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Preface

Thisissueincludesapaper and two responsesfrom the November
2004 Polanyi society meeting. Some members of the Society have long
talked about organi zing asessi on that putsPol anyi and Whitehead together.
JoeBracken provided aninteresting attempt to do soand Walter Gulick and
Richard M oodey respondto Bracken. Thereisal so apaper putting together
Vico and Polanyi by Craig Mattson. Thisessay wasfirst drafted asapaper
for the LoyolaPolanyi Conferencein 2001. Finally, thereisareview essay
by Walter M ead on Polanyi and Oakeshott, aswell asthree shorter reviews.

Therearesevera interestingitemsin“Newsand Notes,” including areport
on Soci ety businessand moreabout thedigital archivesof oldissuesof TAD
and the availability of an electronic copy of new issues. Thelong-awaited
Polanyi biography isscheduled to be published in May. Thecall for papers
for theNovember 2005 annual meeting notesthat theremay be somespecial
Polanyi-related programsthisfall in connection with the publication of the
biography and/or the interest of the American Academy of Religion in
featuring thinkers from Eastern Europe.

Phil Mullins

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




NEWSAND NOTES

Information about the forthcoming Polanyi biogra-
phy, Michael Polanyi: Sientist and Philosopher by
William Tausig Scott and Martin X. Moleski isavail-
able on the Polanyi Society web page (http://
www.mwsc.edu/orgs/polanyi/). This 368 page work
isduetobeavailablefrom Oxford University Presson
May 13, 2005.

The Way Of Discovery: An Introduction To The
Thought Of Michael Polanyi by Richard Gelwick
(Oxford University Press, 1977) isnow availableina
new edition from Wipf and Stock publishers, 199
West Eighth Avenue, Suite 3, Eugene, Oregon 97401
or from www.wipfandstock.com or
www.amazon.com. Orders made directly from Wipf
& Stock get a 20% discount on up to 4 copies and a
40% discount on 5 or morecopies. TheWay of Discov-
ery was an early and important piece of Polanyi
scholarship that grew out of earlier work. Richard
Gelwick completed the first theological dissertation
on Michael Polanyi in 1965 under the direction of
CharlesM cCoy and Durwood Foster at Pacific School
of Religion. Gelwick also published thefirst bibliog-
raphy of Polanyi’'s social and philosophical thought
with microfilm of Polanyi papersin 1963. Heworked
with Polanyi 1962-63 during Polanyi’ spreparation of
the Terry Lectures that were published as The Tacit
Dimension and also later with Polanyi in 1973-74 on
the manuscript that became the Polanyi and Prosch
book, Meaning. From 1978 to 1999, he was General
Coordinator of the Polanyi Society and from 1978 to
1991 editor of The Polanyi Society Newsletter that
became Tradition and Discovery in the Fall of 1984.

SPCPS Conference 2005 isset for Friday, April 1st (3
P.M.) to Saturday April 2nd (5P.M.) at Hugh Stewart
Hall, The University of Nottingham. The SPCPSis
The Society for Post-Critical and Personalist Studies,
the organi zation that has now officially taken over the
publication of Appraisal. Papers by the following
people are on the docket: Wendy Hamblet, Adelphi

University., New Y ork, Bob Brownhill, University of
Surrey, and Paul Tyson, Queensland University of
Technology. It may be still be possible to submit a
proposal for this meeting. For information about
presenting apaper or simply attending theconference,
contact Richard Allen (rt.allen@ntlworld.com).

Jere Moorman and Will Stillwell have written apaper
which takes a contemporary look at the 1966 pub-
lished dialogue between Carl Rogers and Michael
Polanyi. The paperispublishedin ThePerson Cen-
tered Journal, Vol 11, No. 1-2, (2004): 48-58. PCJis
thejournal of the Association for the Development of
the Person-Centered Approach.

Eric S. Howard delivered apaper titled, “Why Didn’t
Hayek Finish Reading Personal Knowledge? An In-
vestigation Into the Methodological and Philosophi-
cal RelationshipBetween FriedrichHayek and Michael
Polanyi” at the Southern Economic Association An-
nual Meeting on November 21-23, 2004.

Albert Bagood's essay, “The Complexity of a Pas-
sionate Scientific Researcher: TheHoalistic Approach
of St. ThomasandM. Polanyi,” appearedin Angelicum,
vol. 81, no. 3 (2004) : 593-614.

Phil Mullins' essay, “ Bible Study, Critical Thinking,
and Post-Critical Thought: Cultural Considerations’
was recently published in Critical Thinking and the
Bible in the Age of New Media, ed. Charles M. Ess.
(New York; University Press of American, 2004):
269-290.

Joseph A. Bracken's “The Field Metaphor in Ervin
Laszlo' s Philosophy and in Neo-Whiteheadian M eta-
physics” was in Process Sudies, Vol. 32.2 (Fall-
Winter 2004): 303-313.



Minutesof Annual Meeting of
Polanyi Society
November 19, 2004 —San Antonio, Texas

A quorum of members was observed. The meeting
came to order around 11:45 AM. Walt Gulick
chaired the meeting.

1. Minutes of the preceding Annual Meeting of the
Society were approved unanimously on a motion by
Cannon and Rutledge.

2. Onamotion by Apczynski and Gelwick, the Mem-
berstemporarily suspended the By-Laws. They then
unanimously approved the changes to the By-Laws
proposed by Gulick on a motion by Apczynski and
Rutledge. All of the changes were made to bring the
By-Laws into consistency with themselves and
with the traditions of the Polanyi Society. All Board
members should have received a copy of the
By-Lawsin e-mail from Gulick.

In the same action, the Members accepted the follow-
ing classes of officers: (a) Term ending at the Annual
Meeting in 2007: Gelwick, Lewis, Moorman; (b)
Term ending at the Annual Meeting in 2006:
Apczynski, Gulick, Meek, Moleski, Sanders; (c) Term
ending at the Annual Meeting in 2005: Mullins,
Puddefoot, Rutledge.

3. Onbehalf of the Board, Moleski solicited thegroup
for threevolunteers: (a) a business manager for TAD;
(b) acoordinator for aPolanyian businessseminar; (c)
someonewill serveasfacilitator for thediscussionlist.

4. Cannon reported on the progress he has made in
developing a summer seminar. He asked for more
feedback on his questionnaire now posted on the
Polanyi Society web site.

5. Gulick reported on a $300 donation made each of
the last two years to help bring newcomers to
comeour Annua Meeting. Other donationswould be
gratefully accepted for this scholarship/travel
fund, which was first described in TAD 31:1, p. 4.
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7. Jere Moorman'’s four proposal's (submitted by fax
due to travel difficulties) were noted: (a) produce an
issue of TAD within next year devoted to leadership,
business and Polanyi; (b) provide a business and
Polanyi presence at the summer seminar of 2005
currently being contemplated; (c) develop abibliog-
raphy of books, papers and web sites appropriate to
business peopl einterested in Polanyi; (d) develop of a
group people willing to teach Polanyian ideas to
business people.

The meeting adjourned by an act of consensus around
12:30 P.M..

Respectfully,
Martin X. Moleski, S.J.

Secretary

Tradition and Discovery Digital
Archives

Y oucannow accessnew andoldissuesof TAD on-line
from the Polanyi Society web page (http://
www.mwsc.edu/orgs/polanyi/). If yougotothehome
page, you will find alink to the digital archives that
presently includes pdf versions of thelast 25 issues of
TAD. These are the issues from Fall of 1996 through
thisissue. Y oucandownload afull issueor aparticular
article from the table of contents. Slowly, additional
issueswill be added to the collection, although it may
not bepossibleto producegood quality pdf versionsof
early issues of the journal for which there are no
electronic files. Presently, the digital archives are
password protected but eventually the Society should
beableto alow open accesstothearchives. Members
who wish to use the archives can get the password by
e-mailing Phil Mullins (mullins@mwsc.edu).




2005 Polanyi Society Annual M eeting Call for Papers

Thisyear’ sannual meeting of the Polanyi Society will beheldin Philadel phia, Pennsylvaniaon November
18and 19, 2005. Asin past years, our meeting technically will bean“Additional Meeting” held in conjunction
with the annual meetings of the American Academy of Religion and the Society for Biblical Literature. The
request tothe AAR/SBL for spaceispending, but weanticipateagain thisyear being granted both aFriday night
session runnning from 9:00-11:00 p.m. and a Saturday morning session running from 9:00-11:30 a.m.

In 2005, the AAR will highlight thinkers and movementsfrom Central and Eastern Europe (much aslast
year in San Antonio L atin American contributionswerefeatured). Thismeansthereareopportunitiesto submit
proposalsfor paperson issuesrelated to Polanyi in several of the regular program units (such as philosophy of
religion) of the AAR.The AAR call for papers will be available online after January 24, 2005 (http://
www.aarweb.org/annual meet/2005/call/default.asp). To submit aproposal toan AAR program unit, one must
be amember of the AAR/SBL. Some, but not all, of those who attend the Polanyi Society meeting are AAR/
SBL members. Nevertheless, this year offers an opportunity to promote a wider appreciation for Polanyi’s
contributions at the AAR/SBL. It is acceptable to the planning committee for the Polanyi Society’s annual
meeting program to have persons submit the same proposal to an AAR section and the Polanyi Society so long
as it is made clear that this is being done and the acceptance or rejection of the AAR submission are
communicated to the Polanyi Society planning committee as soon as this is known. If there are a number of
proposals for papersthat are submitted to both the AAR and the Polanyi Society, the final decisions about the
Polanyi Society program will be delayed until late in the Spring, after AAR program decisions are finalized.

Thisyear is special because of the publication by Oxford University Press (in May) of the long-awaited
biography of Polanyi co-authored by thelate William Scott and Martin Moleski. A special panel reflecting on
Polanyi’ slife, with special attention devoted to the biography, isbeing proposed to the AAR for consideration
that would be held at an AAR session scheduled at some point betweeen November 19 and 22.

Paper proposals for the Polanyi Society meetings on Novermber 18 and 19are solicited on any topic
relevant to our Society’ sinterests. Given the special interest in Central and Eastern Europe this year and the
publication of the biography, proposal sdealing with the historical devel opment of Polanyi’ sthought would be
especially apropos. Accordingly, thiswould be an appropriate occasion to focus on Polanyi’ s scientific work,
perhaps exploring how his scientific background influenced his economic, philosophical, or religious
thought. One session of the Polanyi Society meeting may be devoted to the biography.

Proposals are ordinarily up to 500 words in length, but full-length papers may also be submitted for
consideration. Send them as an e-mail attachment to the address below:

Martin X. Moleski, SJ
mol eski @canisius.edu
Department of Religious Studies
Canisius College
Buffalo, New Y ork 14208
Telephone: (716) 888-2383
FAX: (716) 886-6506
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Wisdom and Eloquencein the Tacit Dimension:
Vico and Polanyi on Knowing and M aking

Craig E. Mattson

ABSTRACT Key Words: GambattistaVicoand Michael Polanyi, wisdom, el oquence, verum-factum, indwell-
ing, constructivism, rhetoric, New Science, embodiment, abductive, aurality

Thiscompar ative study searches out inter sectionsin the thought of Giambattista Vico and Michael Polanyi by
situating their thought in relation to the history of ideas generally and to the rhetorical tradition specifically.
Theoverarching concernof theessay i sther el ation between knowi ng and making truth—or, inrhetorical terms,
between wisdom and eloguence.

I

Vico has been the victim of agood many bad comparative essays. He* hasbeen hailed and promoted
asthediscoverer of amost every major field of knowledge in the humanitiesand in the social sciences’ (Mali
1-2). Admittedly, the prevalence of what Mali callsthe “Vichian industry” can be explained by the fact that
the Italian humanist talked about alot of things that happen to concern ustoday. For example, Vichian ideas
appear toalignwith postmodern critique, because, asGiorgio Tagliacozzo observes, Vico attacked Cartesianism,
meshed rhetoric and philosophy, and sought interdisciplinarity (Danesi 182-183). Furthermore, as Robert
Miner observes, Vico' sverum-factuminsistencethat what istrueisconvertibletowhat ismade appearstoaign
with the postmodern penchant for constructivism.! But to argue that Vico saw through a glass darkly what
postmoderns now see clearly with a wry squint is not only patronizing—it's modernist. “The claim that
generations transition progressively from one distinctive era to the next, the periodization of history, is a
peculiarly modern device,” writes Conyers (293).

Thisessay’s comparison of Vico with Michael Polanyi does not argue a genetic relation between the
two thinkers. Itistruethat, like Vico, Polanyi was afriend of the humanities and afoe of the more reductive
aspectsof the Enlightenment. It isalso truethat Polanyi’ stheory of tacit knowing worksout avariation onthe
verum-factumprinciple. But to demonstrate an eidetic relation between Polanyi and Vico would not betrueto
the intellectual habits of either man. Inthefollowing essay, | first put Polanyi and Vico into conversation by
locating, or dislocating, their key concernsinthehistory of ideas. Then | focuson onestrand of the humanities,
therhetorical tradition, in order to suggest three ways Polanyi’ s notions of the rel ation between eloquence and
wisdom redact Vico’s notions of the same themes.

I
In order to demonstrate Vico' s affinity with postmodern thought, | could show how hisideasrespond
to what Peter Berger calls “five dilemmas that modernity has imposed on human life”: abstraction, futurity,
individuation, secularization, and liberation (71).2 In anticipation of thefirst four modern dilemmas, Vichian
ideas coordinate with much of postmodern critique. But no dilemmais asimportant for this essay asthe last
one, liberation, which Berger describesasaconditioninwhich“largeareasof humanlife, previously considered
to be dominated by fate, now come to be perceived as occasions for choice—by the individual, or by
collectivities, or by both” (Modern76). Not only istheimportanceof thisconcept of liberationimplicitinVico's
6



verum-factum principle (which privileges human creativity and, therefore, human choice), but the concept also
appearsexplicitly in On the Sudy Methods of Our Time, where Vico writes, “ Sincein our time, the only target
of our intellectual endeavors is truth, we devote all our efforts to the investigation of physical phenomena,
becausetheir nature seemsunambiguous; but wefail toinquireinto humannaturewhich, becauseof thefreedom
of man’swill, isdifficult to determine”’ (33). A careful read-through of that sentence will show why Vico can
be hard to position neatly on a modern/postmodern continuum. At first glance, the sentence looks like a
postmodern salvo against scientism: Vico is questioning the preoccupation with physical phenomena as a
master vocabulary for intellectual inquiry. But the fact that he emphasi zes the importance of human will (in
ways that recall Berger’s description of liberation) begins to make Vico look modernist.

