moving and self-
satisfying impulses of both purpose and attention which antedate learning in animals and themselves
actuatelearning. Thesearetheprimordial prototypesof thehigherintellectual cravingswhichboth seek
satisfaction in the quest for articulate knowledge and accredit it by their own assent.” (PK 96).

As language enlarges the range of our thought, the ape’ s pleasure in playing with a stick is expanded
to acomplex system of emotional responses by which scientific value and ingenuity of many kindsare
appreciated throughout natural sciences, technology and mathematics. (PK 133).

Tolearnalanguage or to modify itsmeaningisatacit, irreversible, heuristic feat; itisatransformation
of our intellectual life, originating in our own desirefor greater clarity and coherence, and yet sustained
by the hope of coming by it into closer touch with reality. Indeed, any modification of an anticipatory
framework, whether conceptual, perceptual or appetitive, is an irreversible heuristic act, which
transforms our ways of thinking, seeing and appreciating in the hope of attuning our understanding,
perception or sensuality more closely to what is true and right. (PK 106).

Diane Y eager’ srecent article“ Confronting the Minotaur . . .” (Tradition and Discovery, 29:1 (2002-03): 22-48) offersan
excellent discussion of Polanyi’s concern with the fragility of the cultural firmament that language makes possible.

Opei rce, of course, defined the human being asasign. Vincent Colapietro’s Peirce’ s Approach to the Self: A
Semiotic Per spective on Human Subjectivity lucidly treats Peirce’ s account of semiotics and how he appliesthisto human
beings. Polanyi comes closest to outlining his account of semicticsin his 1967 essay “ Sense-Giving and Sense-Reading”
includedin Grene' scollection of Polanyi essays, Knowing and Being. Although Polanyi’ ssemiotictriad seemsto havebeen
designed primarily to outline the growth of articulate meaning in the human world, | suggest that it works reasonably well
to model philosophically the growth of meaning in the activity of any living center deploying tacit powers. Robert Innis
(“Peirce and Polanyi: Perceptual Consciousness and the Structure of Meaning,” Proceedings of the International
Colloguiumon Language and Peircean Sgn Theory, Series4. NY: Berghan: 531-560), like me, thinks Peirce and Polanyi
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offer asimilar semiotic account. Both regard perception asan “instance and an exemplar of semiosis or meaning-making”
and for both perceptionis“thematrix and condition of all ‘later’ or ‘higher’ signitive eventssuch aslanguage and art, which
drive the expanding spiral of semiosisand the construction of those webs of signs by means of which we ‘articulate’ both
ourselves and our worlds and are enabled to double back to ourselves and control and evaluate our conduct” (532).
10This seemsto me asensible cauti onary note. It resemblesthe notethat biol ogists and philosophers of biology
have sounded in the work done over the last forty years on explaining the concept of function in biology. This work has
carefully devel oped away to conceiveand talk about function that incorporatesthe emphasi supon evol utionary history that
iscentral in modern biology. See the excellent summary of stagesin this development in David J. Buller, “Introduction—
Natural Teleology,” Function, Selectionand Design, ed. David J. Buller (Albany: SUNY Press, 1999): 1-27. Thechallenge,
of course, of adiscussion of personsis (as Goodenough and Deacon suggest) not to lose track of our mental evolutionary
antecedents, but also not to lose track of human mental prospects. It is these prospects that Polanyi’s odd discussion of
evolution triesto bring into focus. Explaining persons must avoid explaining away the futural. That is, personsareliving
realities oriented toward the future; we pursue, even aswerevise, our anticipations. Thisisthe gift of symbolic language,
and moral lifeis bound up with our responsiveness as creatures able to anticipate the future and revise that anticipation.

[Phil Mullins (mullins@mwsc.edu) teaches in an interdisciplinary humanities program at Missouri Western
State Collge. Hehasbeen theeditor of Traditionand Discovery since1991. Hisreview essay on Goodenough's
The Sacred Depths of Nature and her other recent essays on religion and science appeared in TAD 28:3 (2001-
2002):29-41.]
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From Biology to Social Experienceto Morality:
Reflections on the Naturalization of Morality

D. M. Yeager

ABSTRACT Key words:. ethics, moral sense theory, U. Goodenough, T.W. Deacon, G. H. Mead, social
construction, emergence, coevolution

Placing Goodenough and Deacon’ s* From Biology to Consciousnessto Morality” against the background of
the ethical naturalism of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century British moral theory, Yeager highlights the
contributiontheauthorsmaketo themoral sensetraditionaswell asindicating thelimitationsof such accounts
of moral agency, judgment, and conduct. Yeager also identifies two strands of the essay that seem to open
toward a more comprehensive account than the authors actually give. The first concerns the “ interplay
between self-interest and pro-sociality,” and the other concerns the ethical implications of coevolution. On
the latter point, the work of G. H. Mead is offered as an illuminating contrast.

“From Biology to Consciousnessto Morality” undertakes*“the project of naturalizing morality” (20).
Working from alucid and fascinating account of “ biological emergence. . . undergirded by semiotic (encoding)
systems,” Goodenough and Deacon extend their empirical approach in support of the thesis that primates
equippedwithlanguagebecomeawareof their “ pro-social” capacitiesandthat thi ssel f-awareness—characterized
as“ awarenessof what it feelsliketobemoral” or as“ moral experience” (16)—makespossibleanamplification
of these capacitiesto such an extent asto constitute “ experiences and imaginings and modes of action that are
nolonger constrained by evol utionary precedentsand classesof phylotypicstimuli” (16). They not only explore
thegrounding of moral sbut al somake somenormativejudgmentsthat they taketofollow fromtheunderstanding
of morality that they propose.

Astheauthorsrightly indicate (18), their treatment of the phenomenon of moral judgment hasaffinities
with that devel oped by the British seventeenth- and eighteenth-century moral theorists Shaftesbury and David
Hume (though technically, Francis Hutcheson and Hume might be the more appropriate lineage). Known by
convention as* moral sensetheory,” and extended through Adam Smith into the utilitarian school so prominent
in nineteenth-century English moral thought, thisaccount of moral behavior and judgment groundsmorality in
human nature (thus dispensing with both ecclesial and social authorities as arbiters of right behavior). Itisa
predominantly psychologica account of the moral (giving central place to mental states, specifically the
feelings, of the agent), and it tends toward intuitionism. It presupposes an empiricist epistemology, and the
representativetheoristsinthismovement al link moral with aestheticjudgments. Probably reflecting Protestant
religiousinfluences, these theorists reserve moral approbation for intentions or motives rather than deeds per
se, and this, together with the emphasis placed upon feelings of pleasure and approbation, providesthe bridge
to utilitarianism. Moral sensetheory developedin opposition to the received rationalistic accounts of morality
as arational achievement and was thought by many to be superior to such theories because the moral sense
account seemed to close the gap between moral knowledge and moral action that had been so troublesome to
therationalists. It isequally important to note that moral sense theory also developed in opposition to the (at
thetime) shocking work of ThomasHobbes, who al so closed the gap between knowl edge and action, essentially

by dispensing with “the moral” altogether. He had painted a powerful but very unattractive picture of human
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action and human collective arrangementsasafield of unrel enting self-seeking and ego-interest conflicts. The
authors' current naturalization project, like many contributionsby contemporary sociobiol ogists, hasthevirtue
of counterbalancing accounts of human behavior—whether they arise from Hobbesian pessimism, Spencerian
theories of evolution, depth psychology, or economic rational choice model s—that reduce human motivation
toindividual self-interest driven by indelible and invariant desires to survive, possess, and dominate.

Brief Summary

Out of their consideration of the range and devel opment of biological life, Goodenough and Deacon
identify four “organizing principles’ of the group life of primates: “robust attention to social hierarchy,”
“preoccupation with the nurture of theyoung,” “ skillful engagement in strategic reciprocity,” and “ahostility
towardsoutgroups (xenophobia) and an endowment of the pro-social capacity wecan generically call empathy”
(12). Thesecharacteristics, together with self-interest and “ such ‘ negative' capacitiesasaggression” (12) are,
| takeit, what the authors have in mind when they later refer to “our primate minds’ (16, subhead) or, rather
differently, “aprimate brain that remainsvery much aprimate brain” (p. 16, text). To develop the* something
more” emergent from this “nothing but,” the authors point out that humans are unique in having devel oped
abstract, symboalic, syntactical languages which make possible akind of niche construction that is not open to
any other creatures. Oncethispower emerged, somewhere, intheincomprehensibly distant past of our hardly
recognizable ancestors, it set in motion the complex and marvel ous process of “the co-evolution of language,
culture, and symbolichumanminds’ (13), anevolutionary processthat presumably continuestoday. Inaddition
to making it possible for us to construct and inhabit what the authors call “a virtual reality” (15), this co-
evolutionary process makes possible the emergence of the self and the possibility of self-awareness and self-
reference. Stressingtheir belief that thenatureof thisemergent self doesnot “ [ set] usapartin somedisconnected
realm” (15) and that it would beincorrect to conclude that the human mind “ somehow [ has] thewherewithal to
transcend these [ our primate] antecedentsand operatein aset-apart matrix of human-specifictruths’ (16), they
insist that what language makes possible is the reflexive experience of what is already present in al primate
minds rather than the appearance of something not present before. All primates have mental experience of an
“intensely social” sort; intheauthors' somewhat troublesomelanguage, all primatesexperiencetheir minds(16).
Humans, equipped with symboliclanguage, experiencethe samesort of mind, but experienceit differently. The
process of representing features of our mental experience to ourselves “radically transforms’ that mental
experience, “augmenting” and “amplifying” it, and permitting “conceptual blending” (16). Presumably this
hypothesis could be discussed in terms of any of awide number of mental experiences, but the authors have a
specid interest in “moral experience.” Accordingly, they return to the four characteristics of cooperative
primatelife (hierarchy, reciprocity, nurture, and empathy) in order to show how each, having been altered and
extended asit became subject to reflexive sel f-awareness, providesthe natural grounding of one or moremoral
virtues.