Indeed, themodernist characteristicsin Vico’ sthought show up elsewhereaswell. Take, for example,
his Sudy Methods, in which he becomes almost rhapsodic about the expansion of modernity in science,
exploration, and politics (9-10). Of scientists, he writes, “Do not consider them as groping practitioners of
physics. they areto be viewed, instead, asthe grand architects of thislimitlessfabric of theworld: ableto give
adetailed accounting of the ensemble of principles according to which God has built this admirable structure
of thecosmos’ (10). Such acelebration of physicistsdoesnot sit well with some postmodern preachmentsthat
science is only another kind of preachment (Schiappa, et al. 114, 116-117; Rorty, Social 176; Grenz 46-49).
And what about Vico's frank adherence to a metanarrative of providence, in which all the religious instincts
of humankind areledtotheir fulfillmentinthereveaedreligion of Christianity? Or hispreferringthe geometer
over the poet in the devel opment of his New Science (Miner 113)? Or what do we make of hispraisefor “the
sage who, through all the obliquities and uncertainties of human actions and events, keeps his eye steadily
focused on eternal truth...” (Study 35)? Providence? Eternal truth? How can these things be reconciled with
apostmodern “incredulity towards metanarratives’ (Lyotard xxiv)?

Asit turnsout, Vico, like Polanyi, is hard to peg as either modern or postmodern. On the one hand,
Vichian thought does not hold that the truth is merely out there, wholly independent of human choice or
creativity. Ontheother, hisideasdo not comport well with postmodern notionsthat thetruth iswholly ahuman
construct (Luft). Like Polanyi, he seemsto believe in knowledge that is at one and the same time subjective
and objective, personal and impersonal. Perhaps the blurring of the lines between the modern and the
postmodern in Vichian and Polanyian thought is partially explained by noting that they both recognized that
the critical question in every era of history is how to negotiate the relation between the dependence and the
independence, the createdness and the creativity, of humans.

Furthermore, if it is true, as Conyers has argued (293-295), that a privileging of human will is
characteristic of both modernand postmodern sensibilities, then perhapsthemost interesting oppositioninVico
is not between modernity and postmodernity, but between both and antiquity. Over half acentury ago, Lewis
wrote, “For the wise men of old the cardinal problem had been how to conform the soul to reality, and the
solution had been knowledge, self-discipline, and virtue. For magic and applied science alike the problemis
how to subduereality tothewishesof men” (88). Vico' shelief inafixed natural lawincyclical history suggests
his agreement with the ancients, especially in his emphasis on the constancies of the world. But although the
Vichianworld resisted ceasel essredescription, neither wasit absolutely fixed. HereVico partswayswith both
the Greeks and the Cartesians, whose horizons align on thefixity of nature.® Unlike many of the ancients and
the moderns, Vico made place both for the contingency and for the givenness of truth. AsMiner summarizes
the Vichian verum-factum principle, “Making isthe source of our acquai ntance with eternal truthsthat are not
of our making” (108).
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| havetraced Vico' sthought from one epoch to another—from postmodern to modernto ancient. This
tracing follows the long round of history, what Vico callsin his scienza nouva a “rational civil theology of
providence” (New 152 390).* Thecircle of history began as the race broke the surface of its own brutishness
and filled its lungs with the rare air of religiosity and civilization, little knowing that its descendents would
submerge againinto barbarism. Thetroglodyte ascended to the Greek only to descend to the medieval andrise
again in the Renaissance man. Thisis“theideal eternal history through which the history of all nations must
intime pass’ (New 154 393).

No wonder, then, considering this cyclical view of history, it is difficult to position Vico as more
sympathetic with the ancients or with the (postymoderns.® On the one hand, his scienza nouva correctsfor the
decidedly modern habit of underestimating the givens of human experience, those aspects of the human
condition that are responsive to a calling from outside ourselves. But at the sametime, although honoring the
role of divine providencein history, Vico manages to honor human agency as well.®

Polanyian readerswill recognizein Vicotwoimportant commonaliti esbetween scienza nouvaandthe
tacit dimension. First, an attempt to position Vico in the history of ideasrevealswhat Nancy S. Struever calls
“didocative’ tendenciesin Vichian thought (qtd. in Luft ix)—tendencies that recall the similarly synchronic
intellectual habits of Polanyi, who inthe middle of the twentieth century was attempting arescue of modernity
by calling for apostmodern epistemol ogy attentive to premodern commitments.” Second, Vicoislike Polanyi
in his preoccupation with the convertibility of knowing and making, or the “fusion of the personal and the
objective” (PK viii).

Having attempted to put Vico’s notions into conversation with the history of ideas, this essay now
focuses on one strand of the humanities, the rhetorical tradition. The convertibility of knowing and making,
which has preoccupied the first sections of this essay, emergesin the following section in terms of the ancient
rhetorical inquiry into the relation of wisdom and eloguence.

Wisdom has been held by some rhetoricians (generally associated with Plato) aswholly distinct from
eloguence. Other thinkers (roughly identified with Aristotle or Cicero) insist that wisdom may be discovered
by means of eloquence. The former position tends to emphasize that wisdom is something that humans
contemplate without any help by eloquence; the latter that wisdom is something that humans at least partially
create by means of eloquence.

To understand Vico on the subject of wisdom and eloquence, we must first turn to a thinker whose
influenceisfeltthroughout Vichianrhetorical theory: Cicero. InDeOratore, Cicero defineseloquenceas* one
of the supreme virtues...which, after encompassing a knowledge of facts, gives verba expression to the
thoughts and purposes of the mind in such amanner asto have the power of driving the hearersforward in any
directioninwhichithasapplieditsweight” (I11.xiv.55). So, put simply, eloquenceisthemeansof persuasively
communicating amessage. But inthe Ciceronian tradition, the meansisso closely identified with the message,
that eloquence must always be linked with wisdom: “the stronger thisfaculty [of eloquence] is,” writes Cicero,
“themorenecessary itisfor it to be combined with integrity and supremewisdom” (111.xiv.55). AsVicowrites
of himself in histhird-person autobiography: “He never discussed matters pertaining to eloquence apart from
wisdom but would say that eloquenceis nothing but wisdom speaking” (199). For the samereason, in hisfirst
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oration, herefersto Ciceroas" themost el oquent of thewisemen, or thewisest of theel oquent men” (Humanistic
38). And in the sixth oration, he refers to eloquence as one of the duties of wisdom in order “to tame the
impetuousness of the fools” (130). Always and again, the acquisition of wisdom should be followed by the
eloguent conveyance of this wisdom to one’'s community (132).

But what iswisdom? Inaword, it “ consistsin the knowledge of things divine and prudent judgment
in human affairs and speech that istrue and proper” (132). Knowledge, judgment, and eloquence—these are
three integral aspects of wisdom, but they all find their beginning, for Vico, in knowledge of self. The first
Vichian orationincludes an adaptation of the Del phic summons: “Know thyself, therefore, O youth, so that you
can attain wisdom, since you are born for wisdom” (40). Asusual, Vico appropriates Cicero’s gloss on this
phrase and tell sthe student audiencethat to know oneself istoknow one’ sspirit (39), for therhetorical tradition
has, until thetwentieth century, tended to berather distrustful of thebody. Vico appearsto associate purity with
spirit, whereas the body is something that must be constantly reigned in. For example, when he explains that
just as God fills the creation without being limited by it, so the human spirit fills the body, he adds tellingly,
“Both are free of al materiality and, unmixed with any corporality, they act in their purity” (40-41).

Toknow oneself, furthermore, isto betransformed. Miner’ sexposition of Vico’ sOntheMost Ancient
Wisdom of the Italians and De mente heroica makes clear that the Vichian quest for truth is dependent on
understanding the workings of the human mind. Thisisaquest withradically transformativeimplications. In
short, this self-focused epistemic project requiresaradical self-denial. Call it the existential equivalent of the
Uncertainty Principle: the self cannot be known without being changed.

Somuchfor Vicooneloquenceandwisdom. Todescribetheroleof eloquenceinthework of achemist
cum philosopher of science like Polanyi, on the other hand, might seem a stretch. But rhetorical concerns
actually play aprominent rolein his cultivation of awise and “truer intellectual life” (PK 189), even when he
seems to be eschewing traditional rhetoric altogether:

| do not assume that | can force my view on my opponents by argument.... Y et where the
metaphysical believer cannot hope to convince, he may still strive to convert. Though
powerless to argue with the nihilist he may yet succeed in conveying to him the intimation
of amental satisfaction which heislacking; and thisintimation may start in him a process
of conversion.” (S-S81).

Here, headmitsthat he doesnot construct hisargument inthefamiliar point-proof, point-proof, point-
proof-win format. But even so, his rhetorical impulseis firmly in place: “Every scientist feels the urge to
convince hisfellow scientists of the rightness of hisown claims’ (51). Even in so abstract an argument asa
mathematical proof, discourse does far more than simply transfer data: such a communication persuades,
because it is “guided by the specific purpose of establishing a particular implication and compelling its
acceptance. It endorsesthis purpose asworthy of agreat effort, and sets up standards of economy and beauty
for the manner of its achievement” (PK 119). If the “achievement” Polanyi describes is anything akin to
wisdom, then hisemphasis on beauty’ srolein persuasion suggeststhat Polanyian rhetoric must be eloquent to
be wise.

But even if the role of eloquence be acknowledged in Polanyian thought, does he allow a place for
wisdom? Polanyi is so much less homiletic than his Italian counterpart that it seems quixotic to look for so
9



morally charged a concept aswisdom in the tacit dimension.?2 But the Delphic Oracle speaks through Polanyi
aswell asthrough Vico, especially when The Sudy of Man insists “that a conversion to atruer way of being
aman will induce a better understanding of man” (82-83). Indeed, it isnot just in knowing ourselves that we
becomewiser: theact of knowing, or “indwelling,” anything requiresthat we makewhat weareindwelling “an
extension of ourselvesthrough our subsidiary awareness of it” (PK 61). Inthisindwelling, wefind ourselves
transformed, because, as Polanyi insists, “ every act of understanding somewhat rectifiesour being” (SM 82).°

Having identified some convergences between Vichian and Pol anyian understandings of thewisdom/
eloguencerelation, | should liketo suggest threewaysthat Polanyi redactsVico' sunderstanding of therelation
betweenwisdom and el oquence. Inshort, Polanyi offersamoreembodied, abductive, and aural view of rhetoric
than does Vico.

v

Polanyi’ s understanding of the role of the body in human knowing is more adequate to the rhetorical
traditionthanisVico' sdistrust of thebody. For Polanyi, the body iswhere knowledge begins, because the act
of knowing always starts from a pouring of our bodily selvesinto the world (PK 58-59, 98). This notion that
knowing must be embodied matters immensely, because wisdom, understood rhetorically, is as much about
body as about mind, as much about subsidiaries as about focal points. To diminish theimportance of what we
are attending from in order to honor what we are attending to is a vain project, especially for the rhetorical
tradition in which the means matter as much as the message, the style as much as the substance.

But Vico distrusts the body, considering it asite for folly (Humanistic 61-62). Thisdistrust obtains
not only for the individual, sensual fool, who is condemned in the Second Oration, but also for the broader
human speciesin hisdescription of primitive humans, “the children of the human race,” whom hescornsinthe
New Science(93209). “Withtheaid of metaphysics, | havefinally been ableto descend into the confused minds
of thefirst foundersof thepagan nations, whichwerefilled with vivid sensationsand unbounded fantasies. Such
people had only a dull and dim-witted capacity for applying their human reason” (4 6). Accordingly, “the
earliest men, asthe children of the human race, were unableto conceiverational categoriesof things....” (93
209). Early humansdid lessratiocination about thingsthan remembering similaritiesbetween things. In other
words, Vico thought their fables were, as Robert Miner explains, essentially mimetic (113). By continual
imitation of theworld around them, they gradually devel oped amythology (92-93 206, 209) that employed the
““eyes of the body,””%° in contrast to the Greeks who used the “eyes of the mind” (152 391).

Polanyi not only truststhe body more than Vico, but may also have agreater respect for the primitive
mind. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that Polanyi trusts the modern mind less than Vico does.
Primitive and modern epistemol ogies, Polanyi argues, arealikeinwhat he call stheir functional aspects(TD 10-
13). To use histerms, both the primitives and the philosophers were attending from proximal detailsto ditil
realities. Thedifference between thetwo issemanticinthat the primitiveimagination “ greatly exaggeratesthe
interaction between subsidiaries and their focus’; whereas the modern imagination “fails to note the deep-set
qualities of thefrom-to relations and seeksto reduce the human mind to a predictable system of responses’ (M
137-138).

He cites as a corroborative example, Evans-Pritchard’ s study of the Azande' srejection of scientific
explanationsfor their oracle. Vicowould probably call these peopl e superstitious, mythic, uncategorical .> But
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Polanyi isableto bemoregenerousall around, because he considersthefunctional relation betweentheimplicit
beliefs and the explicit belief system of thetribe to be strikingly like modern scientific reasoning. As Polanyi
insists, modernist

objectivism, which tol erates no open declaration of faith, hasforced modern beliefsto take
on implicit forms, like those of the Azande. And no one will deny that those who have
mastered the idioms in which these beliefs are entailed do also reason most ingeniously
withintheseidioms, even while—again like Azande—they unhesitatingly ignoreall that the
idiom does not cover. (PK 288).

Thetribal and scientific epistemol ogies both make sense of thingsby indwelling tacitly known subsidiaries. It
is not so much the case that the Azande isimaginative and the scientist abstract, but rather that that they both
creatively fuse subsidiaries to form satisfying conceptions of the nature of things. The adequacy of their
imaginative fusings differs because they understand the rel ati onship between the from and the to, between the
subsidiary andfocal terms, differently.®® Intermsof therhetorical tradition, if thefromcorrespondstothemeans
of eloquence (often enough, the body), and the to corresponds to the message of knowledge or wisdom
(contained in the mind), then the primitive poet is sometimes too preoccupied with eloguence to achieve
wisdom. But then, modern scientists have often made the opposite mistake by privileging their own equivalent
of wisdom—the pursuit of absolute certainty—at the expense of eloquence.

Now, for the second Polanyian redaction of Vichian rhetorical theory: the abductive nature of
eloguence. By abductive, | amreferring simply to Polanyi’ sfrom-to relation, which alwaysinvolvesatacking
back and forth between the from and the to, as opposed to inductive logic which tends to proceed in linear
fashion. Trandated intorhetorical terms, acorollary of thefrom-to relation isthat the rhetor-audiencerelation
isabductively, or mutually, influential: what therhetor believesto be plausibleis continuously adapted by what
theaudienceholdsto beplausible. For Vico, ontheother hand, rhetoric occursinaninductive, linear, two-step
processinwhichtherhetor first acquireswisdom and then decideshow to convey it to the audience (Humanistic
14, 133). Evenwhen Vicoisat hismost non-linear—i.e., when he contraststhe creeping, intellectualist habits
of philosophersover against the speedy, intuitive habits of rhetoricians (Sudy 13)—hetendsto treat el oquence
asif itsaccommodation were entirely for the audience’ s sake. For Polanyi, however, eloquence and wisdom
are joined for the orator’ s sake as much as for the audience’s.

Thereisasense, of course, inwhich Polanyi a so dividesrhetoric upinto atwo-step process. therhetor
discovers, then shares. He distinguishes“aheuristic act” performed by the discoverer of sometruth from “the
routine teaching and learning of its results” (PK 172). In another passage, he distinguishes between “[t]he
impulse which in the original heuristic act was aviolent irreversible self-conversion of theinvestigator” and
“an almost equally tempestuous process of converting others’ (172). But perhapsit would be more accurate
to say that these two aspects of eloquence—discovery and conveying—are not so much steps that a rhetor
followsto reach an auditor assitesfor action and inquiry for therhetor and theauditor alike.** Becausetheacts
of discoveringand conveyingthetruth areconvertibl e, they must beabductively pursued—i.e., therhetor comes
not with a pre-formed, but with a still-forming message. He or sheisno lessimpassioned than Vico' srhetor,
but the continuance of the passion is dependent on the responsiveness of the audience.

Whereasfor Vico, the second step almost seems optional—the rhetor knowswhat istrue, whether or
not anyone else ever agrees—for Polanyi, the rhetor must be heard by the audience—and what is more, must
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hear from the audience—in order for the truthfulness of the message to maintainitsplausibility. “[W]e suffer
when avision of reality to which we have committed ourselves is contemptuously ignored by others. For a
general unbelief imperils our own convictions by evoking an echoinus. Our vision must conquer or die” (PK
150). The ecstasy of new knowledge is so fragile that the enjoyment of truth can only be strengthened and
sustained as the rhetor compels others to agree that what has been found is indeed trustworthy knowledge.
“[T]he ardour of discovery is transformed into a craving to convince” (171). Here is no sovereign rhetor
deploying el oquenceto persuade an ignorant audience that such and such an action would bewisdom. Instead,
the Polanyian rhetorician humbly engagesin “aprocess of verificationin which the act of making sureof one's
own claimsis coupled with the effort of getting them accepted by others’ (171). Unlessthe vision of beauty
that originally summoned the discoverer to truth isincarnated in eloquence, wisdom evanesces.

Thisemphasison abductiveness|eads naturally to thefinal revision Polanyi offersVico: anemphasis
on the aural over thevisual. Scholarsfamiliar with Vico’s understanding of human knowing in On the Most
Ancient Wisdomof the I talians—especially hisdescription of knowledgeintextual and spatialized terms—will
not be surprised by my criticism of his visualist intellectual habits. His analogy for the act of knowing, for
example, isreading, not hearing. Hisexplanation for what givesGod superior knowledgeisthat thedivineeyes
are ableto read to the very center of things, whereas humansare only ableto read the world’ s contours (Miner
97-98)—a decidedly spatial epistemology. Inthe New Science, too, Vico speaks of the eyes, not the ears, of
the mind (152 391).

Polanyi’ sunderstanding of thewisdom-eloquencerel ationisthat wisdomisaural: it must beheard and
heard out. This emphasis on hearing, rather than speaking, emerges especialy in his call for fairness and
tolerance “two main principles underlying the process of free discussion” (S-S68). Unlike Vichian rhetoric,
which tends to be sender-oriented (and so more voluble), Polanyian eloquence places a premium on good
listening, and even “the capacity to listen to an unfair and hostile statement by an opponent in order to discover
his sound points aswell asthe reason for hiserrors’ (68). Eloguence is not packaging, which the rhetor uses
to attract the audience, but rather a project in which speaker and hearer cooperatein order to make persuasion
possible for both.

Besidesthe epistemol ogical examplesgiven aboveregarding Vico' svisualist approach to knowledge
(spatial and textual analogies of knowing based on eyes, rather than ears), his understanding of rhetoric also
suggests a privileging of the eye over the ear.> In Sudy Methods, he impresses young people with the
indispensability of theart of topics. Thisvisualist aspect of traditional rhetorical theory depends onthefaculty
for mastering aseries of key verbal “places’ that remind the rhetor what isavailableto say in agiven argument
(19). Suchtopicsas” genus,” “ species,” or “definition,” aretherhetorical equival ent of hyperlinks: double-click
onthem and they downl oad material for what to say on any subject. Now, asOng hastaken painsto argue, topics
havewrongly assumed centrality in rhetorical theory by displacing theequally ancient means of argumentation
called categories. Unlike topics, which are static, spatialized, impersonal, and disembodied, categories are
aural, relational, thoroughly embodied. (For example, as Ong explains, atopic called “related items’ would
beacategory called“relation.”) Category-drivenrhetoric dependson predicates, “ which can bebrought against
asubject[,]” as can be seen by the etymology of the word “category” itself, which evokes something aural, an
“accusation” or “outcry” (Ong 104-107). Contrarily, Vico' stopic-drivenrhetoric dependson“theart of finding
‘the medium,’ i.e., the middle term” in a syllogism (Sudy Methods 15). This itemizes rhetoric and tends to
reduce argument to an aggregate of discursive chunks.
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The dialogic quality of Polanyian rhetorical practice, on the other hand, makes it more aural than
visualist. Granted, itisavision of beauty that initially draws a discoverer “asatoken of ahidden reality” (PK
189). Butthat beauty, betokening ahidden, fugitivetruth, comesintoitsownaspersonal knowledgemostrichly
by being brought into the realm of theinterpersonal word, the domain of “conviviality [which] isusually made
effective by amore deliberate sharing of experience, and most commonly by conversation” (210). As Josef
Pieper writes, “ The natural habitat of truth isfound ininterpersonal communication. Truth livesin dialogue,
indiscussion, in conversation....” (36). | am not trying to say that Polanyi hasabiasfor the spoken word, over
against print, but rather that hisnotions of wisdom and el oquence make more sensein anal ogues of hearing than
in analogues of seeing. 1

V.

Although Polanyi and Vico anticipated postmodern thought, both stand foursquare against the
tendency of some postmodern scholarsto think that the quest for wisdom (in the sense of truth originating from
non-human sources) is needless. All that is needed, say some postmoderns, is eloquence, or the rhetorical
construction of ever newer and moreuseful “truths.” Inthisunderstanding of the wisdom/eloquencedialectic,
the primitive poets, which Vico denigrated and Polanyi praised, were simply doing what everybody isaways
doing: engaging eloquently in nominalist constructions of their own “wisdom.” Luft argues, for instance, that
intheNew Science, Vico“ comestounderstandthat only if first menareby nature—that is, genetically—makers,
only if their making isoriginary—that is poetic—only if it takes placein linguistic and social behavior and the
physical labor madepossibleby bodily skills, canthey makeahuman placeintheworld, aclearingintheforest”
(123).%7

This essay should have demonstrated that Polanyi and Vico stand together with the larger rhetorical
tradition in saying that neither wisdom (as the pursuit of truth) nor eloquence (as the construction of truth) is
dispensable.’® Oneresponsibleway to engage Vichianand Polanyianthoughtisto attend to the pendulum swing
that Gay says moves back and forth between descriptions of the world as dependent or independent, as fixed
or free (126-127).%° Although Polanyi’s more embodied, abductive, and aural understanding of wisdom and
eloguence may enable a greater appreciation than Vico allowsfor the non-el ective aspects of truth, the ltalian
humanist nonethel ess manages, in away Polanyi found difficult, to speak explicitly about therole of thedivine
in human history. At the end of the day, this acknowledgment of providence may do as much as Polanyian
thought ever does to honor the given in tandem with the constructed in human knowledge. The two thinkers
stand together, in any case, in their conviction that the human vocation is a tacking movement between
constancy and contingency—or what Torrancecalls* thiselusiveinterlocking of dependenceandindependence
that makes contingence so difficult to grasp and express’ (Trinitarian 126). Thisisaway of beingintheworld
in which the self is disposed in wisdom and found in eloquence.

Endnotes

1 Miner summarizestheprinciplethisway: “if cognitionattainsaverum, and factumisinterchangeable
with verum, then cognition may also be described as attaining afactum. But afactumisattained only through
some process of making. Therefore cognition may be understood as essentially a process of making” (97).

2 Asfor abstraction, Vico thought it had its place, but that it achieved alower form of knowledgethan
that he sought with his new science (Miner 105). Against futurity, or the conviction that “the future becomes
aprimary orientation for both imagination and activity” (Berger 73), Vico proposed acyclical view of history
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(New 483-489 1097-1106). Against radical individualism, he emphasized the importance of tradition (Miner
115). Note, too, that Vico refersto a“barbarism of calculation,” apeculiarly modern selfishnessresulting in
societal breakdownthat lastsuntil thesurvivorsof decadenceonceagain“ naturally becomesociable’ (New 488
1106). | amindebted for thisinsight to Verene’ sintroduction to On Humanistic Education, where he connects
Vico' sphrase* barbarism of calculation” to modernity (Humanistic 11) Asfor secularization, the New Science
situated Vichian ideasin a metaphysics of providence (Miner 124-125). After modernism’s“barbarism,” he
hoped for areturn to the “religious, truthful, and faithful” (New 488-489 1106).

3 Someof Vico's contemporaries, for example, were so committed to Cartesian methods of teaching
and learning as to ignore the role of freedom in the creation (Study 33).

41t al began with athunderstorm. Early humans heard thunder and interpreted it as the rhetoric of
Jupiter, the god of the sky. And though it wasn't entirely clear what the thunder god was saying, “divine
providence allowed humankind to be deceived into fearing Jupiter as afalse deity who could strike them with
lightning” (New 150 385). Men started dragging women to cavesto hide their sexual acts, and thus marriage
wascreated, “ whichwemay defineasacarnal unionmodestly consummatedinfear of somedivinity” (208 505).
Lawgiversthen arose, claiming to have deciphered the rhetoric of the god, and they founded nations (New 150
385). Eventually, the Gentiles, for whom “ providence was the divine teacher of acommon wisdom,” cameto
understand natural law (Autobiography 172).

5 Managing thistension giveshim aremarkabl e generosity towardstheintellectual habits of different
eras. “In the hope of escaping censure, | ask you to give thought to the fact that my purposeis not to criticize
the drawbacks of the study methods of our age or of those of antiquity, but rather to compare the advantages
afforded by the study methods of the two epochs’ (Study 5).

5 Richard Rorty might sum up Vichian thought by shrugging and calling it another entry in the
longstanding “ quarrel between poetry and phil osophy, thetension between an effort to achi eve sel f-creation by
the recognition of contingency and an effort to achieve universality by transcendence of contingency”
(Contingency 25). What else, after all, could Vico do? Privilege science, and hewould lose the freedom of the
humanities. Privilegepoetry, and hewould losetherigor of science. Indeed, either choiceoffersunpredictable
results. “Itisironic,” writesRoger Lundin, “that intheir zeal to establishirrefutabl e argumentsand unshakeable
evidencefor thetruth, Descartes, Spinoza, and others made possible the relativism and nihilism of our present
century” (246). Following Miner’ sinterpretation of Vico, thepresent essay triesto highlight thewaysthat Vico
manages to avoid an easy dualism between science and poetry—an accomplishment that Polanyi managed as
well.

7| shall have more than one occasion in this essay’ s comparison of Vico and Polanyi to remark that
thetwo thinkersdo not enjoy complete affinity. Vicoisperhapsthereadier toidentify differencesamong ways
of knowing than Polanyi, who was concerned to identify what was at least functionally common to human
knowing acrosstime.

8 To deny that Polanyi is concerned with wisdom may imply the conviction that fact ought to be
compartmentalized from value. After all, achemist and philosopher would supposedly be moreinterested in
facts than values. But thisadivision that Polanyi says cannot be reconciled with the “ personal co-efficient,
which shapes al factual knowledge” (PK 17).

9 Interestingly enough, Polanyi refers to this renovating self-investment as “a manner of disposing
ourselves’ (61), aterm which shares somekinship with an ancient rhetorical concept for the arrangement of an
argument, “disposition.” Further research might be done to develop a genealogy of this term to show its
connectionswiththerhetorical tradition. But thefact that Polanyi usesarhetorical term doesnot aloneestablish
its connection with the Ciceronian rhetorical tradition.