. Natural primate empathy (a pro-socia capacity), symbolically “accessed” in reflexive awareness, is
simply extended in its reach. Whereas other primates “ are disposed to help one another out in the
serviceof group stability, to betolerant, to offer forgivenessand consol ation and forgereconciliation”
(12), they practice such behavior only with respect to a limited group of immediately present
companions. In an example of amplification or augmentation, this same attitude in humans is
remarkably extended beyond “kin or friends or social group,” even to known enemiesand even so far
astheinclusive community of “the planet Earth” or “lifeitself” (17).

. Linguistically mediated self-experienceal soaltersstrategicreciprocity (kinaltruism). Inthiscase, the
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mechanism of transformation seems to be conceptual blending or “symbolic synthesis’ rather than
amplification. The behaviors and attitudes essential to group formation are “fused” with pro-social
empathy to produce “asense of justice” (18).

. Nurture, symbolically experienced, yieldsthevirtueof carewhich capaciously enfolds* responsibility,
commitment and kindness’ (18). The “transfiguration” here is once again extension. Instead of
confining theactivities of nurture/careto the dependent young of one’ sown kin system, oneisableto
turn on€’ s capacity for care toward the ecosystem and toward future generations.

. Hierarchy, themental capacity underlying dominanceand subordination, seemsto givemoretrouble,
and here the mechanism of transformationisnot specified. Theimpulseto dominance disappears (as
xenophobia smply disappears from the discussion of empathy or strategic reciprocity), and the
impul se to accept one’ s (subordinate) place and rolein “ contexts that are larger and more important
than ourselves’ (18) is characterized as reverence on the part of everybody, whether dominant or
dominated, powerful or subservient.

This discussion (or, more accurately, the discussion of empathy) then becomes the basis for the authors
discussion of pleasure in the intuitive apprehension of moral beauty as the only authentic form of properly
“moral” mativation, and for their treatment of cultural traditions (including religions) asguidesand stimulants
tothisnatural “process of moral self-discovery” (19). What emerges, then, isan account of creatureswho are
determined by tens of thousands of years of evolution to behave in ways that are advantageous to group life.
These behaviors are not, however, presented as inevitable instincts; the authors do assume an intuitive and
universal grasp of and appreciation of the “beauty” of behaviors that create and enhance socia bonds, but
whether anindividual will behave in waysthat enhance social bondsislesspredictable. Thelatter apparently
depends on environmental conditions such as the presentation of moral ideals and the absence of stress.

Moral Sense Theories

Does this biologically based account have any distinct advantages over that of the moral sense school ?
Eighteenth-century thinkersdid not have evolutionary theory, nor did they have avery sophisticated theory of
language, yet they devel oped avery cogent theory of the* sentimental” anchor of all moral actionandjudgment.
Theyworkeddirectly fromtheperson’ sdesirefor pleasureand aversionfor pain, theperson’ sintuitivesympathy
andintuitiveadmiration. What, if anything, isadded or changed by invoking primateevol ution, “thecoevol ution
of language, culture, and symbolic human minds’ (13), and linguistically-mediated self-awareness of the pro-
social and a-social capacities of our primate brains?

Tobeginwith, thisaccount doesoffer anatural mechanism by meansof which such* sentiments” asempathy
and kin altruism arise in human beings. By the sametoken, this account explainsintuitive appreciation of the
good andinvoluntary revulsion at cruelty and someforms of violence. Theauthors suggest how and why there
might be neural pathwaysthat ensure an organism’ s positiveresponseto behaviorsconduciveto group life, and
physiological systemsthat produce subjective distressin responseto the spectacle of painin others. Oneof the
principal criticisms of the moral sense account has been that itsreliance on direct moral perceptions seemsto
suggest that thereis either some extraorgan of sense (favorite proposalswere“amoral nose” or “amoral ear”)
or some separate mental faculty that is the seat of distinctively moral perceptions and distinctively moral
responses. A number of the original moral sense theorists proposed that theintuitive appreciation of the good
could only be explained as a contrivance of God. The evolutionary account of the survival value, for many
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species, of such hard-wired impulses, together with their linguistically mediated extension and interaction,
would therefore seem to represent a worthy and helpful contribution to this tradition, rendering it more
empirically plausible and much more attractive to those who reject appealsto divine creation.

Curiously, however, the authors seem determined to reinstate the gap between motivation and action that
moral sensetheory isusually considered to have closed. Inthe moral sensetradition, theresponsivefeelingis
generally considered to be the motivation that compelsthe action. If | behold someonewho isin pain because
sheisbeing humiliated by someone else, | experience, by empathy, her humiliation and pain. Thisexperience
of distresscompel smetoact toremovethesourceof thedistressinamanner hardly different fromtheinvoluntary
act of dropping ahot cookiesheet if | happen to pick it up without amitt. Thereis, soto speak, nological space
for therationalist’ squestion, “ Y es, | know that would be the moral thing to do, but why should | be moral and
inconveniencemyself tobringitabout?’ Y et theauthorsherearequiteexplicitininsistingthat “[tjo havemoral
experienceis, of course, quiteadifferent matter fromactinginamoral way, particularly whenitisagainstone's
self-interesttodoso” (18). Action, they claim, requiresmotivationthatissomehow quiteseparatefrom* segfing]
what isright” (18). | takeit that the authorsfeel they must introduce this separation in order to safeguard their
claim that people do not “just act on their ‘moral instincts'” (17), and in order to acknowledge the appalling
degree of moral misbehavior of which human beingsareguilty. Nevertheless, their disjunction between moral
apprehension (or intuition) and action is puzzling and does not seem consistent with other features of their
argument. “Moral experience” had earlier been defined asthat which “ undergirds and motivatesthe actions of
amoral person” (16, my italics), and when the authors go on to specify what it isthat does actually providethe
motivationfor action, they offer, well, amoral experienceor intuitive appreciation of what isright—"the heart-
warming sense of gladness that we experience when we encounter moral beauty” (19).

This oddity inthe argument bringsto mind one of the perennial complaints about moral sense accounts of
moral judgment and moral agency. Criticshavefrequently pointed out that if themoral sensetheory weretrue,
everyoneought to begood nearly all of thetimeand there ought to benear universal agreement about moral right
and moral wrong—neither of which seemsactually to obtain. Hutcheson tried to deal with this by saying that
the moral sense could be defective, and Hume held that differencesin experience and education explained the
discrepancies. Neither of these strategies proved convincing to thecritics, and, to my mind, this constitutesthe
gravest weakness of this type of account of morality. | cannot see that Goodenough and Deacon have any
convincing answer to this. The strategy of Hutchesonisevident in the summary dismissal of the psychopath as
not “fully” human, but this seems like a very strange judgment from authors committed to grounding their
account biologically. There seemsto meto beafundamental error involved in excluding from the category of
thehuman certaininconvenientinstanceswhenwhat oneisproposingisan account of themoral that i spresumed
to be based on the primate brain symbolically accessed through command of symbolic language. |f onewants,
ontheother hand, to avoid the problem by pursuing aHumean strategy, then | would think that culture (for what
€else are experience and education?) would haveto play quite alarge role in one's account, far larger than the
present article admits.

Moral sense or moral experience accountsare also criticized for being inherently relativistic because they
base morality in feelings, and, empirically speaking, feelings seem to vary remarkably from one person to
another. The people who criticize moral sense theories on this ground are those who take it for granted that if
therewereuniversal moral sentimentsthat all shared, theworldwoul d bedifferent fromtheworldthat weinhabit.
If al have moral sentimentsbut the sentimentsare manifestly not the same, then moral actionand judgment will
be relative to the sentiments of the agent or groups of agentsin question. Action that pleasesme, | regard as
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virtuous. Actionthat pleasesyou, youregard asvirtuous. Concerning taste, there can beno disputing. Perhaps
what pleasesyou (that is, what presentsitself to you asmorally beautiful) isflexible and tol erant whereaswhat
pleases meis principled and demanding. Or perhaps what pleases you is the spectacle of a person sacrificing
immediateand local goodsfor the sake of somefuturegood whereaswhat pleasesmeisthe spectacleof aperson
seizing present opportunities with committed abandon and saying “the future be damned!” Or perhaps what
pleases you is a well-appointed, comfortable, and experientialy rich life whereas what pleases me is the
discipline of ascetic self-denial. Theauthors' current contribution istoo brief, of course, to advanceto sucha
level of specificity, butitisprecisely at thislevel of specificity that the problemsalwaysarise, and | do not see
any indications that grounding the account in the primate mind now become linguistically self-awareis going
to help much with thisdifficulty. Wemay all have pro-social capacities, but “on the ground,” in theworld we
know, these capacities cash out in remarkably different ways, and these differences seem to me to be more
obviously indexes of the variability of human sensibility than simple mistakes or psychic underdevel opment.