0 HecitesAristotle’ sfamousdictum that “[ n] othing isfound intheintellect which was not found first

14



inthesenses’ and seesthisasacorroboration of hisnotionthat poets, “ thesenseof mankind,” practiceaknowing
that is discrete from the epistemology of the philosophers, the “intellect” of the race (136 363).

1 Admittedly, though Vico considers mimesisinferior to more modern ways of knowing, he argues
that their poetic constructionswere divinely guided for the establishment of civil societies. He holdsthat “the
fablesaretrueintheir form, but falsein their matter” (Miner 111). Another way to cast thisisto say that while
primitive eloquence was admirable, it did not lead to wisdom.

2 Hewould not deny that providence has worked with such primitive minds for the common good of
humankind, and perhaps he would allow that the barbarities of positivism might also conspire with the divine
in order to find some measure of truth.

13 AsPolanyi writes, “The process of selecting factsfor our attention isindeed the samein science as
among Azande; but | believe that science is often right in its application of it, while Azande are quite wrong
when using it for protecting their superstitions’ (PK 294). | am grateful to Phil Mullins for reminding me of
the importance of Polanyi’s fallibilism at this point in my exposition.

14 | amgrateful for thisinsight to Nothstine, Blair, and Copeland for their discussion of SonjaK. Foss's
textbook on rhetorical criticism. Her step-by-step procedure for writing criticism “isacrucial effort; each of
the four moments she describes constitutes at |east alocus for the choices that the critic must make” (54).

5 Granted, Vichian eloquenceisaural inthat it acknowledgestherole of theaudience, especially when
he emphasizes the importance of probability, imagination, and memory in making persuasion possible (Study
13-14).

16 Other confirmations of this privileging of the aural appear in Polanyi’s continual contrasting of
observation with indwelling (PK 378-379); hisuse of examplesthat diminish theimportance of sight (SFS22-
24); hisassociating of positivism with mere observation (PK 9); hisrelativizing of perception (PK 96-97); and
hisinsistence that knowledge isrooted, not in the mind watching the world through the eyes, but in thewhole
of the body (99). | should like to add that | first encountered the insight that Polanyi deemphasizes visualist
epistemology in Jerry Gill’s fine book, The Tacit Mode.

17 1t is peculiar that Luft, who painstakingly develops a non-genetic, non-linear, non-eidetic reading
of Vico, nonetheless argues that scholars who overemphasize Vico's metaphysics in On the Most Ancient
Wisdom neglect the fact that the New Science, which she insists offers a completely different approach to
metaphysics, came twenty years later. To emphasize the New Science over the On the Most Ancient Wisdom
simply because it came two decades |ater is a markedly genetic, linear, and eidetic sort of scholarship.

18 Despite Luft’sinsistence that Vico came to love the primitive' s poetic constructions, the opposite
actually seems to be the case: Vico was not very impressed with what Miner calls the “mythopoesis’ of the
primitives. Despite Luft’s argument that primitive poets created as God creates—that is, by speaking things
into existence out of nothing—M iner points out “that Vico takes the creativity of poetic man to fall infinitely
short of divine creativity” (112). Infact, Miner continues, the Vichian project of devel oping a scienza nouva
isto identify how human truth-seeking and truth-making can participate in divine creativity by means of an
intellection that is more like that of the geometer than of the poet (113, 116, 124-125).

1 Western theology has tended either to overemphasize the dependence of the created order, thus
minimizing human creativity and discouraging agenuinely empirical science, or to stressthe independence of
the created order in such away as to suggest that it is self-supporting and self-interpreting, and thus entirely
comprehensible by means of humanly devised sciences (Gay 127).
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Emergent Monism And Final Causality:

A Field-Oriented Approach
Joseph A. Bracken, S.J.

ABSTRACT Key Words: entelechy, final causality, morphogenetic field, society as structured field of
activity, actual occasion, common element of form, Alfred North Whitehead, Michael Polanyi, Rupert
Sheldrake.

Polanyi’ svision of the cosmic process as undergirded by a logic of emergence common to both the mental life
of human beings and the processes of non-human nature can be vindicated if oneis prepared to make certain
adjustments in the notion of morphogenetic fields with an active center or organizing principle. Given the
author’ sfield-oriented i nter pretati on of Whiteheadian societies, it should be possibleto think of entelechiesor
final causesin developmental rather than strictly Aristotelian terms. That is, the “ common element of form”
or organizng principle of a Whiteheadian society depends for its own existence on the spontaneous activity of
previous sets of actual occasions and yet serves as the ongoing principle of formal and final causality for the
present set of actual occasions and still others to follow it. In Aristotelian language, matter and form thus
dialectically condition one another and neither is ontologically superior to the other.

In Part Four of hisbook Personal Knowledge, aboveall, in the concluding chapter entitled“ The Rise
of Man,” Michael Polanyi endorsesthenotion of “ morphogeneticfields’ asthekey totheproper understanding
of evolution.! That is, in contrast to the standard explanation of evolution in terms of Neo-Darwinism, the
synthesis of Darwin’s principle of natural selection and modern genetics, Polanyi saw the evolution of life-
forms through what he called alogic of emergence much akin to the mental process of discovery for human
beings. Just as human beings are frequently guided at first only by ahunch asto the solution of some problem
and then either achieve successor admit failure, depending upon whether that hunch provesto becorrect or not,
so within Nature evolution seemsto take place when the components of alower-level system are consciously
or for themost part unconsciously drawninto anew higher-level unity and organizationinvirtue of animplicit
organi zing principle operative within the system or morphogenetic field of activity to which they all belong.?
Polanyi, to be sure, frankly admits that this notion of a morphogenetic field and its immanent organizing
principleis finalistic: “It attributes to certain achievements — whether self-centered or aiming at universality
- the power to promotetheir ownrealization.”® But, heargues, “[b]iology islifereflecting uponitself, and the
findings of biology must prove consistent with the claims made by biology for its own findings.”* Thusif
heuristic fieldsare clearly operative within the human mind seeking understanding of theworld around it, why
should there not be morphogenetic fields likewise operative within Nature?

In arecent issue of Tradition and Discovery, however, both Philip Clayton and one of his commen-
tators Walter Gulick expressed seriousreservationsabout thisfeature of Polanyi’ sphilosophy. Claytonargued
that Polanyi made a serious mistake in adopting the vitalism associated with the research of Hans Driesch on
the regenerative powers of the embryo of sea urchins since he thereby put himself in clear opposition to the
working assumptions and the empirical results of most research in contemporary biology.> Gulick agreed,
noting that contemporary compl exity theory “showshow emergent, stable patternsmay spontaneously develop
in large, multi-faceted systems; the existence of mysterious pre-existing principles need not be postulated.”®
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Y et this symmetry of being and knowing in terms of alogic of achievement operative in both the human mind
andimplicitly inall of organic nature seemsto befoundational for Polanyi’ sphilosophical schemeasawhole.”
Is there a way then in which Polanyi’s notion of morphogenetic fields can be usefully employed without
revertingtoabasically Aristoteliannotion of “entelechy” whereby formisontol ogically superior tomatter since
it isits antecedent organizing principle?

Over the last twenty years | have been working on a revision of the philosophy of Alfred North
Whitehead with respect to the latter’s doctrine of “societies,” namely, aggregates of actual occasions
(momentary self-constituting subjects of experience) linked together by a “common element of form” or
anal ogouspattern of existenceand activity.?2 My argument has been that Whiteheadian societies, sincethey for
themost part correspond to therel atively stabl e persons and things of common sense experience, must bemore
than just aggregates of analogously constituted actual occasions. For, as such, these aggregates would come
intoand go out of existenceasrapidly astheir constituent actual occasions, and no metaphysical groundfor their
ongoing existence and activity would be guaranteed. Hence, | have urged that Whiteheadian soci eties should
instead be treated as structured fields of activity for their constituent actual occasions.® The structure within
thefieldis, to be sure, ontologically dependent upon theinterrel ated activity of successive actual occasions (or
sets of actual occasionsin the case of Whiteheadian societies extended in space aswell astime). But thefield
enduresastheseactual occasionsor setsof actual occasionscomeandgo. Furthermore, the structure embedded
inthefield by reason of the activity of previous actual occasions or sets of actual occasions heavily conditions
the self-constituting activity of the present set of actual occasions.

The net effect of thisarrangement isthat thereisindeed aform or organizing principle within every
Whiteheadian society at any given moment. But the form is not active as an Aristotelian substantial form or
entelechy is active with respect to its material components. Rather, the form is passive, both because it
originated in virtue of the self-constituting activity of an antecedent actual occasion or set of actual occasions
and becauseitissimply “ prehended” by thenext actual occasionor set of actual occasions. Likean Aristotelian
substantial form, therefore, it antedatesthe material componentswhichit hereand now “informs.” But, unlike
an Aristotelian substantial form, it “informs” its components not in virtue of its own substantial activity but
simply by being thereasan object of prehension or activity onthepart of the next actual occasion or set of actual
occasions. Furthermore, unlike an Aristotelian substantial form, the form or pattern of existence and activity
within a Whiteheadian society isas aresult never exactly the same from moment to moment. It undergoes a
slow but steady transformation as aresult of new actual occasions or new sets of actual occasions constituting
themselvesin dightly different ways than their predecessors and thus collectively achieving anew “common
element of form.” It thereby serves as an entelechy or organizing principle for aWhiteheadian society, but it
isstrictly adevelopmental entelechy passively dependent upon the activity of its material parts or members,
namely, its constituent actual occasions from moment to moment.

Asl seeit, if onewereto apply thisrevised notion of a Whiteheadian society to Polanyi’s notion of
a morphogenetic field, then most of the objections raised by Clayton and Gulick would disappear. The
morphogenetic field would possess an immanent principle for the organization of its material components at
any given moment. But, insofar asthisimmanent principle would be passive rather than active with respect to
its material components, and insofar as this immanent principle would itself be in process of change or
development in virtue of the activity of those same material components, then one could not give ontological
priority to theimmanent principle over the material components as Aristotle gave ontological priority to form
over matter. Rather, it would be the field as a whole which would undergo gradual change in virtue of the
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interrelated functions of the material components and their immanent principle of organization from moment
to moment (inthelanguage of Whitehead’ sphilosophy, actual occasionsandtheir “ common element of form™).
Furthermore, since the material components, the actual occasions, are by definition self-organizing and thus
open to change in various ways (e.g., through external environmental influences and, as we shall see below,
through what Whitehead calls “divineinitial aims”), this scheme amply provides for “bottom-up” aswell as
“top-down™ causation in the explanation of evolution.

One must admit, of course, that this scheme for the emergence of novel formswithin an evolutionary
process is not fully consistent with either Polanyi’s or Whitehead's metaphysical system. It is a conscious
hybrid of both systems. On the one hand, it incorporates the basic insight of Polanyi that the wholeis always
more than (and to some extent other than) the sum of its functioning parts, an insight which seemed to elude
Whitehead in hisanalysis of actual occasions and the societiesinto which they aggregate. For, asheadmitsin
Processand Reality, “[t]he ultimate metaphysical truth isatomism. Thecreaturesareatomic.”*® On the other
hand, this scheme allowsfor Whitehead' sfoundational insight into thereality of actual occasions, momentary
self-constituting subjects of experience, as*“thefinal real thingsof whichtheworldismadeup.”' Polanyi, on
the contrary, limited the functioning of morphogenetic fields together with their organizing principles to
organisms, however minuscule. Hence, in terms of this scheme Polanyi would be obliged to extend hislogic
of achievement in an attenuated form to the world of inanimate things. Not the things themselves, of course,
but their ultimate components, namely, actual occasionsasmomentary self-constituting subjectsof experience,
would beengagedina“logic of achievement” within certainlimits. Thismight well seemincredible, of course,
until onerecollectsthat easily thelongest time-spanwithin theoverall cosmic process (at least asitispresently
understood) was involved in the gradual growth in complexity from non-life to life rather than in the later
progression from plant and animal life to rational life.

Accordingly, even though inanimate things in themselves are clearly not governed by a logic of
achievement or alogic of emergence, one can argue that the ultimate components of inanimate things, namely,
momentary self-constituting subjects of experience, can be evaluated in terms of success or failure in
maintaining a balance between order and novelty proper to their own niche and function within the overall
cosmic process. For, as Whitehead notes, too much order in terms of the common element of form for agiven
set of actual occasionsleadsto stagnation; too much novelty in terms of that same common element of form
leads either to collapse of the order already attained or to the achievement of a still higher level of unity and
organization for the society in question.? The eventual flourishing of life-forms on this planet eventually
happened only because the actual occasions constitutive of some inanimate Whiteheadian societies success-
fully negotiated the jump from alower-level to ahigher-level form of existence and activity within the cosmic
process. Theoverall stability of thecosmic process, to besure, demanded (and still demands) that most societies
of actual occasions corresponding to the inanimate things of this world not make the jJump to primitive living
organisms. For they provide the stableinfrastructure to the more fragile aggregates of actual occasions found
intheworld of organisms.** But certainly alogic of achievement governed the slow but sure movement from
non-life to life within the cosmic process.*

In the remainder of this essay, | will cite passages out of works by Polanyi, namely, The Tacit
Dimension and Personal Knowledge, that seem to be compatible with this approach to Whiteheadian societies
as structured fields of activity for their constituent actual occasions. Likewise, | will make brief referenceto
thework of Rupert Sheldrake who in A New cience of Life expands upon the notion of morphogenetic fields.
In The Tacit Dimension, for example, Polanyi notesthat “in an act of tacit knowing we attend from something
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for attending to something else, namely, from the first term to the second term of the tacit relation. . . . Using
thelanguage of anatomy, wemay call thefirst term proximal andthe secondtermdistal. Itistheproximal term,
then, of which we have a knowledge that we may not be ableto tell.”** As| seeit, this“from-to” relationin
Polanyi’ s scheme bears a notabl e resemblance to Whitehead' s cel ebrated description of creativity in Process
and Reality as the principle whereby “[t]he many become one and areincreased by one.” ¢ Furthermore, thus
understood, Polanyi’s*“from-to” relation illuminates both Whitehead' s understanding of the self-constitution
of actual occasions and my own hypothesis about the “common element of form” within Whiteheadian
societies.

To be specific, a Whiteheadian actual occasion prehends innumerable past actual occasions and
integrates them into the unity of its own self-constitution in virtue of an immanent “decision.”*” In Polanyi’s
terms, itrecognizesor, perhapsmoreprecisely, createsaGestaltintermsof whichit canbecomeaunifiedreality
among many other such unified realities, neighboring actual occasions. Itsawarenessof itsprehensionsistacit
rather than explicit sinceitsimplicit focusis on what it is becoming. So thisisthe application of the “from-
to” relation in the sphere of knowing, but the same structure also applies in the sphere of being, namely, the
formation of Whiteheadian societies with an objectively prehensible “ common element of form.” That is, the
many actual occasi onsco-constituting aWhiteheadian soci ety from moment to moment arelikewiseaninstance
of the“from-to” relation or, in Whitehead’ sterminology, the many becoming one and being increased by one.
For here, too, thereisamovefrom tacit awareness of oneanother on the part of aset of actual occasionsto their
explicit recognition or, more precisely, co-creation of an objectively prehensibleform. The“common element
of form” for aWhiteheadian society, in other words, both isand is not the same as the form constitutive of the
self-constitution of theindividual actual occasions. It israther what they havein common, not what eachisin
particular. Assuch, it representsin Polanyi’slanguage their “meaning,” what they are together here and now
asthe product of their dynamic interrelation.’® Or, to use another expression from Polanyi’ s analysis of tacit
knowing, each of the constituent actual occasionsin aWhiteheadian society “indwells’ the“common element
of form,” interiorizesit even asthe occasion intuitively recognizesthat this same common element of form for
the society as awhole is somehow distinct from itself and its own individualized pattern of self-constitution.

Turning now to texts out of Personal Knowledge, we find further ways in which Polanyi’s
metaphysical insightsilluminate what Whitehead meansby the sel f-constituti on of an actual occasionand what
| havein mind for the organization of aWhiteheadian society. Polanyi, for example, claimsthat an organism,
however minuscule, is different from an inanimate thing because it has a center: “The focus of our
comprehension is now something active, that grows, produces meaningful shapes, survives by the rational
functioning of itsorgans.”*® From aWhiteheadian perspective, one could argue that thisislikewise ageneric
description of an actual occasion as a self-constituting subject of experience. For an actual occasiontooisan
activecenter of activity, organizingitsphysical and conceptual prehensionsintothe” satisfaction” characteristic
of itsown completed state of being.? Initsinternal process of concrescenceit exhibitsfinal causality and in
itsstatusasa“ superject” capableof prehension by subsegquent actual occasionsit exercisesefficient causality.?
Inthissense, every actual occasion, even an actual occasion constitutive of aninanimatething, isanindividual
entity in Polanyi’ssense. It exists“asan aiminitself,” quite apart from its usefulness for human beings.?

A few pageslater, Polanyi makesthe following comments about the notion of “commitment” even at
the vegetative level: “it is of the essence of aliving organism that each part relies for its function, and for its
very meaning as part of the organism, on the presence and functioning of anumber of other parts.”# Implicitly
thisiswhat Whitehead isal so claimingin hisdescription of asociety asanexusof actual occasionswithasocial
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order. The actual occasions, says Whitehead, have a “ genetic” relation to one another in that only by their
interrelated activity vis-a-vis one another do they achieve a“ common element of form” and become a society
instead of a purely coincidental aggregate of actual occasions which could dissolve in the next moment.

What | have maintained over against Whitehead is that this common element of form has somehow
to stay in existence asthe principleof continuity between successive setsof actual occasions. I|nmy judgment,
as noted above, it stays in existence as a structured field of activity for those same sets of actual occasions,
dependent for itsform or structure on the current set of occasions and yet serving asthe “ordering principle,”
in Polanyi’s terms, for the next set of occasions. As such, it is a morphogenetic field, giving a Gestalt or
recoghizable shape and pattern of activity toits current membersbut itself in slow process of evolution toward
agoal yettoberedizedinitsfullness. For, thefieldisalways open to anew pattern to be achieved by future
setsof actual occasionsevenasit providesadirectionfor theachievement of that goal hereand now by itspresent
mode of existence and activity.

As | see it, this is also what Rupert Sheldrake had in mind with his own understanding of
morphogenetic fieldsin A New Scienceof Life. Therein he describes morphogeneticfieldsas spatial structures
which, like electromagnetic and gravitational fields, are “invisible, intangible, inaudible, tasteless and
odorless;”% hut also like electromagnetic and gravitational fieldsthey have measurable empirical effectsonthe
entities or systems contained within them. The field determines both the internal structure and the external
appearance of those same entities or systems. Moreover, says Sheldrake, morphogenetic fields “are not in
themselves energetic; but nevertheless play acausal role in determining the forms of the systems with which
they are associated.”?® Restated in terms of Aristotle’ s traditional four causes, morphogenetic fields do not
exercise efficient causality on their component systems but they do exercise formal and final causality. That
is, they “inform” their components here and now but alwaysin anticipation of still further specification of that
same form in the future.

These comments by Sheldrake correlate very nicely with my own understanding of Whiteheadian
societies as structured fields of activity for their constituent actual occasions. Thefield isobjectively real but
does not possess the same kind of actuality asits constituent actual occasionswhich, as Whitehead notes, are
“thefinal real thingsof whichtheworldismadeup.”# Thefield, accordingly, cannot be prehended physically
as a contemporary actual occasion prehends its predecessor(s). It can only be prehended conceptually as a
patternor structureof existenceandactivity. Assuch, thefield exercisesnoagency intermsof efficient causality
sinceitscurrent structureissimply prehended by newly concrescing actual occasionswithinthefield; butit does
exercise agency indirectly in terms of formal and final causality. It ordersand structuresthe physical energy
coming from predecessor actual occasions and thereby communicates to current actual occasions what
Whitehead calls a“ subjective form” to which these new occasions must somehow conform so as collectively
to achieve “satisfaction” as a society with a specific pattern of existence and activity here and now.?

Subsequently Sheldrake speaks of the need for a“ morphogenetic germ” or subsystem within agiven
morphogenetic field in order to give further order and structure to the field as a whole:

Themorphogenetic germisapart of the system-to-be. Therefore part of the system’ s morphogenetic
field correspondstoit. However, therest of thefield isnot yet ‘occupied’ or ‘filled out’; it contains
thevirtual form of thefinal system, whichisactualized only when all its material parts have taken up
their appropriate places.
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Here, of course, iswhere Sheldrake (like Polanyi before him) can be rightly accused of importing an outdated
Aristotelian understanding of final causality into contemporary biology. For, there is no guarantee that the
morphogeneticfieldasawholewill inevitably takeontheformor structure proper tothe" morphogeneticgerm.”
Yet, as| seeit, thereisaway out of thisdifficulty if onethinks of Whiteheadian societies as structured fields
of activity for their constituent actual occasions.

All that is required isto reconceivein terms of hierarchically ordered fields what Whitehead meant
by “structured societies,” that is, more complex societies composed of subsocieties of actual occasions.® A
subsociety of actual occasions or a subfield of activity within amorphogenetic field can undergo a change of
form or structurewhich isinitially limited to that subfield and not yet extended to the morphogenetic field as
awhole. But thereisnoinevitability that the change of form or structure within the subfield will spread to the
morphogeneticfield asawhole. What isinevitableisthat theactual occasionswithin other subfieldsof activity
will “prehend” this change of form or pattern on the part of their neighbors within the overall morphogenetic
field. But as self-constituting subjects of experience, these other actual occasionsare“free” to incorporatethe
new pattern of existenceand activity into their own processof concrescenceinwhich casethe subfieldwill truly
act asa“germ” for the spread of anew form or pattern for the morphogenetic field asawhole. Or they will
“decide” (consciously or unconsciously) not to incorporate the new pattern into their individual and collective
self-constitutioninwhich casethesubfieldwill sooner or later ceaseto exist aspart of theoverall morphogenetic
field. Thereis, accordingly, no way to know in advance how the morphogenetic field asawholewill respond
to this perturbation in its current pattern of existence and activity.>

This, of course, raises the further question how even a subfield of activity within a broader
morphogenetic field could undergo achange of form or structure. On thispoint Sheldrake concedesthat there
is no scientific answer: “the question concerns unique and energetically indeterminate events which, ex
hypothesi, oncethey have happened are unrepeatabl e because they themselvesinfluenceall subsequent similar
events. Science can only deal with regularities, with thingsthat are repeatable.”** At the end of his book he
lists four possihilities for such an unexpected change of form or pattern within morphogenetic fields: pure
chance, theinfluenceof the consciousself onthebody and itsphysical environment, acreativity inherent within
the cosmic process or, finaly, atranscendent creative agency.®

Whileagreeing with Sheldrakethat thereisno singleexplanation for the appearance of novelty within
the cosmic process, | would maintain that with referenceto the possihility of a“transcendent creative agency”
Whitehead’ s notion of “divineinitial aims’ provides a plausible explanation of how God can beinvisibly at
work inthecosmicprocess. Divineinitial aimsaccording to Whitehead arederived fromtheongoingintegration
of the primordial and consequent natures within God and are communicated to individual actual occasions so
asto guidetheir individual processes of concrescence.® Thus God can “inform” or give direction to the self-
constitution of individual actual occasions and to the societiesinto which they aggregate without interfering
with thelaws of nature, the normal operation of the cosmic process. God thereby gives order and direction to
the cosmic processbut alwayswith aview to the spontaneous sel f-determinati on of individual actual occasions.

Polanyi’ sremarksat thevery end of Personal Knowl edge seemto pointinthesamedirectionand could
well serveasaconclusiontothisessay. Inasubsectionentitled” First Causesand Ultimate Ends,” Polanyi notes:
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[K]nowing belongs to the class of achievements that are comprised by all forms of living, simply
because every manifestation of lifeis atechnical achievement and is therefore - like the practice of
technology - an applied knowledge of nature. But in order to express correctly thiskinship of knowing
and living, fields must beinterpreted throughout biology in accordance with their finalistic character,
as fields of opportunity and of a striving directed toward this opportunity.®

Whileacknowledging that most biological fieldsareneither consciousnor deliberate, thereisinvariably present
within them an active center which within the human species achievestherank of full personhood. Thisis, as
noted above, much akin to Whitehead' s notion of structured societies, societies composed of subsocieties of
actual occasions, or to my own vision of fields within fields.

Polanyi concludes: “We may envisage then a cosmic field which called forth all these centers by
offering them a short-lived, limited hazardous opportunity for making some progress of their own toward an
unthinkable consummation. And that isalso, | believe, how a Christian is placed when worshipping God.” %
Here the affinity with Whitehead’ s schemeis apparent; according to Whitehead, the world is constantly being
incorporated into the consequent nature of God asthe sole enduring actual entity.> But, as| seeit, Polanyi’s
vision of acosmic field calling forth finite centers of opportunity and achievement is even more dramatically
illustrated in my neo-Whiteheadian vision of the God-world relationship. For, as| have madeclear in previous
publications, the three divine persons of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity can be said to co-constitute the
cosmic field of activity into which all the more limited fields of activity proper to the world of creation can be
integrated and hierarchically ordered.® Thusthe “unthinkable consummation” to which Polanyi alludesisnot
just integration into an impersonal cosmic field whichisitself of finite duration but rather integration into the
divinecommunitarianlifewhichison principleendless. Detailsof how thiseschatol ogical consummation will
presumably be achieved are available el sewhere.®

Thekey point to be madeinthisessay isthenthat, properly understood, Polanyi’ svision of thecosmic
process as undergirded by alogic of emergence common to both the mental life of human beings and the
processes of non-human nature can be vindicated if oneis prepared to make certain adjustmentsin the notion
of morphogenetic fieldswith an active center or organizing principle. Suchanotion doesnot necessarily imply
acommitment to astrictly Aristotelian understanding of final causality in which the entelechy or final cause
isconceptually determinedinadvance of itspractical implementation. Rather, asl havetried to makeclear with
my field-oriented interpretation of Whiteheadian societies, it should be possibleto think of entelechiesor final
causes in developmental terms. That is, the “common element of form” or organizing principle of a
Whiteheadian society depends for its own existence on the spontaneous activity of previous sets of actual
occasions and yet serves as the ongoing principle of formal and final causality for the present set of actual
occasions and still otherstofollow it. In Aristotelian language, matter and formthusdial ectically condition one
another. Asaresult, neither enjoysontological superiority; both are needed in the service of thetotal organism
asit follows its own inherent logic of emergence or achievement.
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Comments on Joseph A. Bracken’s“ Emergent Monism
and Final Causality: A Field-Oriented Approach”

Richard W. M oodey

ABSTRACT Key Words: Morphogenesis, field, event, occasion, society, emergence, finality, metaphor,
Whitehead, Polanyi.

Bracken synthesizes Polanyi’s notion of morphogentic field and Whitehead's notion of societies of actual
occasions. These comments emphasize the implications of the metaphors involved in these notions. The
metaphor of plants growing in a field lies beyond the concept of a morphogenetic field, and the metaphor of
a society of interacting personslies behind the concept of a society of actual occasions. | suggest that one of
theimplicationsof thismetaphor isthat thereis not, asBracken argues, a problemof continuity in Whitehead' s
metaphysics of events.