As | have already indicated, moral sense accounts, which root morality in the capacities, sensibility or
responsesof individual subjects, tendto be particularly well receivedintimesof notableresistancetotraditional
moral authorities (clerical or otherwise). Such theories also tend to riseto prominence asakind of conceptual
antidote when second-order moral discourse has been for some time excessively or narrowly preoccupied by
deedsor conduct, at the expense of attention to motiveand character. Theweak sideof thisstrength showsitself
inthe authors' attack on rewards and punishments (18), and their claims about “real morality” (17). Theidea
that there are right and wrong reasons for doing what isright isafairly reliable feature of most second order
discourse about morality. Still, there are some anomalies here that point to the difficulties of accounts that
concentrate so heavily on subjectivedispositionsand motivationsto the neglect of deeds. Theauthorsdo, after
all, purport to be devel oping an account of desire for and commitment to justice. Unfortunately, asamatter of
fact, injusticeabounds. Now what doesthe moral experience of someonewhois“really” moral suggest should
be done with those whose actions are unjust? Does moral experience prompt usto punish injustice? Or does
moral experience prompt usto allow virtueto beitsown reward? If moral experience promptsusto punishthe
unjust and compensate (so far aswe can) the victim, how isthat to be reconciled with the authors’ rejection of
rewardsand punishmentsasdestructivecommodification—" oneof themost dangerousthingsthat wedo” (18)?
Perhaps the real objection to rewards and punishments has to do with the moral education of the young, but it
isnot clear to me how the Aristotelian habituation to virtue (or how the education of the asyet unformed moral
sensibilities) is to be accomplished without employing prudential concerns. On the other hand, perhaps the
underlying concern hereisthat an expectation of external and social rewardsturnsmoral behavior into aselfish
(pro-me) enterprisewhentheauthors, intheir emphasi son pro-socia empathy, havedefinedit otherwise, placing
morality and self-interest in opposition. Y et the authors build in a natural mental reward: the pleasurein the
beauty of the good. While acase can be made that they are holding out for areward that isintrinsic to the act,
rather than allowing the sympathetic or self-sacrificing act to betreated asinstrumental to some other, extrinsic
(andlikely selfish) good, aquestion can be rai sed whether they have not been arbitrary in supposing that private
sentimental rewards of an internal sort are somehow superior to social and public and evolutionary success.
What preoccupation with attitudes, dispositions, sensibilities, and mental capacities tends to overlook is that
deeds have consequences. |If they don't, their very meaning as deeds vanishes. That good deeds are at least
sometimes received with praise and honor and perhaps even compensated iswhat sustains the virtuous person
through all the moments when good deeds are misunderstood, overlooked, and exploited. To describethisas
“commodification” isto missthe socia dimension of the moral life.

35



Gestures Toward A More Comprehensive Account

That moral sense theories persist and persistently find renewing advocatesis atestimony to their bearing
onreality. Theequally persistent criticisms (often said to befatal to the theories) provides equally impressive
testimony to the limits and inadequaci es of such accounts when they are made to stand alone. What is needed
isan account of moral agency and moral judgment that preservestheinsightsof moral sensetheoriesbut places
them within amore comprehensive framework. Thisanalysis by Goodenough and Deacon actually provides
some suggestive hints asto how this might be attempted, but in neither caseisit clear that they fully grasp the
significance of the points they have made. Let me close, then, by identifying what | take to be two missed
opportunities.

Theinterplay of human capacities

Moral sense theories are also often criticized for concentrating on benevolent traits and ignoring or even
denying the darker side of human nature. Depth psychology has made it almost impossible for usto carry on
with the view of human nature that seemed so congenial to thinkersin the eighteenth century. The picturethat
emerges from the work of Sigmund Freud, Eric Neumann, and Ernst Becker (to name only afew) isapicture
of anexceedingly dangerouscreaturefor whomeven morality itself canbecomeaweapon. Fyodor Dostoevski’'s
The Brothers Karamazov offers aformidable number of characterswho deliberately inflict pain, and thereare
anumber of characterswho find adeep aesthetic satisfaction in the spectacleof pain. Weareafar cry herefrom
the eighteenth-century confidence that it is human nature to seek pleasure and avoid pain and that the human
psycheisintricately formedto find virtue satisfying and goodness beautiful. Goodenough and Deacon go some
way toward acknowledging thisproblemintheir final sectionon“A-Sociality.” Here, however, wecomeupon
what | taketo beoneof thetwo missed opportunitiesintheir effort to movefrom biol ogy through consciousness
toan account of morality. Theauthorsobservethat “[a] full consideration of theinter play between self-interest
andpro-sociality. . .iswell beyondthescopeof thisessay” (20, my italics). They areright to say that acompl ete
analysis of this sort would be avery demanding task, and | do not fault them for not accomplishing in an essay
what could only be donein abook. The missed opportunity seemsto meto liein not having started by setting
up the account of moral agency and moral judgment in terms of thisinterplay. Like moral sensetheorists, the
authors identify the moral with certain limited features of human sensibility (what they call the “pro-social”
features). Realizing that thesefeaturesof human sensibility areinadeguateto account for human behavior, they
areleftwiththe“problems’ of self-interest, xenophobia, unresponsiveness, aggression, and soon. To preserve
their hope for a spontaneously “moral” world and their picture of the mature moral agent inspired by moral
beauty, they end up making autopian proposal that identifiesmoral behavior with behavior that, it appears, can
only occur intheabsence of all theknown stressesthat structure most of human experience. Why not start from
thebeginningwiththeproposal that “ morality” isamatter of negotiatingthe" interplay between self-interest and
pro-sociality”? Why not mine biology for what it can tell us about this interplay—about, for example, how
closely connected altruism and xenophobia actually arein “the primate brain”?

Theimplications of coevolution

What we might call the field of power of moral sense theoriesis fairly limited. The more we focus on
interpersonal relations, themoreadequatethey seem; themorewefocuson systemic, technol ogical,impersonal,
structural, and policy problems, thelessthey offer intheway of explanatory power or hel pful guidance. | cannot
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empathizewith astatistic, anditisnow fairly widely recognized that although aweek of mediaimagesof large-
eyed, impoverished, and emaciated African children will awaken awave of charitable impulses, amonth or a
year of such images produces numb indifference. Empathy may lead people to give money to the homeless
personbeggingonthesidewalk (anactionwhich, expertssuggest, israrely goodfor thehomel esspersonherself),
but it does not produce socia reform addressing the absence of affordable housing in our cities or the mental
health policiesthat have abandoned thousands of mentally ill patientsto haunted liveson lonely streets. Moral
sensetheoriesseem remarkably usel essin deciding whether and whereagovernment should buy or simply seize
land for alight rail line or ahighway bypass or a halfway house. It is probably because we have been paying
much too much attention to expressions of personal distress that we have not been able to enact the kind of
gasolinetaxesthat areinthebest |ong-terminterest of thenation. Neither empathy nor apersonal senseof justice
nor acapacity for care seemto contribute much to public considerations of the massive problemsthat afflict the
American health-care delivery system, nor do they do much to help address the choices (not the least of which
haveto do with the use of bio-engineered crops) that confront usasaresult of theindustrialization of farming.

Moredeeply still, my foraysinto the sociology of knowledge have brought meto believethat moral sense
and moral experienceand moral perception, insofar aswecanisolatethemat all, arevery largely social artifacts.
Whileitistruethat all six billion of ushaveagood deal in common becausewe haveremarkably similar bodies
and operatewith“ primatebrains,” fromthetimeweareborn, and probably before, weare subj ect to the shaping
powers and the conditions of possibility unique to our socia locations and communal frameworks. We are
individualswithfamilies, friends, teachers, employers, associ ates, and so on—thewhol erangeof actual persons
with whom we interact—but we are also inhabitants of vast, anonymous, unspecifiably complex structural
systems: languages, industries, educational systems, law, professions, cities, power grids, food and health
delivery systems, and so on. Some part of our moral responsibility concernsdirect familial and interpersonal
interaction, but much of it arisesin relation to this “world” beyond the faces, the “world” from which these
recognizable faces emerge for me asthe domain of my particularity, the province of “care” recognized by my
“primate brain.” Y et, asthe authors point out, our speciesis utterly different from the other primates because
wehavemadethat “world,” that“ virtual reality,” inanintricateand strangely miracul ous processof coevolution.
Our specieshasbuilt and continually restructuresthe self-created niches of our various cultures, which would
not exist apart from our linguistically-mediated activities. We perpetually reconstruct ourselves by our
habitation of the world we have made. Having laid hold of thisinsight, the authorsthen let it fade, turning all
their moral attention to individual subjects whose biologically-based capacitiesfor constructive interpersonal
relationsthey envisionasenlarged and extended—so that the subj ect comesto carefor theecosystem asshecares
for her offspring.