Father Bracken presents his paper asasynthesis— “aconscioushybrid” — “ not fully consistent with
either Polanyi’s or Whitehead' s metaphysical system.” The new position he creates seems to me to give us
excellent intellectual tools for thinking about emergence. He argues for thinking of Whitehead's actual
occasions as eventsthat take place in morphogenetic fields. Thisisan interesting notion that does not depend
for its validity upon its faithfulness to the thought of either Polanyi or Whitehead. | have two groups of
responses. The first consists of some reflections on morphogenetic fields, the second of reflections on
Whitehead' s notion of societies of actual occasions.

At Play in the Mor phogenetic Field

A literal field isspatial, abounded areaof land, often fenced-in. Insidetheboundariesor fence, plants
grow, animal sgraze, or peopleplay. A morphogeneticfieldisnot literally spatial, but ametaphorical conceptual
space. Because of the meaning of the Greek word genesis, | imagine these primarily as growing fields, only
secondarily asplaying fields. Forms, rather than plants, grow in morphogentic fields. Both growing fieldsand
playing fields have intrinsic characteristics, as well as boundaries. These constrain and facilitate patterns of
growth as well as patterns of play. For example, football fields and baseball fields constrain and facilitate
different patterns of play.

Bracken argues that morphogenetic fields are common features in two processes of emergence: the
emergence of new ideasand the emergence of new lifeforms. Heasks: “if heuristic fieldsare clearly operative
within the human mind seeking understanding of the world around it, why should there not be morphogenetic
fields likewise operative within Nature?’ Part of thisisomorphism between the process of knowing and the
process of becoming in the natural world is that both processes take place in morphogenetic fields.

Bracken quotes a sentence from Walter Gulick’s criticism of this notion. Gulick argues that
contemporary complexity theory “shows how emergent, stable patterns may spontaneously develop in large,
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multi-faceted systems; the existence of mysterious preexisting principles need not be postulated.” It seemsto
methat Gulick affirmsthe notion of morphogenetic fields, but givesthem another name. Thename Gulick uses
is“multi-faceted systems.” He presents*“ contemporary complexity theory” asrepresenting “emergent, stable
patterns’ (forms) “devel oping spontaneously” (growing) in “multi-faceted systems’ (morphogenetic fields).
Theoperativeword hereisso small asto beeasily overlooked—in. By saying that these stable patternsor forms
develop in systems, Gulick is using the same kind of container metaphor as Polanyi and Bracken do by when
they represent formsgrowinginfields. Ascontainersinwhich emergent patternsor formsgrow, multi-faceted
systems haveto beimagined asembodying “ preexisting principles,” whether “ mysterious’ or not. Otherwise
they would not be systems.

| have some reservations about Sheldrake' s conception of morphogenetic fields. Bracken appearsto
approveof Sheldrake' scharacterization of morphogeneticfieldsasspatial structures. | say “ appears,” because
shortly after he quotes Sheldrake, he says that a morphogenetic field “ can only be prehended conceptually as
apattern or structure of existence and activity.” | disagree that morphogenetic fields are “ spatial structures,”
arguing that they are non-spatial concepts, only metaphorically “spatial.” | aso have reservations about
Sheldrake’ s “morphogenetic germs.” These cause the field itself to develop. | imagine thefield asthe place
in which forms grow, not as that which grows.

Bracken worriesthat the ghost of Aristotelian final causality haunts Sheldrake’ s—and even Polanyi’s
—conception of morphogeneticfields. | haveto confessthat | find thisghost to bemorelike Casper, thefriendly
ghost, than some evil demon that must be exorcised from every reasonabl e discussion. Thewould-be exorcists
fall into oneor both of two categories. One consists of thosewho want God to bedead, or if not dead, impotent.
They do not want any divineintentions messing up the natural order of things. The other category might bean
endangered species. It consists of those who, like Ivan Pavlov and B.F. Skinner, want to outlaw all kinds of
“mentalistic” language. They ridicule any talk of intentions, whether human or divine. Neither Polanyi nor
Whitehead will ever bepopular with either category of frustrated exorcists. They both writeabout mental states
without the slightest hint of guilt or shame, and they bothwrite about God. Nor will Bracken’ shybrid synthesis
satisfy them, because he al so usesthelanguage of thought and intention, and writesabout aTrinitarian God who
can makethings happen. | don't think this should worry him. Those of uswho areinterested in exploring the
mysteries of God and the human mind have no need or desireto get rid of final causality, even though wemight
not try to explain quite as much with it as Aristotle did.

The Non-Problem of Continuity in Whitehead’s Societies

Bracken argues that Whitehead's notion of persons and things as societies of actual occasions
generates a problem of continuity between successive sets of actual occasions. He writes:

My argument has been that Whiteheadian societies, since they for the most part correspond to the
relatively stable persons and things of common sense experience, must be more than just aggregates
of analogously constituted actual occasions. For, as such, these aggregates would come into and go
out of existence asrapidly astheir constituent actual occasions, and no metaphysical ground for their
ongoing existence and activity would be guaranteed.

| think Bracken is mistaken in seeing a problem of continuity in Whitehead' s characterization of people and
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things as societies of actual occasions. | think the source of this mistake isafailure to recognize just how far
Whitehead is willing to take his metaphor.

There is what Douglas Hofstadter calls a strange loop in Whitehead’s metaphor. Not only does
Whitehead imagine people as societies of actual occasions; he also imagines actual occasions aspeople. This
isbuiltinto hismetaphor: themembersof literal societiesare people; themembersof Whitehead’ smetaphorical
societies are actual occasions; actual occasions are metaphorical people.

There are many passagesin Bracken’s paper in which he reports on or elaborates upon Whitehead' s
attribution of characteristics of personsto actual occasions. | have selected the following from amuch longer
list:
- Actual occasions congtitute themselves and are subjects—‘ momentary self-constituting subjects of
experience.”

They can succeed or fail—" ultimate components of inanimate things, namely, momentary self-constitut-
ing subjectsof experience, can beevaluatedintermsof successor failurein maintaining abal ance between
order and novelty proper to their own niche and function within the overall cosmic process.”

They grasp the past and make decisions—"a Whiteheadian actual occasion prehends innumerable past
actual occasions and integrates them into the unity of its own self-constitution in virtue of an immanent
‘decision.””

They distinguish between self and society—" even as the occasion intuitively recognizes that this same
common element of form for the society as a whole is somehow distinct from itself and its own
individualized pattern of self-constitution.”

They interact—"only by their interrelated activity vis-a-vis one another do they achieve a “common
element of form” and becomeasoci ety i nstead of apurely coincidental aggregateof actual occasionswhich
could dissolve in the next moment.”

They form themselves into complex societies, made up of subsocieties—" what Whitehead meant by
‘structured societies,’ that is, more complex societies composed of subsocieties of actual occasions.”
They are free—"as self-congtituting subjects of experience, these other actual occasions are ‘free’ to
incorporate the new pattern of existence and activity into their own process of concrescence.”

They receive Divine revelations—"Divine initial aims according to Whitehead are derived from the
ongoing integration of the primordial and consequent natures within God and are communicated to
individual actual occasions so as to guide their individual processes of concrescence.”

In spiteof all of these statementsinwhich herecognizesthe person-like attributes of actual occasions, Bracken
holdsthat thereisaproblem of continuity in Whitehead' sconception of soci etiesof actual occasions. | contend
that actual occasions themselves provide the metaphysical ground for continuity. Just like persons, in their
present activity, they pull together the past and the future.

A paragraph from Science and the Modern World (1941 [1925]: 106-7) illustrates this time-binding
capacity of an actual occasion, which Whitehead here refersto as an event :

An event has contemporaries. Thismeansthat an event mirrorswithinitself themodesof its
contemporariesasadisplay of immediate achievement. Anevent hasapast. Thismeansthat an event
mirrorswithin itself the modes of its predecessors, as memories which are fused into its own content.
Anevent hasafuture. Thismeansthat an event mirrorswithin itself such aspectsasthefuturethrows
back on to the present, or, in other words, as the present has determined concerning the future. Thus
an event has anticipation:
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‘The prophetic soul
Of the wide world dreaming on things to come.’
These conclusions are essential for any form of realism. For thereisin theworld for our cognisance,
memory of the past, immediacy of realisation, and indication of things to come.

Whitehead emphasizes that actual occasions have pasts and futures as well as contemporaries. They
incorporate their pasts as memories and their futures as anticipations. In saying this, Whitehead is simply
working out theimplicationsof hismetaphor. DoesBracken seeaproblem of continuity in Whitehead’ snotion
of societies of actual occasions because, in spite of all of the passages | quoted, he imagines actual occasions
as having only contemporaries? Or, isit because he does not believe that the memories and anticipations of
actual occasionsprovidean adequate metaphysical ground for continuity between successivesocietiesof actual
occasions?

Regardless of how Bracken answersthose questions, hisargument for thinking of actual occasionsas
eventsthat take place in morphogenetic fields does not rest entirely upon there being a problem of continuity
intheway Whitehead describes societies of actual occasions. | regard the position Bracken takesasanew one.
He has used the thought of Polanyi and Whitehead as points of departure into new and different territory. |
believe the journey heistaking is, and will continue to be, fruitful.
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On Sructured Societies and M orphogenetic Fields. A
Response to Joseph Bracken

Walter B. Gulick

ABSTRACT Key Words: Michael Polanyi, Joseph Bracken, Whitehead, cosmology, morphogenesis, field
theory, evolution, operational principles.

Joseph Bracken proposesto modify Whitehead' stendency to see the comprehensive entities of everyday lifeas
but aggregations of actual occasions. While there are resourcesin Polanyi’s notion of an emergent cosmos
to counter Whitehead' satomismand reductionism, Bracken’ suse of Polanyi’ stheory of a morphogeneticfield
asacorrectiveisarguedtobeonly partially successful. Bracken must explain how mor phogeneticfieldsevolve
and arise. This step would require (1) replacing Whiteheadian reductionismwith a principle of ontological
parity that honorsthereality of interaction between entitiesand theintegration of their operational principles
within basic ontological levels and (2) setting forth principles of emergence to explain how these levels and
fieldsarise.

Joseph Bracken offers Polanyians arare treat: awork of constructive philosophical cosmology that
synthesizes ideas from Michael Polanyi and Alfred North Whitehead. His thoughtful essay can be seenasa
sustai ned reflection on the metaphysi cs of process, structure, and emergence. Before embarking onthecritical
analysis expected of arespondent, | want to thank Father Bracken for the discriminating, imaginative, and
inspiringwork manifestinhisessay. It model sthesort of creative, constructivework that best honorsand keeps
viable the thought of both Polanyi and Whitehead.

Whilel canapplaud what Bracken accomplishesinhisessay, | cannot affirmthe specificsof thevision
hesetsbeforeus. My problemsarenot so muchwith Bracken aswiththeWhiteheadian framework withinwhich
heworks. I'll initially focus my comments on therel ationship between the thoughts of Polanyi and Whitehead
before turning later to Bracken's specific proposals. I'll try to explain why the deficiencies | see in process
philosophy are not eliminated by the sort of Polanyian therapy Bracken advocates.

Severa brief autobiographical comments may help illuminate why | find Whitehead’ s cosmology
problematic. My oneand only classin Whitehead' s thought was taught by John Cobb, aman | greatly admire
asapersonand asathinker. | found muchin Whitehead' s creativeinterpretation of the philosophical tradition
tobeexhilarating, and | appreciated therichnessof histhought in contrast to thearidity of theanal ytic tradition.
However, | could not easily connect hiscosmology totheworld | experience, whereasin reading Polanyi | felt
at home. Thephilosophiesof Whitehead and Polanyi reveal morethan atraceof their disciplinary backgrounds:
the mathematician and logicianin contrast to the physician, chemist, and economist. | findtheweight of reality
to reside in the latter rather than the former orientation.

There are a number of respects in which Whitehead's and Polanyi’s thought are in harmony, and
Bracken both comments on and relies upon some of them. For instance, Whitehead' s insistence that human
experienceisrootedin embodied, pre-intellectual activities culminating in consciousness (Processand Reality
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246-247) parallels Polanyi’s description of how passions, skills, and indwelt frameworks of interpretation
contribute to personal knowledge. Whitehead sees perceptional experience as based upon an integration of
presentational immediacy (the extended world of sense data) with casual efficacy (the mode of feeling-laden
inheritance from the past — see PR 256). Causal efficacy can be correlated with Polanyian tacit knowing, or
at least with one dimension of tacit knowing. Theintegration of presentational immediacy and causal efficacy
occurs in the mixed mode of symboalic reference (PR 185, 255), a notion that brings to mind Polanyi’'s
explanation (PK 71-82) of how articulation builds upon abackground of trick, sign, and latent learning, which
are additional dimensions of thetacit realm. Whitehead' sanalysis of the vectoria qualities of prehension and
concrescence (PR 28) correlatesnicely with Polanyi’ sfrom-to structure of consciousness. For both Whitehead
and Polanyi the culminating experience of satisfaction — of initial aims (PR 29, 448), of intellectual passions
(PK 174) —is crucia. And, as has already been suggested, the process of integration is essentia to the
philosophical vision of each.

The similarity between the thinkersis evident when they discuss the dynamics of thought. But what
di stingui shesWhitehead most dramatically from Polanyi isthemetaphysical underpinning of histhought. They
differ dramatically with respect towhat isontol ogically ultimate. Whitehead claimseach atom of concrescence
is ultimate, whereas Polanyi defers to an open-ended inquiry into the real, understood as that which has the
power to manifest itself in the future. In other words, Polanyi centers his philosophy in the person seeking
knowledge, while Whitehead proj ectssubjectivity into the smallest componentsof reality, actual occasions. In
subscribing to what he calls the reformed subjectivist principle (PR 252), Whitehead flirts with an anthropo-
centric presumption. What isthe basisfor thinking that all reality works much like the way human experience
arises? Does such an assumption not obscure the countless ways human consciousnessis not like electrons,
metal girders, pinetrees, or quasars? Doesn’t Whitehead’ smetaphysicsclash so essentially with Polanyi’ santi-
reductionist vision that inserting Polanyian ideasinto the Whiteheadian framework islike trying to mix oil and
water?