Asauseful contrast, let me commend to your attention Mind, Self, and Society by George Herbert Mead,
abook published in 1934 (from lectures given earlier) but still in print. He comesto mind as atheoretician—
asocial psychologist or, ashesomewhat misleadingly identifieshimself, asocial behaviorist—whosework has
many affinitieswith the approach of Goodenough and Deacon. He believes that we must begin our account of
“mind, self, and society” with attention to evolution; the notion of emergence is central to his analysis of
consciousness; he, too, underlinesthereciprocal rel ationsof the organi smandtheenvironment; and hedi scusses
the emergence of the distinctively human mind in connection with the passage from the “conversation of
gestures’ common throughout the animal kingdom to the powerful liberation worked by the acquisition of the
communicative power of “significant symbols.” He, too, identifiesthe moral and the“pro-social.” However,
there areimportant and pivotal differencesaswell. Mead focuses on conduct rather than on dispositions and
motivations. In Mead' sview, symbolic language does not just extend and transform pre-existing sociality; it
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makes possible the emergence of a new and distinctive kind of sociality, a sociality that rests on linguistic
communication. Communication isessential “so that individual s can put themselvesinto the attitudes of those
whomthey affect” (328); thischangeseverything becauseit i sthefoundation of the mutual self-adjustment and
the source of meaning (76-77). What language givesthe organismisnot only the awarenessthat constitutesthe
self, but unprecedented degrees of social management, directed development, functional cooperation, and
complexity in aspiration and achievement. While Mead, likethe authors, regardsthe possibility of “taking the
attitude of the other” as a breakthrough of astonishing power, he locates that power neither in the creation or
extension of sympathetic bonds nor in the enhancement of fellow feeling or the feeling of “reverence.” Itisa
breakthrough becauseit makespossible* thedevel opment of [the social] processinto much morecomplex forms
of social interactions among the component individuals’ than had ever been possible before (226).

Accordingly, Mead gets from biology to ethics much less directly than Goodenough and Deacon do.
Between “hiology” and “morality,” he puts 250 pages of social science. In his view, the bridge is not
consciousness (which he thinks most people misconstrue anyway) but social experience. The connection of
biology and morality involves along analytical study of the nature of the complicated worlds that biologic
individuals, equipped with thumbsand language, are ableto create and inhabit—and of therelationsof biologic
individualsto those worlds. Mead believes that our sense of the moral isthoroughly sociological:

Thesensewhichtheindividual self hasof hisdependenceupontheorganized society or social
community to which he belongsisthe basisand origin, in short, of hissense of duty (andin
general of his ethical consciousness); and ethical and unethical behavior can be defined
essentially in social terms: the former as behavior whichissocially beneficial or conducive
to the well-being of [his particular] society, the latter as behavior which is socially harmful
or conduciveto the disruption of [his particular] society (320-21).

Itishisview that what makesbehavior pro-social or socially harmful isthestructureor order of thesocial world,
not the human capacity out of which the behavior arises. Some empathetic responsesmight be, in certain social
circumstances, quite disruptive. Ethical behavior is a matter of successfully “integrating” oneself “with the
pattern of organized social behavior [say, urbanized, industrial, capitalist, Christian representativedemocracy]
which, asreflected or prehended inthe structure of hisself, makeshim aself-consciouspersonality” (320). The
self and the social world coherebecausethe self “ owesitsexistence” to the social group—aview that takeswith
utmost seriousness the insight of Goodenough and Deacon concerning the power of linguistically equipped
primates to create afluid, changing “virtual reality” to which they then adapt themsel ves through successive
generations.

Mead makes atelling distinction between moral ideals and moral problems. In any given cultural world,
moral ideals or ethical ideas, instantiated in individual ethical consciousness or conscience, express the
requirements for or conditions of possibility of “unity, co-operation, and identification” without which that
world cannot be sustained. What is mora at any given time and place is what “co-operation and social
interdependence” (321) demand. It will vary with culturebecause social lifeand thesocially-inflected self vary
with culture. Ethical problems, ontheother hand, arisein social situationsinwhichthereispronouncedtension
between the “socially-derived” self and “other members of the social group to which it belongs” (321). Such
situations usually occur when the person istrying to act simultaneously asamember of multiple social groups
“whoserespectivesocial purposesor interestsareantagonistic or conflicting or widely separated” (322). Ethical
problemsaredistinct fromtheimmoralitiesconstituted by failuresonthepart of thebiol ogicindividual tobehave
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inwaysthat support and enhancegroup lifeor that establish her as* an organic part of thelife of the community”
(324). Ethical problemsarisebecausesocial spheres(capital andlabor, producersand consumers, thedevel oped
world and the third world, for example) collide, not because biological traits conflict. While ethical ideals
represent shared social interests, ethical problemsreflect thecontradictions, fissures, conflicts, complexity, and
variety of theoverlapping social relationsborn of multiplecommon or group endeavorsinwhich 6 billionhuman
beings engage.

Having begun with an evolutionary analysis very like that of Goodenough and Deacon, Mead probes and
unfoldsthenotionsof coevol ution, emergence, and cultural constructionmorefully and, I think, moreradically.
This changed understanding of culture, consciousness, and the self brings him, at the end of his book, to a
treatment of the grounds of morality quite different from that of Goodenough and Deacon and the moral sense
theoristswho aretheir predecessors. For him, thetrue*naturalization” of ethicsliesinan appreciation of ethics
as a socia construction rather than in any account of moral behavior in terms of an intensification or
transformation of capabilitiesor predispositionsalready present inthe primatebrain. Theunderstanding of the
moral to which hiswork tends, because it begins with structures and systems and shared experience, is more
comprehensive, more adequate to the challenges that cannot be inscribed within the circle of my personal
compassion, kindness, commitment, or reverence. Moral conduct, Mead asserts, is the point of intersection
where self and social systems “answer to each other” (386).
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WWW Polanyi Resources
ThePolanyi Society hasaWorld WideWeb siteat http://www.mwsc.edu/or gg/polanyi/. I naddition
toinformation about Polanyi Society member ship and meetings, thesitecontainsthefollowing: (1)
the history of Polanyi Society publications, including a listing of issues by date and volume with a
tableof contentsfor r ecent issuesof Tradition and Discovery; (2) acompr ehensivelisting 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“ GuidetothePaper sof Michael Polanyi” which providesan orientation toar chival
material housed in the Department of Special Collectionsof the University of Chicago Library; (6)
photographs of Michael Polanyi; (7) five essays by Michael Polanyi.
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Virtues, Ideals, and the Convivial Community:
Further Steps Toward a Polanyian Ethics

Walter B. Gulick

ABSTRACT Key Words: Michael Polanyi, moral point of view, deontological ethics, moral passions, virtue
ethics, utilitarianism, satisfactions, ideals.

The other articlesin thisissue plus other recent articles on Polanyi’s ethics have helped clarify Polanyi’'s
distinctive contribution to ethical theory. This article seeks to integrate these insights with Polanyi’'s
somewhat diffuse treatment of ethics by suggesting what features would be included in a distinctively
Polanyian moral point of view. Grounded in psychological satisfactions, social dynamics, and values and
idealsregarded asreal, Polanyian ethicsincor poratesfeaturesof deontological, utilitarian, and virtue ethics
and would support a practice of moral discovery.

The goal of this essay is to take a further step toward articulating the contours of a distinctively
Polanyian ethics. | am particularly interested in considering how Polanyian ethics can best be formulated so
asto facilitate its dissemination, especialy in the classroom. The modest and basically programmatic step
attempted here relies upon some significant stepstaken in recent years. The essaysof CharlesMcCoy, D. M.
Y eager, Mark Discher, and Elizabeth Newman publishedinvolume29:1 of thisjournal significantly advanced
understanding of Polanyi’ sapproachto ethicsasacul minating dimension of humanresponsibility. Theessays
by UrsulaGoodenough and Terrence Deacon, Phil Mullins,and D. M. Y eager publishedinthisissuecontribute
further insightstothearticulation of aPolanyianethics. | will incorporate someof theseinsightsintothisessay,
emphasizing the ways in which the articles complement each other.

Theessaysby McCoy and Y eager in volume 29:1 are particul arly successful in offering an overview
of Polanyi’ sunique approach to ethics. McCoy statesthat Polanyi “ sees ethics, not asan 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. The morality of personal knowing and the commitments
involved are not peripheral but pervadethe historical, communal nature of human existence.”! Totreat ethics,
asistypically donein university courses, as a special discipline with a distinctive methodology islikely to
sunder it from its comprehensive role in human existence.

Moral judgments cut much deeper than intellectual valuations. A man may be consumed by an
intellectual passion; he may be aman of genius, yet be also sycophantic, vain, envious and spiteful.
Though a prince of letters, he would be a despicable person. For men are valued as men according
to their moral force; and the outcome of our moral striving is assessed, not as the success or failure
of any external performance of ours, but by itseffect on our whole person. Accordingly, moral rules
control our whole selves rather than the exercise of our faculties, and to comply with a code of
morality, custom and law, is to live by it in a far more comprehensive sense than is involved in
observing certain scientific and artistic standards. (PK 214-215)

A Polanyian ethics, then, deals with awhole self and, as we shall see, with whole societies.
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Thosewanting toteach the Polanyian approachto ethicsare presented with asizeablechallenge. How
can they square the comprehensive Polanyian understanding of ethics with the traditional way that ethical
theories are treated as disunctive alternatives? Typical courses introduce students successively to rule-
stressing deontological views of morality, result-calculating utilitarian theories, and character-emphasizing
theoriesof virtueethics. Fortunately, inthepast several decades, ethical theoreticianshavecreatively set forth
various proposals about how to integrate the formerly discrete theories. Consequently, our age seemsasif it
would be more receptiveto Polanyi’ s synoptic approach to ethicsthan Polanyi’ sown erawas. Themannerin
which | will proceed isby showing how Polanyi’ scomprehensivevisionincludesandinterpretsininteresting
wayssometypical expression(s) of deontology, utilitarianism, virtueethics, and other influential perspectives
taken on moral matters. Then | will proceed to highlight additional features of Polanyi’ sthought that bear on
morality.

Deontology and the Moral Point of View

First, let us examine deontological approaches to ethics. Deontological ethics states that dutiful
obedience to some standard of morality iswhat determines that which ismorally right. Kant’s Foundations
of the Metaphysics of Moralsisthe classical text of deontology; it utilizes reason in combination with respect
for the moral law to determinewhat ismorally right. But rather than examining Kant’ sthought in Polanyian
light, | prefer to discuss the notions of a more recent thinker in the deontological tradition (who uses an
admixture of social contract theory), awriter who takes obedienceto rationally justifiable rules asthe key to
morality. Nearly half acentury ago Kurt Baier argued along essentially Kantian linesfor taking up “themoral
point of view” asthebest way to securemoral agreement andthereby ensuresocial control. By “themoral point
of view,” Baier meant “a point of view which furnishesacourt of arbitration for conflicts of interest. Hence
it cannot (logically) beidentical with the point of view of any particular person or group of persons.”? There
aretworelated principlesincorporatedin Baier’ sformulation. Oneisthe principlethat themoral point of view
overridesself-interest (or indeed theinterestsof any particular person or group). Thesecondisthat auniversal
point of view isrequired that considersimpartially theinterestsof al stakeholders. It can be seenthat Baier’'s
formulation isinfluenced by Kant’ s categorical imperative: the notion that the subjective maxim guiding any
individual’ saction should be universalizable and reversible, that is, followed asthe guiding rule by anyonein
similar circumstances and applicable to oneself as recipient as well as agent.

There are many indications that Polanyi would be congenial to speaking of a comprehensive
framework suchasamoral point of view. Hiswell-known discussion of Azandemagicin Personal Knowledge
is one example of his consideration of an all-encompassing framework of interpretation. Another example,
repeated in a number of his writings, is the Marxist, or more specifically, the Communist worldview. In
reflecting upon the message of the Hungarian revolution of 1956, Polanyi cites the poem authored by the
Bulgarian Communist Dimitar M etodiev that speaksof aworl dview asseeingwith apair of glasses. Inbreaking
free of the closed system of thought that was Communism, Metodiev used theimage of smashing the glasses
asaleitmotiv (KB 30). Polanyi, of course, generally used the language of dwelling in and breaking out.

The notion of amoral point of view is unlike a closed system of thought, such as Azande magic or
Communism, “that can interpret initsown termsany possiblefact” (KB 31). For the moral point of view can
exist as a selectable alternative to a prudential or self-interested point of view. Situations dictate when
assuming the glasses of the moral point of view is called for. When decisions or actions bear on the health,
welfare, or basicrightsof individual s, themoral point of Xllew oughttobedweltinto determinewhat isthemost



moral decision. The act of assuming the moral point of view should be regarded as a practice that leads to
insight and possible action.

To the best of my knowledge, Polanyi never explicitly speaks about the (or @) moral point of view.
Y et because he used frameworks in his discussion of how our thought is organized systematically, it makes
senseto seewhat amoral framework, developedin relationto the Western tradition of ethics, would ook like.
Therefore, | will consolidate the comprehensive moral considerations that Polanyi discusses into the
framework of aPolanyian moral point of view.

Some aspects of Polanyi’s moral thought overlap Baier's principles, but they are expressed
idiosyncratically by Polanyi. Rather than emphasizingtheneedto overrideself-interest, he speaksof themoral
significance of responding to moral passions (asavariety of intellectual passions) instead of merely satisfying
the appetites.® Intellectual passions manifest selective, heuristic and persuasive functions, each of whichis
directed at understanding and extolling features of the world rather than serving selfish interests. “Heuristic
passion seeksno personal possession. It setsout not to conquer, but to enrichtheworld” (PK 150). Intellectual
passionsfund particular systemsof thought, likescience, art, religion, morality andlaw, with purposeandforce
“which try to evoke and impose correct modes of feeling” (PK 133). The sense of “rightness’ expressed by
indwelt morality, aswith the other systemsmentioned, isdirected outward toward understanding of and action
in the world. On the other hand, when considerations of self-interest are the dominant motivating factors
influencing a person’ s thought and action, manipulation and deception in the service of the satisfaction of
appetites prevail. All too often the language of morality constitutes part of the disguise. Only when one
indwellsthe moral point of view with conviction and commitment is self-interest truly overridden.

The second double-edged principle considered by Baier to constitute the moral point of view isthe
impartial consideration of the interests of al persons affected by the moral situation. Impartiality and
universalization are co-equal inthisprinciple. Towhat extent does Polanyi honor each of them? Both of these
terms conjure up notions of the obj ectivism that Polanyi fought sovaliantly. If all understandingiscarried out
intheserviceof passionslinkedtoone’ sself-set and communal standards, doesit make senseto speak of neutral
impartiality? A personmust apply any universal ruletosituationsby relying onunspecifiableskills. So, strictly
speaking, Baier’ ssecond component of amoral point of view doesnot seem congruent with Polanyianthought.
Y et it would be contrary to much of what Polanyi arguesfor to think that because objectivismisbankrupt we
are consigned to arelativism of individual experience.

Polanyian moral thought rests upon aversion of moral realism that, while honoring the importance
of cultural context, stiflesfrom the beginning any relativism. First, in contrast to the empiricist tendencies of
Anglo-American thought during the past century, a thought world in which values are regarded as merely
subjectiveor emative, Polanyi refersto valuesand idealsasreal and powerful. “ Totrust that athingweknow
isreal is, inthissense, to feel that it has the independence and power for manifesting itself in yet unthought
of waysinthefuture.” (TD 32). Acting ethically isaskill that involves depending upon and expressing the
appropriate real values and ideals, affirmed in some community of interpretation, that are pertinent to a
situation. Prior to acting ethically, another skill must be employed, to wit, the skill of understanding both the
detailsof the situation and what values apply to thisparticular situation. The determination of relevant values
in turn depends upon being ableto rely upon the “ correct modes of feeling” previously alludedto. Inthe sort
of contested situation Baier refers to, where a conflict of interestsis involved, the correct modes of feeling
would likely link oneto such values asjustice and care and make one sensitive to the rights of thoseinvolved
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in the situation.

Second, an assessment of amoral situation isundertaken out of acommitment to moral truth. Acting
upon those real values determined to be salient in some moral situation constitutes moral truth. Rather than
speaking with Baier and Kant of seeking some universalizablerule, Polanyi attendsto theintentionality of the
person utilizing moral skill. If the person judgesand actswith universal intent, thisisthe mark of the personal
knowing required for enacting moral truth. Being committed to moral truth and acting out of that commitment
isall that can beasked of aperson addressingamoral dilemma. Polanyi expressesthese pointsinthefollowing

powerful passage.

It isthe act of commitment initsfull structure that saves personal knowledge from being
merely subjective. Intellectual commitment is aresponsible decision, in submission to
the compelling claims of what in good conscience | conceiveto betrue. Itisan act of
hope, striving to fulfil an obligation within a personal situation for which I am not
responsible and which therefore determines my calling. This hope and this obligation
are expressed in the universal intent of personal knowledge. (PK 65)

So far, the Polanyian moral point of view includes the skillful use of moral passions, the
acknowledgement of the powerful reality of values and ideals, and taking the stance of universal intent in
seeking moral truth. Before we leave the comparison of Polanyi’s moral theory to that of deontology, one
additional observation is much needed. Polanyi is sympathetic to the senses of obligation and rightness that
arefound in deontological theories. Persons are called to attend to the call of conscience and submit to their
communally affirmed valuesandideals. Rightness, however, isnot something imposed by asocial authority;
rather it is a communally endorsed standard guiding the performance of one seeking to do the good with
universal intent. Vauesliketruth, beauty and justice do not exist in some sort of Platonic eternal ideal realm,
for they are“things which can be apprehended only in serving them” (PK 279). Our obligationto them flows
out of our commitment to them, whichinturnisbased on our assessment of them asreal and worthy of respect.