Whitehead bases histhought on ametaphysical construal of the philosophical tradition, while Polanyi
takes the act of scientific discovery as paradigmatic for his epistemology and by extension his ontology.
Whitehead moves from thought to reality; his cosmological vision is modeled on an axiomatic system. “The
truemethod of philosophical constructionisto frameascheme of ideas, the best that one can, and unflinchingly
to explore the interpretation of experience in terms of that scheme” (PR x). Polanyi, in contrast, emphasizes
that knowledgeis grounded in undefinabl e powers of thought and unproven traditional beliefs. “No rulescan
account for the way a good idea is produced for starting an enquiry; and there are no rules either for the
verification or the refutation of a proposed solution of a problem” (PK ix). From the beginning of inquiry,
thought and evidence are in dialectical tension.

Polanyi’ sentry to philosophy appeal sto mebecausel feel | canrelatehisclaimsto my own experience
and to a scientific understanding of the world, whereas | have little or no basis for assessing the adequacy of
Whiteheadian metaphysics. How doesonerelate an actual entity to aquark?to aradioactive uranium atomin
decay? to space? to antimatter? to a gene? to adream? to the heart’ s functioning? This abbreviated list may
suggest the difficultiesthat attend any attempt to connect Whiteheadian cosmol ogy to our actual world. | must
acknowledge that Whitehead and especially some of his followers (including Bracken) have built some
plausible bridges from theworld of actual entitiesto our everyday world and even —though less successfully,
| think — to the micro- and macroscopic worlds. But the need continually to provide such mappings, and the
fact that in order to encompass the latest finding of science and other domains of human inquiry the
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Whiteheadian vision must constantly berevised tofit thesefindings, indicatesforcefully theontol ogical priority
of these domains and their findings.

We have seen that in the scheme of ideas Whitehead frames, concrescing actual entities are his
ontological ultimates (PR 321-323). Whitehead's cosmology is reductive and atomistic in nature (PR 53), as
Bracken notes. All that isactual in ascientific or everyday view — atoms, rocks, human consciousness—isto
be understood as an assemblage of actual entities, spread out in space-time as structured societies or strung
together serially asenduring objects, of whichapersonisaprimeexample. Actual entitiesintheir togetherness
are called nexas, but Whitehead’ s notion of collectivity does not go much beyond aggregation. He claimsthat
“there is no emergent evolution concerned with amultiplicity, so that every statement about a multiplicity is
a digunctive statement about its individual members’ (PR 45). It is entirely understandable that Bracken,
thinking about the relatively stable things of common sense experience, and recognizing they “must be more
than just aggregates of analogously constituted actual occasions’ (p. 3), would turn to Polanyi’s thought for
assistance.

In agreement with Polanyi, Bracken states that “the whole is always more than (and to some extent
other than) the sum of itsfunctioning parts, aninsight which seemedto el ude Whitehead in hisanalysisof actual
occasions and the societiesinto which they aggregate” (Bracken, p. 5). Polanyi understandsthat thingsin the
universe exist in avast range of scales, exhibit distinct operational principles, and arerelated in hierachically
arranged levels. How can the experienced stabilities of this vision be integrated into a Whiteheadian
metaphysics?

Brackenturnsto Part 1V of Personal Knowledgefor assistance. Here Polanyi discussesevolutionand
makes use of fields to consolidate his points. Bracken selects Polanyi’s idea of a morphogenetic field as
providing the best vehicle for incorporating Polanyi’s holism. There is a price to be paid for thisinclusion.
Polanyi understands the related ideas of ontogenetic, phylogenetic and morphogenetic fields as applying to
living things, but in order to use the field notion within a Whiteheadian context, the field concept must be
stretched to include the non-organic world. It must be integrated into the world of actual entities. Does such
an extension make sense?

To answer thisquestion, first it isimportant to become clear about what Polanyi claimsin Part IV of
Personal Knowledge, the locus of his discussion of fields. There he makes the following distinctions:

1. Polanyi describes operational principlesthat follow rules of rightness. They comein
two basic forms:
a) A machine or biological component (e.g., an organ) has one or more
operational principlesthat describe its function(s).
b) A living being has a center that coordinates the various functions according to
what Polanyi calls “regulation” (PK 342). Presumably acenter integrates an
organism’sinternal drives and functions (sustaining conditions) with its
responses to environmental conditions (random impacts) according to a
relatively inclusive set of operational principles (PK 401).

2. Polanyi describes processes of changein the organic realm asguided by fieldswithin which centers
or organizerstypically operate (PK 357). Individuals growthisguided by ontogeneticfiel ds; species
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participatein phylogeneticfieldsthat tend to evolve. Eachfieldincludesprocessesof morphogenesis.

3. Theoriginof lifeitself aswell asthe process of evolution isdependent upon an ordering principle.
“The ordering principle which originated life is the potentiality of a stable open system” (PK 383-
384).

Relying on these concepts, Polanyi challenges the neo-Darwinian synthesis, claiming it cannot show
how new species, having operational principlesdiscontinuousfromtheir ancestors, could arise. Contemporary
theorists of evolution use such notions as genetic drift in isolated environmental niches to answer Polanyi’'s
challengewithout revertingtotel eological concepts. Polanyi’ sanswer, however, hasafinalisticdimension, and
inthisrespect histhought iscompatible with Whitehead' sview that each actual entity hasapurpose (PR 165).
That is, by making use of Part |V, Bracken may be mixing rare Polanyian oil with ordinary Whiteheadian oil.

Be that as it may, Polanyi’s ordering principle, useful enough as an indicator of systemic stability,
seems unabl e to solve the conundrum central to his challenge to the neo-Darwinian synthesis. How does the
potentiality of stability originate anything? Someforce or processisrequired toinitiate something. Y et there
isanintriguing way to interpret Polanyi’ s notion of an ordering principle, and that isto seeit asaprecursor of
the cosmological notion of self-organizing systems, which after all do eventuate in stable open systems (PK
384). Thatis, Polanyi can be seen as groping hisway toward complexity theory and itsrole within auniverse
of emergent novelty.

Hints of causal purposefulnessinfiltrate Polanyi’s discussion of fields. The paradigmatic notion of
afieldinphysicsreferstothearray of forces surrounding amagnetic or charged object. Thefield hasthe power
of aligning other neighboring charged particlesin a certain direction. The field thus has a causal impact on
certaintypesof abjects. Polanyi usesthisconcept analogously to describe hisexperiencesof feeling agradient
of approaching scientific discovery. Itisasif thereisacollection of clues(thefield) that leadstheinquirer (the
aligned object) to discovery. Butisit the environment alone that leads to discovery, or isit theinvestigator’'s
own repertoire of associations, skills, and integrating insight that produces the new knowledge? Surely what
Polanyi termsaheuristic field requirestheinvolvement of both the seeker and the environment explored. The
heuristic field aso includes a standard of achievement: successin discovering what isreal.

Theassumption of aheuristicfield explainsnow how it ispossiblethat weacquireknowledge
and believethat we can hold it, though we can do this only on evidence which cannot justify
these acts by any acceptable strict rules. It suggests that we may do so because an innate

affinity for making contact with reality moves our thoughts — under the guidance of useful
clues and plausible rules — to increase ever further our hold on reality. (PK 403)

A center’ sinnateability, environmental clues, plausiblerul es, and astandard of achievement areeach necessary
for there to be a heuristic field.

Bracken relies on Polanyi’ s notion of a morphogenetic field to supply the structure, stability, and
continuity he feels (correctly, | think) islacking in Whitehead' s cosmology. What is a morphogenetic field?
It has some of the characteristics of a heuristic field.

Comprehension and the somatic process which accompanies comprehension, represent
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therefore akind of equilibration that can be defined only in terms of intellectual rightness.
Morphogenesis, operating under the direction of amorphogeneticfield, isasomatic process
of the same kind, but following morphogenetic rightness asits standard of achievement. . ..
Our sense of approaching the unknown solution of aproblem, and the urgeto pursueit, are
manifestly responses to a gradient of potential achievement; and when we identify a
morphogenetic field, we seeinitin fact aset of events co-ordinated by a common gradient
of achievement. (PK 398)

Embryonic development and the growth of somatic formsin general (the ontogenesis of an individual) are
examples of morphogenesis.

To be consistent with Polanyi’ s discussion of heuristic fields, a morphogenetic field should include
a) aninnateability of aliving center tofollow aplan of development (whichtoday would be described asgenetic
expression within a gene cycle), b) environmental clues as to when gene expression is appropriate, )
consistency with the center’ soperational principles, and d) astandard of mature development that isthetarget
of the field. Each individual would be seen to have an ontogenetic program of morphogenesis, but more
controversially Polanyi also suggests that the morphogenetic plan of a whole species exists within a
phylogenetic field. Just aswithin aheuristic field aperson isunderstood to be a center capable of discovering
whatisreal, so Polanyi attributesto aphylogeneticfield acenter that presumably hastheability toaid thespecies
inreaching anew level of systemic stability (PK 405). What can Polanyi mean by attributing acenter toawhole
species? Anindividua can be seen to have a center of decision making, but a species?

An even more daunting set of questions must now be directed to Bracken. He claims that “a
morphogenetic field would possess an immanent principle for the organization of its material components at
any given moment” (p. 4). Whereisthis principle centered? If it isin the actual entities, he has essentially
reverted to Whitehead's view concerning common elements of form, and the morphogenetic field is
inconsequential. If thereisacenter tothefield, and it hasits own operational principles, then Bracken has a
much larger task on his handsthan isindicted in his essay. He must explain how morphogenetic fields arise,
how they are related to actual entities, how they evolve, and how they are superceded.

On page 10 of his essay, Bracken begins to clarify his position.

What | have maintained over against Whitehead is that this common element of form has
somehow to stay in existenceasthe principle of continuity between successive sets of actual
occasions. In my judgment, as noted above, it stays in existence as a structured field of
activity for those same sets of actual occasions, dependent for its form or structure on the
current set of occasions and yet serving as the “ordering principle,” in Polanyi’sterms, for
thenext set of occasions. Assuch,itisamorphogeneticfield, givingaGestalt or recognizable
shape and pattern of activity to its current members but itself in slow process of evolution
toward agoal yetto berealized initsfullness. For, thefield isaways opentoanew pattern
to be achieved by future sets of actual occasions even as it provides a direction for the
achievement of that goal here and now by its present mode of existence and activity.

There are anumber of loose ends to be noted in this passage. How can the common element of form
Bracken wants to maintain also serve as a Polanyian ordering principle, which Polanyi understands as the
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potentiality of a stable open system? Can this common ordering element of form simultaneously be a
morphogenetic field, as Bracken claims? Doesawater molecule, which possesses acommon element of form
from moment to moment, exist as amorphogenetic field? Or isthe morphogenetic field to be attributed to a
collection of water molecul es, asinacloud or ariver? Or isthewhol eenvironment to be seen asamorphogenetic
field?

Bracken makes some progress toward answering these sorts of questions by replacing Whitehead's
“structured societies’ with hierarchically ordered fields having different degrees of independence (p. 12), and
herel think hehasturnedto an aspect of Polanyi’ sthought that istruly promising. Polanyi understandsdifferent
sorts of entities to have different operational principles. He also understands the biological ream to be
ontologically emergent from the realm of physics and chemistry (PK 394), and thereby organic lifeis seen as
existing as a higher level dependent upon but irreducible to the lower material level. This view is clearly
inconsistent with Whitehead' s panpsychism, and it presents Bracken with some fundamental decisions. In
opposition to Whitehead' s reductionism, | would challenge Bracken to consider adopting Justus Buchler's
principle of ontological parity, which accords equal reality to all ontological levels and doesn’t require the
constant and perplexing recursion to the“ decisions” of actual entitiesto explain anything. Change sometimes
requirestop-down explanation, sometimes bottom-up explanation, and sometimes explanation at agivenlevel
of existence. Bracken recognizesthis (p. 5) but also is conscious that this sometimes challenges Whitehead' s
“ontological principle” that requiresall explanationsto refer to actual entities (PR 28; p. 11). Heisespecially
interested in exploring therole that “divineinitial aims” (referring to God as the ultimate actual entity) might
play in explanation (p. 14). Moreover, by insisting that fields not be seen as exercising efficient causality (p.
11), Bracken seemsto escape Polanyi’ s questionabl e attribution of some sort of agency to phylogenetic fields.
In sum, | applaud Bracken's attempt, still in progress, to recognize and illuminate the important place in
cosmology of structure, which too often tends to be dismissed or overlooked in process thought.
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The Importance of Michael Oakeshott for Polanyian Studies:
With Reflections on Oakeshott’s The Voice of Liberal Learning
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values.

Despite fundamental differences in the epistemol ogies presented by Oakeshott and Polanyi, there are some
important areas of common concern which suggest further exploration. Focus here is on Oakeshott’s
epistemological and disciplinary boundariesin his The Voice of Liberal Learning.

Those of uswho areinterested in building upon and applying Michael Polanyi’ s profound epistemo-
logical insights naturally find ourselves seeking dialogue with those who are, if not directly influenced by
Polanyi, at least engaged in thinking that is essentially consonant with his. It iseasy to be dismissive of those
who appear to havenoregardfor suchfundamental Polanyiantenetsastheel usively tacit grounding of knowing,
the important role played by the intimation of indeterminate manifestations in the discovery process, the
personal, or fiduciary, act central to all knowledge claims, the sense that weinhabit aheuristic universe whose
boundaries are ever open to the guidance of transcending truths and values, and, not least, the humble
recognition that we cannot, in thisworld, aspire to comprehension characterized by complete clarity, let alone
certainty — that all human knowing is subject to error.

Michael Oakeshott is such acasein point. He unabashedly embraces an essentially Enlightenment
typeof rationalism, aspiresto akind of Hegelian perspectivethat would allow for atotally comprehensive, clear,
and certain understanding of the entire “world of experience,” offersan understanding of values as essentially
relative— thecircumstantial “prejudices’ of tradition, deniesany meaning to the concept of “transcendence,”
and advances an essentially Hobbesian/Humean perspective that human motivation isexplainablein termsno
loftier than the pursuit of “desire,” “delight,” and “ satisfaction.”