Utilitarianism and Social Contract Theories

Next, let usturnto assay Polanyi’ stakeon utilitarianism, theview that themorally best actsarethose
that maximize pleasure (hedonistic utilitarianism) or maximize expected preference fulfillment (preference
utilitarianism). Polanyi considersutilitarian cal cul ationsto be di sembodi ed expressions of materialismrather
than passionate commitments to moral ideals engaged with universal intent (M 11). Such calculations are
cousinsto theideawithin socialism and communism that the pursuit of scientific knowledge should betied to
anticipated public benefit. In these political systems, a collective entity undermines the freedom of the
individual responsibly to pursue her or hispassions. But it isfreeinquiry that has the power to produce on a
regular basis that understanding of reality capable of producing real public benefit.

Interestingly, Polanyi criticizesutilitarianism andits“ emotional brother” (PK 211), romanticism, for
their shallow individualism. Thisview isstriking becauseutilitarianismisgenerally classified asatheory that,
in contrast to ethical egoism, is group-centered rather than individualistic. Maximum utility is that which
conveys the greatest amount of good to the greatest number of people. Polanyi calls utilitarianism
individualistic because it privileges individual desires and in effect regards society as an aggregate of
individuals. Ultilitarianism presupposes maximizing each individual’ s freedom from social restraints so that
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asummation of subjective ends prevails over substantive social obligations (M 201).

DoesPolanyi thoroughly reject social contract theoriesof ethicsaswell asutilitarianism? Bothview
moral thought associally constructed. Certainly Polanyi isnofan of sociological or psychoanal ytic construals
of morality, which tend to reduce moral injunctionsto such things as protections of power or sublimations of
sexuality.

Our morally neutral account of all human affairs has caused our youth, and our educated peoplein
general, to regard all moral professions as mere deceptions— or at best as self-deceptions. For once
weinduce ourselvesto regard all established rules of moral conduct as mere conventions, we must
come to suspect our own moral motives, and thus our best impulses are silenced and driven
underground. (M 23)

Y et Polanyi’s position is not easily categorized as opposed en toto to social constructivism. For
Polanyi isabundantly aware of the activerole played by symbolismin the construction of culture. Indeed, the
main focus of Meaning is upon the different forms such social construction may take. Moreover, as Mullins
and McCoy each emphasize, the constructiverol e of the convivial community and theimportance of tradition
in establishing an individual’ s sense of calling are absolutely essential to Polanyi’sthought. The important
point to bear in mind is this: Polanyi’s notion of social constructivism is tied to the realities of — on the
subjectiveside— intellectual passions seeking contact with— on the objective side— aplethoraor realities
ranging from perceptions of dewdrops and elephants to ideals of beauty and justice. The sociologist and
psychoanalyst are critiqued not because of their constructivism but because of their reductionism. Passionate
commitment to loving othersisnot merely the expression of aninsecure person seeking reciprocal affirmation.
Theideal of loveisareality worthy of honor and reverenceeventhoughitsreality could not berecognized apart
from a symbolization process.

ThePolanyian moral point of view consequently contains an acknowledgment of the social character
of valuesthat command our respect. When onefacesamoral dilemma, one of the sourcesfor inspiration that
one should turn to is the tradition that has shaped one’s sense of what isworth living for. The symbols just
referredto are not just our own. They are part of asocial inheritancethat rootsusin aculture and nurtures our
moral vision. Furthermore, asthoroughly socia beings, we are called not just to turn to tradition, but also to
engageinconvivial discoursewith othersinthecommunitieswithwhichweidentify (PK 210). Oneof thekeys
to being amoral person, as Goodenough and Deacon emphasize (20), isto share our moral experiences with
one another. When this sharing is carried out in the context of a free society that respects the integrity of
individual consciences, moral existenceis most likely to flourish.

Theideal of afree society isinthefirst place to be agood society; abody of men who respect truth,
desirejusticeand lovetheir fellows. Itisonly because these aspirations coincide with the claims of
our own conscience, that the institutions which secure their pursuit are recognized by us as the
safeguards of our freedom. It is misleading to describe a society thus constituted, which is an
instrument of our consciences, as established for the sake of our individual selves; for it protectsour
conscience from our own greed, ambition, etc., asmuch asit protectsit against corruption by others.
Morally, men live by what they sacrifice to their conscience; therefore the citizen of afree society,
much of whose moral lifeisorganized through hiscivic contacts, largely depends on society for his
moral existence. (LL 36)
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Not only will the Polanyian moral point of view endorse consultation of the traditions and
communitiesthat shape aperson making moral decisions, it will cel ebratetheimportance of rational discourse
inreachingthosedecisions. Y es, seeking moral truthisaskill, butinrelyingonmoral standardsitisnot simply
atacit skill. For moral standards are the explicit expression of communal consensus about what sort of
considerations and acts are required for individuals and their communities to flourish.* The reaching of
consensusisdependent onrational discoursewithinthecommunity of interpretation. “ Theawarenessof moral
truth is founded on the recognition of avalid claim, which can be reasonably argued for and supported by
evidence; moral illusion, in contrast, is compulsive, like a sensory illusion” (KB 33). Through rational
discourse, social consensus can be reached about such things as the nature and extent of rights and
responsibilities; how best to characterize distributive, retributive and compensatory justice; and what ideals
and obligationspertaininacertain circumstance. Theway social consensusisreachedinethicsisnot different
in kind from the way agreement isreached in science about the status of various theories on the cutting edge
of research. In each case rational communication and the weight of general agreement lend authority to the
decisions reached.

But theroleof rationality in Polanyi extendsbeyonditsexpressionindiscourse. Polanyi isimpressed
at how reflection aided by mathematics has brought into being theories in physics that were accepted by the
scientificcommunity long beforethey wereconfirmed by empirical evidence. Einstein’ sdiscovery of relativity
theory isbut one of many such caseshediscusses. “Modern physicshasdemonstrated the power of the human
mindto discover and exhibit arationality which governsnature” (PK 15).5 Rationality hasthispower not only
intherealm of physics, but with respect to“ domainsfar beyondtheexact science” (PK 64), including morality.
Polanyi would argue strenuously against any postmodern relativization of reason just as he would combat a
relativizing of values.

Virtue Ethics, Moral Sense Theories, and the Social Dimension of Morality

To what extent does Polanyi embrace virtue ethicsor its cousin, moral sensetheories? A virtueisa
stateof one' scharacter that inclines oneto act in abeneficent way because of one' sconviction that such away
of actingisright. Humans may exhibit many virtuoustraits—honesty, courage, generosity, charity, etc. If one
hasthe virtue of honesty, one ismotivated to act honestly in all situationsand do so cheerfully because oneis
satisfying astandard of truthfulness one deeply believesin. Polanyi, like virtue ethicists, believesthat moral
actionsariseout of embodied skillsand deeply held commitments. Hewould acknowl edgethat ethical decision
making utilizesapractical reasoning process, consistent with Aristotelian phronesis, that wisely appliesideals
and valuesto specific situations. Insum, Polanyi would appreciate how virtue ethicsilluminatesaspectsof the
tacit functioning of the moral actor. But it isalso the case that Polanyi never devotes attention to the virtues
assuch.

Similarly, Polanyi doesnot rely upon moral sensetheories. Thistwofold neglectisof special interest
with respect to two of the articlesin thisissue. For Goodenough and Deacon see their approach as congruent
with virtue ethics, and Diane Y eager claimstheir approach isaversion of amoral sensetheory. Therefore, it
is appropriate to examine the extent to which the article by Goodenough and Deacon (hereafter GD) is
consistent with, orindeedilluminates, Polanyi’ sthought. Then'Y eager’ scritiqueof thearticlewill beassessed.

First, aword of appreciationisdue Goodenough and Deacon for theway they updatetheevol utionary
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material in Part IV of Personal Knowledge. | particularly have learned from their discussion of biological
traits, cell-based versus brain-based awareness, and the role of masking in brain change. The authors and
Polanyi share abelief in the importance of evolutionary explanations. Presumably, this belief might extend
to an interest in explaining the rise of morality.

Second, | would note with Mullins (23-25) that the role of the active center of life, so important to
Polanyi, isnot picked upin GD. Polanyi’ sdiscussion of thelogic of achievement flowsfrom thefact that each
individual center has a purpose or purposes apart from the laws of physics and chemistry that form the
background out of which life emerges. | believe the three orders of emergence proposed in GD are less
illuminating than thethree ordersthat may be extracted from Polanyi’ sthought.® | do not see how thereisany
significant differencebetweentheauthors' first order (“ shapeinteractions’ [6]) and second order of emergence
(“shape interactions played out over time” [6-7]). To beinteractions, shape interactions must be played out
over time. Moreover, asfundamental categories designed to explain different kinds of emergence, the three
ordersare perspicuousfor not articulating any causal mechanismsthat might explain how anew order arises.
There is no mention of how forces are implicated in each order. While perhaps not successful in his
speculations about the principles driving basic evolutionary changes, Polanyi does recognize that some
account is needed (see Mullins, 25-28).

Third, any assessment of GD requires clarity about its intended scope of explanation. Hereisthe
authors’ basicthesis: “Given that we have evolved from anintensely social lineage, we are uniquely aware of
what itfeelsliketobepro-social, anditisthisawarenessof what it feel sliketo bemoral —thismoral experience
—that undergirds and motivates the actions of amoral person” (16). Thethesisis presented as a claim about
theoriginsof moral motivation. Strikingly, thethesisisdevel opedinwaysthat are compatiblewith deontol ogy
aswell asvirtueethics. What it feelsliketo be pro-social functions as animmanent moral standard that must
be discovered anew by each individual and secured through symbolization. This fundamental moral
experience is not something that can be developed through rational discourse, a social contract, or cultural
instruction (17). Thusit appearsthat theauthors are making aquite sweeping casefor both the source of moral
motivation and a standard by which to judge putative moral actions.

Thereissomeresonancein Polanyi’ sthought with the sort of claim being made by Goodenough and
Deacon. Polanyi claimsthat new valuesarisein human experience” subsidiarily, embodiedin creative action.
Only after thiscan they be spelled out and professed in abstract terms and thismakes them appear then to have
been deliberately chosen, which isabsurd. Theactual grounds of avalue, and its very meaning, will ever lie
hidden inthecommitment which originally borewitnesstothat value” (“ CreativeImagination” inR. T. Allen,
ed., Society, Economics, and Philosophy [ New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1997], p. 263). Presumably,
moral val ues associated with primate sociality might be engaged by aperson as subsidiariesto some potential
solutiontoarel ationship problem andinthe processbe captured by symbol sand made conscious. Thusperhaps
Polanyi can help clarify the process whereby our primate feelings are transmuted into moral sensibility and
practice.

The authors' speculations about the rise of the virtues of compassion, fair-mindedness, care, and
reverenceareprovocativeand plausible. But their extended discussion of moral motivationislessconvincing.
They suggest that “the heart-warming sense of gladnessthat we experience when we encounter moral beauty”
(19) servesto stimulate moral action. If the pro-social values attained prominence in primate behavior, they
surely must have gained this status through the reinforcing satisfactions they provided. Why wouldn’t such
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satisfactions continue as motivators on into human experience? |sthere any evidence that these satisfactions
have an aesthetic quality such asisimplied by the discussion of moral beauty? There seemsto be no obvious
link between moral experienceasthey describeitsstatusinthe primate mind and themoral beauty they suggest
iscrucia for moral motivation.

More seriousto consider are the questions and criticisms Y eager directstoward GD. She wonders
why GD reinstates the gap between motivation and action that moral sense theories are often thought to have
closed (34). But Goodenough and Deacon seem to betrueto human experiencein discussing thisgap. Surely
the difference between knowing the good and doing it is acommon experience.

Next, Y eager statesthat if moral sensetheoriesaretrue, then persons ought to be good nearly all the
time and agree about moral matters (34). GD, she says, does not explain why these two conditions do not
pertain. Shethinksthat theauthorsfall intotroublebecausethey do not recognizetheimportant rolethat culture
plays not just in expressing morality but in developing and sustaining it. However, it seemstomethat GD is
not fairly understood if it isinterpreted simply asamoral sensetheory. Theauthorsclearly recognizethat the
primate brain is not just wired for empathic actions but also for self-interested and even violent actions. On
such an account, it is not surprising that human behavior is a cocktail mix of actions— moral, amoral, and
immoral. | tend to seethereferenceto moral beauty as a perhaps unfortunate appendage to the main thrust of
GD, not as crucial to its message.

Y eager then criticizes GD asrelativistic because it bases morality in feelings and experiences, each
of whichareremarkably diverseandineluctably subjective (34). Again, | do not think thiscriticismisentirely
ontarget. Theissue seemsto turn not so much on the fact that GD advertsto experience and feelings, but on
what it isthat isfelt or experienced. In Polanyian perspective, we are embodied beingsinevitably relying on
felt sensesof adequacy, coherence, and other satisfactions (more on these shortly) aswe construct meaningful
engagementsin theworld. Goodenough and Deacon claim there are certain pro-social feelingsthat are basic
toamoral rather than a self-interested relationship to other persons. Thisclaim, as| have already suggested,
has more of adeontological than arelativistic flavor. Because these basic pro-social feelings are devel oped
in assorted symbol systems, they are expressed in avariety of ways, but there does seem to be some cross-
cultural convergence toward agreement about basic values, as the authors note (19). GD seems to me to
acknowledge adequately the moral compulsion, basic agreement, and apparent moral confusion that are part
of everyday experience.

Tothispoint, Y eager’ squestions and criticisms do not seem unduly damaging. But inthevariety of
remarks she makes about the lack of asocial dimensionin GD (35-37), Y eager seemsentirely ontarget. GD
runs into problems when it claims to offer a comprehensive account of the sources of moral motivation and
moral standards. Theauthors collapse ethicsinto amatter of interpersonal relationships and offer empathy as
thesine quanon of morality. “Morality without empathy isby definition oxymoronic” (17). But surely moral
deeds may be enacted out of asense of duty, aregarding of rights, asense of justice or for other reasons even
when empathy is lacking. Surely GD is of little use for ethical analysts trying to decide which of several
problematic alternativesis most morally permissible or for interpreting the moral impact of social structures
and institutions. It isironic that an account based on primate social behavior tends to ignore human social
behavior. Well, perhaps|’ ve overstated theissue, for the authors complement their bottom-up approach with
a top-down recognition that cultures develop moral ideals, rituals, and other features that heighten moral
consciousness (19). But in stating that morality is never gained through instruction (17) or that rewards and
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punishmentscommodify morality (18) theauthorscut away some of theactual social processesthroughwhich
morality comes to life in society. Aristotle, invoked on behalf of the authors' understanding of moral
experience (17-18), viewscultural instruction asessential to thedevelopment of moral virtue. He seesvirtues
as sets of habits gained by originally supervised repetitions of virtuous acts.

Goodenough and Deacon make it clear that human consciousness is an emergent phenomenon
qualitatively different in kind from its supportive biological substrate. But do they accord an appropriate
emergent status to such transpersonal products of human consciousness as social institutions, technological
innovations, or theories? They say that the concepts that are central to human consciousness enable us to
“inhabit avirtual reality with alife of itsown” (15). Butitisnot clear in their article what sort of power this
“virtual reality” has. Recall that they claim morality is not acquired viacultural instruction. The complexly
influential realm of symbolically generated entitiesand structurestendsto beregarded under theundifferentiated
rubric of human culture. A richer notion of the emergent qualities of culture is needed.

Y eager offers the social psychology of George Herbert Mead as a helpful way of accessing and
interpreting socia construction and itsdynamicsand powersleft opaquein GD. Goodenough and Deacon are
similartoMead (and Polanyi) inemphasi zing the symbol -medi ated, cognitivedimension of self-understanding,
but Mead relieson cognitionintheconstruction of morality toafar greater degreethanisfoundin GD, inwhich
emotional response playsacentral role. The authors show great finessein discussing how culture, language,
and brain areinvolved in co-evolution (13, 14). If they wish their account of ethicsto underwrite ageneral
theory of ethics, their account woul d benefit from describing a) how emotion, cognition, and cultural influence
are co-involved in the emergence of personal morality, and b) how the competing and shared goals of
individuals, groups, and institutions are co-involved in the genealogy of social ethics.

To sum up, the article by Goodenough and Deacon offers an intriguing account of possible second-
order (biological) processes that underlie human morality, but as yet they have not built a convincing
explanation of how the biology impacts everyday human experience of morality. Diane Yeager writes
persuasively about thesocial dimensionof morality. Together thearticlesadvancethe causeof aholistictheory
of ethicsand can be usefully assimilated into the comprehensiveethical theory that isstill partly nascentinthe
corpus of Polanyi’ swritings.

Satisfactions and | deals

Finally, | should liketo discussafeature of Polanyi’ sthought that is not often commented upon, but
which | think has profound implicationsfor understanding moral action. Thisfeatureisbest grasped through
considering how to respond to this question: What factors motivate human actions? | will proposeboth adeep

level psychological answer and ahigh level spiritual answer. Thereareavariety of possible answersthat fall
between these extremes, but we will only consider the two responses just alluded to.

Thepsychological notion of motivationthat appearsnow and againin Polanyi’ swritingistheseeking
of satisfaction. Satisfactionsare part of our biological heritage. Theamoebafollowing atrail of pheromones
to nutritional satisfaction is a primitive example. In human existence, there are many sorts of satisfactions:
satisfactions of completion, of triumph, of release, of expression, of fulfillment, of recognition, etc. For
Polanyi, the quest to understand and resulting feeling of satisfaction are essential to his notion of personal
knowledge. “Thesefeelingsof comprehension go deep; weshall seethemincreasing in profundity all theway
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fromthe‘l-It’ relationto the‘I-Thou' relation” (KB 149). It should come as no surprise that there are moral
satisfactions, many of them linked to moral virtues.

One of the ongoing hobgoblins of ethicsisthe notion of psychological egoism. Thisnotion claims
that all acts, eventhe seemingly most altruistic, aredone out of self-interest. Thefireman enteringtheburning
buildingisnot selflessly heroic but acting to satisfy acraving for recognition, seeking to requiteanagging sense
of duty, angling for promotion, etc. The psychological egoistisamaster cynic and reductionist. No counter-
examples seem able to budge this person from the view that all action is self-centered.

The notion of satisfaction can be used to counteract the deflation of moral ideals that results from
adoptingtheideasof thepsychological egoist. Foritcanbesaidthat all actionissatisfacti on-seeking, although
thesatisfactionsareof different kindsand strengthsand sometimescontrary to conventional self-interest. The
key point for ethicsisthat therearemoral satisfactionsand many other sortsof the higher sati sfactionsthat John
Stuart Mill tried to articulate in qualifying Jeremy Bentham's notion of utility. An honest and intimate
conversation can beagreat source of satisfaction, onethat buildsup al involved. Satisfactionsasagroup are
not adequately characterized as being “ selfish” (see PK 174).

As we have seen, Polanyi contrasts intellectual passions with bodily passions, our appetites. The
satisfactions endemic to each are different in nature.

By contrast to hisbodily passions, which man shareswith the animalss, the satisfaction of his mental
passions does not consume or monopolize the objects which gratify it; on the contrary, the
gratification of mental passions creates objects destined to gratify the same passions in others. A
discovery, awork of art, or anoble act, enrich themind of all humanity. Man, hitherto self-centered,
enters thereby on a participation in timeless and ubiquitous things. (SM 60)

The satisfaction of intellectual passions, then, builds culture and creates community. Great ideasinspire us.
We apprentice ourselves to persons we admire. “By recognizing our heroes and masters we accept our
particular calling” (SM 98). Out of reflection uponthat whichweadmireor revere, weconstruct guidingideals
andvalues. A measureof thereality of theseideal sand valuesistheir power toinspireusand move usto moral
action.

“ Seeking moral satisfactionsby living up to our models of comportment” —this statement combines
the psychological dimension of moral motivation with whatever spiritual ideal we seek. Polanyi discusses at
many pointsdifferent ideal sto which we submit. Insofar astheseideal sare moral and shared by acommunity,
Polanyian ethics deals not just with moral individuals but also with moral societies. A society manifesting a
commitment not only to its own members but also to the members of other societiesis amorally admirable
society.

Tothispoint, it may sound asif Polanyi thinksthat all any society needs for moral improvement is
abetter theory. But, assuggested, Polanyi understandsthat in human endeavor apervasive gap existsbetween
what isenvisioned and what is achieved (PK 245). Consistent with his commitment to truth as perhaps the
highest of all values(PK 299), and in accordancewith hisinsight intotheroleof utopianisminmoral inversion,
he acknowledgesthe need in any ethicsfor compromise and the pragmatic acceptance of the best that can be
done. At times, atragic note enters his reflections about the course of human history in cosmic context.
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This cosmic emergence of meaning isinspiring. But its products were mainly plants and
animalsthat could be satisfied with a brief existence. Men need a purpose which bearson
eternity. Truth does that; our ideals do it; and this might be enough, if we could ever be
sati sfiedwithour manifest moral shortcomingsandwith asociety whichhassuch shortcomings
fataly involved initsworkings. (TD 92)

Perhaps the most compl ete configuring of Polanyian ethics would include such factors as confession,
forgiveness, grace, and eschatol ogy, factors more often associated with religion than with ethics. If sucha
Kierkegaardian step is called for, it would be a step Polanyi prepares the way for rather than one he ever
fully fleshes out.

A Polanyian Moral Point of View

My exposition of Polanyian ethics is now complete except for one thing. | need to make good my
promiseto potential teachers of Polanyian ethicsthat | would provide asimple framework on which to hang
key Polanyian points. That framework isaPolanyian version of themoral point of view. It obviously will be
more complex than Baier’ s version, but to be useful it must also abstract from the full richness of Polanyi’s
thought. ThePolanyian moral point of view ismorethan the passive perspective suggested by “ point of view.”
It describes a practice that seeksthe resolution of moral issuesand may lead to action. This practice exhibits
many features found in the paradigmatic Polanyian analyses of perception and discovery (TD 79-84). A
morally responsible person will assume the cognitive framework of the moral point of view whenever a
contestablesituation arisesthat deal swithimportant factorsinindividual and corporatelife: mattersof lifeand
death, basic rights, health and welfare. Moral discernment employing the Polanyian moral point of view is
marked by the following features:

1. With sensitivity to social dynamics, oneclarifiesthefactsof any moral situation presenting itself,
identifies all stakeholders, and seeks empathic understanding of what is at stake for each.

2. One consults the moral traditions of the convivial community that one most honors and seeks to
discern (with community feedback if feasible) the values, ideals, and moral principles that apply to the
situation.

3. One brackets any yearnings of appetite (thereby overriding self-interest) and with moral passion
seeks the satisfactions that come from amoral resolution entered into with universal intent.

4. Oneidentifies the moral subsidiaries (avoidance of harm, care, protective of rights, compassion,
concern for the common good, fair-mindedness, etc.) that conjointly contribute to the envisioned resolution
and either shares the resolution and supporting components or acts upon the insights asis appropriate.

Endnotes

! Charles S. McCoy, “Ethics for the Post-Critical Era: Perspectives from the Thought of Michael Polanyi,”
Tradition and Discovery: The Polanyi Society Periodical 29:1 (2002-2003), 18.
2Kurt Baier, The Moral Point of View: A Rational Basis of Ethics, Abridged ed. with new preface (New Y ork:
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Random House, 1965 [1958]), p. 96.

%1 commend to the reader the instructive chart contrasting the appetites and the mental passions prepared by
Diane Y eager — see her “Confronting the Minotaur: Moral Inversion and Polanyi’s Moral Philosophy,” Tradition and
Discovery: The Polanyi Society Periodical 29:1 (2002-2003), 37.

“Inanarticleclosely related to thearticlein thisissue by Goodenough and Deacon, UrsulaGoodenough defines
morality as “that which allows humansto flourish in community. . . . To flourish isto be well adapted to the particular
environmental circumstance in which one finds oneself, to be healthy and resilient and resourceful” (“Religious
Naturalism and Naturalizing Morality,” Zygon: Journal of Religion and Science 38:1 [March, 2003], 103-104). There
ismuchthat isappealinginthisdefinition, but I’ d offer two cautions. First, thedefinition could beinterpreted asendorsing
theindividualist gratificationsthat Polanyi criticizesutilitarianismfor. Second, becauseit stressesmorality asthat which
enablesindividualstorelate well to specific environmental circumstances, and since such circumstancesare quitevaried,
the definition seemingly supports a relativistic morality. In her article in thisissue, Yeager suggests (34) that such
relativism is common to moral theoriesthat, like the one set forth by Goodenough and Deacon in thisissue, rely heavily
on moral experience. Polanyi’semphasisonreal, shared valuesis at least apartial counter to such relativism, although
it may be open to the sort of Wittgensteinian relativism that would understand different communal values as partially
incommensurabl e because they depend on different language games and resultant forms of life (but see PK 113). See
Andy F. Sanders, “Science, Religion and Polanyi’s Comprehensive Realism” (Tradition and Discovery: The Polanyi
Society Periodical 26:3 [1999-2000], 84-93) for aforceful presentation of this view.

5 In speaking of rationality in these instances, Polanyi is understanding reason in a broad sense that includes
the powers he elsewhere speaks of as imaginative and intuitive and which also incorporates a logos-like sense of the
interpenetration of epistemology and ontology. Polanyi himself had the memorable experience of envisioning atheory
of adsorption in 1916 that proved to be correct, but his supervising professor pointed out that Polanyi’ s derivation was
incorrect (World Authors 1950-1970, ed. by John Wakeman [New Y ork: H. W. Wilson Co.: 1975], p. 1151). In contrast
to the broad understanding of reason, Polanyi was much less appreciative of the formal logic that dominated Anglo-
Americanthought at thetime. “Formal processes of inference cannot thrust toward thetruth, for they have neither passion
nor purpose. All explicit formsof reasoning, whether deductiveor inductive, areimpotent inthemsel ves; they can operate
only astheintellectual tools of man’ stacit powers reaching toward the hidden meaning of things’ (“Faith and Reason,”
Journal of Religion 41 [October, 1961], 243).

6 | argue on Polanyian grounds for arather different set of three orders of emergence in Walter B. Gulick,
“Responseto Clayton: Taxonomy of the Typesand Ordersof Emergence,” Traditionand Discovery: The Polanyi Society
Periodical 29:3(2002-2003), 43. Thedeterministic dynamo-physical world constitutesthefirst order; thelawsof physics
and chemistry act system-wide. Second-order emergence arises with the advent of life; each living entity, asthe active
center discussed by Polanyi, has purposes that distinguish its causal impact from the blind determinism of the whole
system. Theadvent of symbolsgiveshumans new causal freedom,; thethird-order emergence of the human worldisbest
articulated in Polanyian terms, | have argued, through extending Polanyi’ sfrom-to structure of consciousnessto afrom-
via-to structure where the “via”’ indicates the crucial role of symbols.

[Walter Gulick (WGulick@msubillings.edu) is President of the Polanyi Society. He organized the 2002
annual meeting which focused around Ursula Goodenough’ s work on biology and ethics; he subsequently
served as guest editor for thisissue of TAD and has been a frequent contributor to TAD.]
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