This stark contrast between Polanyi and Oakeshott, contemporary thinkers who, during two of their
most productive decades, lived within an hour’ s drive of each other, probably goes along way in explaining
why neither appeared to be particularly interested in the other’s thoughts. There is no indication in any of
Polanyi’ swritings that he was even conversant with Oakeshott’ sthinking. However, at the time that Polanyi
waswriting hisseminal work, Personal Knowledge (1958),! it appearsthat very few others had shown interest
in Oakeshott’s major philosophical work, Experience and Its Modes.?  Sinceits publication in 1933, itsfirst
printing of one thousand copies had not yet sold out. And although Oakeshott provided areview of Personal
Knowledge immediately upon its release and a few years later briefly incorporated some of Polanyi’s
characteristic terminology in one of the essays included in the book we are about to consider, The Voice of
Liberal Learning,® he displayed no more— either deep or extended — appreciation of Polanyi’s sense of these
termsthan he, by hisown admission, had for Per sonal Knowledge, which hefoundtobe* disordered, digressive,
repetitive, and obscure.”*
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Still, there is one important area in which the, otherwise divergent, epistemologies of these two
thinkerscoincide. Both perceivethe processof knowing asessentially contextual —an act in whichtheknower,
in his attempt to achieve a more determinate and coherent awareness, is continually engaged in making
judgments, drawing conclusions, based upon an indeterminate range of experiences. Oakeshott, in one of the
essays included in Liberal Learning,® occasionally even seems to agree with Polanyi that many of these
contributive experiences are of a “subsidiary” and “tacit” nature. Although these are Polanyi’s terms, not
employed by Oakeshott, the latter uses other words and phrases — e.g., “not explicit,” “indeterminate” — to
suggest similar meanings. And thejudging/comprehending processitself, Oakeshott —like Polanyi —reminds
us, isnot always" defined by rules’; it occasionally reliesupon “ connoisseurship” —a“knowing how . . . without
knowing therules’; somethings are “known only in practice”; and he even suggeststhat learning is“ inspired
by intimations of what thereisto learn.”®

But we must not read too much into Oakeshott’ semployment of these“ Polanyian” terms. Thelarger
body of his essays and books indicate that his fundamental stance, ever since the publication of Experience,
remainsrootedin anunderstanding of knowingthat never really movesbeyond acommitment tothedefinitional
precision, explicit clarity, complete coherence, and absolute certainty aspired to — and often claimed — by
Enlightenment rationalism. The thought that, in his reference to “intimations,” (above) Oakeshott may have
attained theimaginative and intuitive“reach” implied in Polanyi’ suse of the term disperseswhen we hear him
say, “Wenever look away fromagivenworldto another world, but alwaysat agivenworldto discover theunity
it implies.”” For Oakeshott, whatever “indeterminate” and “unspecified” elements he ascribes to the
judgments entailed in knowing, the degree to which we can properly call something “true”’ or “real” must be
measured by hisessentially critical criteria. It isrelevant to note herethat, even though he, on rare occasions,
uses the term “unspecified” to describe some of the contextual elements of our knowing, he never, to my
knowledge, characterizes these elements as “ unspecifiable.” To acknowledge any knowing as unspecifiable,
because ultimately tacit in nature, for Oakeshott, is to make an unwarranted concession to irrationality and
ignorance. By way of contrast, Polanyi articulates hispost-critical declarationthat it isthisvery tacit and often
unspecifiable grounding, and our recognition of thisgrounding, that gives our knowing, even our most explicit
knowing, whatever rational validity and substantiality it can claim.

However, itisnot without significance that both philosophersarein agreement and consistent in their
insistence on the essentially contextual nature of knowing. Polanyi and Oakeshott concur that comprehension
involves some kind of an act of bringing together an indeterminate range of particulars into coherent and
integrated wholes. Further, both makereferenceto somekind of boundariesthat givedefinitiontothesewholes.
Having observedthis, wemust recognizethat thesethinkerssharply divergewhenthey reveal thecharacteristics
of their respective integrated wholes and the nature of the boundaries that demarcate these wholes.

For Polanyi, an integrated whole is any focal perception, concept, idea, system of ideas, or even —
moving from epistemol ogy to ontology, ashedoesin hisphil osophical writings—complex mechanical or living
entity thatisan“organic” result of subsidiary, and largely tacitly organized, particulars. When Polanyi comes
to speak of boundaries, it is amost entirely in regard to his ontological theory of hierarchical levels and
emergence. Although his ontology of hierarchy and emergence appears to have been inspired by hisinitial
employment of these conceptsin his epistemology (according to which the focal object of our perception and
knowing emergefrom atacit processof integrating particularsintowholesthat aregreater, or more meaningful
than the sheer sum of their constituent particulars), he only briefly applies the concept of “boundary” to his
understanding of the structure and process of knowing.®
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Thisisnot to suggest that theideaof boundariesisnotimpliedinhisepistemology. Inhisconsideration
of visual perception, he speaks of a*“from-to” dialectic between the periphery of the visua field and itsfocal
center, and he detectsan analogous“from-to” dial ectic between subsidiary and focal awarenessinall knowing.
Wherethereisaperiphery, thereisanimplied boundary, whether tacit or explicit. Similarly, recognition of an
integrated whole, emergent from the “from-to” dialectic of cognitive integration, implies a boundary.

Still, Polanyi gives dight attention to the concept of boundaries in his extended discussion of the
structure and process of knowing. In contrast, for Oakeshott, the subject of the nature and function of
epistemol ogical boundariesis of major concern and receives extended treatment in hiswritings. Even though
the integrated wholes of which Oakeshott speaks refer mostly to whole systems of ideas (indeed, completely
isolated “particular ideas . . . without relations must be devoid of significance and consequently fall outside
experience’®) and are—aswe haveaready noted —the product of asignificantly different processof integration,
hisinsightful andimaginativeinvestigation of epistemol ogical boundaries, and many of the questionsheraises
inthe course of thisinvestigation, suggest someinteresting lines of inquiry that might be fruitfully pursued by
thoseinterested in building uponthe ultimately more persuasive epistemol ogical paradigminitiated by Polanyi.

Oakeshott establishes the fundamental principles of hisconcept of epistemological boundariesin his
Experience. Thisimportant philosophical work, because of itsenormous scope and abstraction, isdaunting but
richly rewarding reading. To adequately understand the philosophical rational efor hismuch later examination
of theprinciplesof liberal education, elaboratedinthesix essayscomprising hisvery readableLiberal Learning,
it isimportant to have struggled first with Experience. Thevalue of thelater work isthat it gives“flesh” to his
highly abstract theory of knowing and, at the sametime, identifieswhat the author considersto be major failures
in twentieth-century higher education while also presenting constructive proposals for remedying those
failures. His proposals do not suggest smply areturn to what one might call the “classical” idea of liberal
education but, inmany respects, aradical re-examination of how liberal education ought to beconceived. Some
of his proposals have drawn sharp criticism from those committed to the classical model. But whether or not
one ends up agreeing with these proposals, they, like his underlying theory, offer important, commonly
neglected questions that need to be addressed.

Oakeshott’ sunderstanding of theissuesto be dealt with in coming to an appreciation of thelearning/
knowing processdid not start in abstract theory. Itisrootedin hislifetime of experiencesin education as both
student andteacher. Inthissense, thevery tangibleobservationsweencounter inLiberal Learningarelogically
anterior to the grand abstractions of his much earlier Experience. Liberal learning, he suggests, islearning to
participate in “the great intellectual adventures in which human beings have come to display their various
understandings of theworld and of themselves.”1° He then proposesthat at the heart of liberal education at the
university level is conversation. Indeed, he suggests that higher education importantly ought to provide an
interval inaperson’ slifethat allowshim or her to betemporarily removed fromthe narrow pressuresof society
that call for immediate and “gainful” results, a space wherein one—through conversation — can be encouraged
to ask questions, to examine prior assumptions, and to think thoughts never previously dreamed of. It isthe
conversation among students, among professors, but most importantly between students and professors
(Oakeshott dismissesRousseal’ splanfor leavingthestudent todraw largely onhis’her own“innate”’ resources)
that gives substance to liberal education.
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However, aconversation can be substantively productive only if itsboundaries are properly —neither
too narrowly, nor too broadly —drawn. Thisnaturally leads Oakeshott to consider curricular and disciplinary
boundaries. Experience has amply demonstrated the dangers of an overly narrow focus. Teaching what has
been described as“more and more about lessand less’ leads not only to irrelevance and superficiality but also
toseriousdistortionsinwhat islearned. Whilerecognizing theimportance of offering somevocational training
inthe university curriculum, Oakeshott warnsthat allowing vocationalism, or even non-vocationally-oriented
specialization, to dominate a curriculum or agiven field of study is destructive of liberal education.

He warns, aso, that the same dangers result from an overly broad drawing of these boundaries, as
happens when university studies are defined in such vague and global terms as, for example, “History of
Civilization” or “Thinking Logically” — so that curricula, emptied of the riches that can be conveyed only in
concrete specifics, only provide the student with, we might say, “less and | ess about more and more.” A well-
defined field of learning appears to be one whose boundaries are drawn narrowly enough to permit coherence
intheteaching/learning conversation and broadly enoughto be comprehensiveof all that might berelevant and,
therefore, permit the greatest possible enrichment of that conversation.

Interestingly, Oakeshott’ s disciplinary boundaries coincide with those that he had drawn, in Experi-
ence, todefinewhat hetherecalled“ modesof experience.” A mode of experience, for him, isa“world of ideas”
or a“universe of discourse” focused upon the pursuit of a particular goal. In both Experience and Liberal
Learning, speaking specifically respectively about modes and fields of teaching/learning, heidentifiesfour of
these: “science,” “history,” “poetry” (in which he includes al the visual, audio, and dramatic arts), and
“practice” (in which he includes politics, economics, sociology, and psychology), and he indicates that this
listing is not exhaustive because thereis actually an “indeterminate” number of modes or fields of inquiry.

The goal of science, he says, isto present an understanding of the world in termsthat are objective,
precise and quantifiable. The task of history is merely to report, with no attempt to make judgments or to
advocate, the events of the past. What he calls“poetry,” and | shall refer to as“thearts,” has no purpose other
thanto“bringdelight.” And practiceisan attempt to order theworld so that our actionsinit will maximizethe
satisfaction of our desires.

Because the objective perceived as most important for attainment by each field of learning structures
all thetool sthat are deemed appropriatefor attai ning thisobjective, the concepts, idioms, universe of discourse,
and conversation appropriate to each field are also, in each case, unique. This helps us to understand why,
throughout the many decades that Oakeshott concerned himself with this subject, he uses the terms “mode,”
“idiom,”“universe of discourse,” “field of inquiry,” “conversation,” and — most common in his later writings
on the subject, “voice” interchangeably.

Thisaso may help usto understand one of the more criticized, but | think defendable, aspects of his
philosophy of knowing and, consequently, his philosophy of liberal learning. Because each of these modesis
sodifferentinvirtually all respects—goal, conceptual idiom, governing paradigm, areaof rel evant conversation,
etc. — each mode is autonomous: there can be no relevance of one mode or field of inquiry for another, no
meaningful conversation between them, no way that one can learn substantively from another. Thisistrue by
definition, since each modewas created to pursueitsown goal by conceptual and other meansthat have proved
uniquely successful to that pursuit. Indeed, to assume otherwise, to allow for ablurring of interdisciplinary
boundaries by incorporating “insights’ from other modal endeavors, can lead only to confusion, or worse —
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error, and, still worse —the destruction of modal, or disciplinary, integrity and of liberal education itself. For
exampl e, inthetwentieth century we have seentheinappropriateinfluenceof thehistorical paradigmonpolitics
lead to the corruption represented by “historicism,” and the similarly inappropriate impact of the scientific
idiom on socia studies result in the “scientism” of behavioralism.

Where Polanyi speaks of open boundaries, Oakeshott speaks only of closed boundaries. Thisis not
tosuggest that new informationisnot constantly being appropriated by eachmode, but itisgeneratedinternally;
information generated within other modesisalien to its purposes and understanding. Still the content in each
modeisconstantly changing. Oakeshott’ sholistic (and Hegelian) understanding of amodeor afield of inquiry
leads him to conclude that achange in any part entails a change in the whole, and a change in the whole gives
new meaning to all of its parts. Consequently boundaries, properly understood, are constantly changing, but
not overlapping.

Those who have criticized Oakeshott on this aspect of his epistemology and education for giving too
narrow scopeto intellectual conversation should be reminded that, especially when we consider “poetry” and
“practice” asacademicdisciplines, therangeof inquiriesheincludeswithin each of theseisenormous—far more
encompassi ng than most presently-defined academic disciplines. Asregards science, heissuggesting that the
most rewarding conversations here — as biochemists, astrophysicists, nuclear biologists, and most other
scientists have discovered — far transcend most of the recent and even current definitions of the scientific
disciplines: physics, chemistry, biology. Further, Oakeshott even, somewhat surprisingly, recommends that
institutionsof liberal |earning encourageamoreencompassi ng conversation that extendseven beyondthefairly
broad intra-disciplinary conversationswe have just noted and that invitesthe participation of every member of
the academic community. It appearsthat, evenif the separate disciplines can have no substantiveinfluence on
each other, aliberally educated person is onewho still iswell aware of the conversations going on within the
other disciplines. Having someconversancewith other fieldsmay notimprovehisperformanceinhisownfield,
but it does give him a broader, and to that extent deeper, understanding of the world in which he lives.

The boundary that Oakeshott defines for history is, to my thinking, more problematic than those he
providesfor the other fields of learning —and even so for him. He wants palitics, for example, to beinformed
by history (al of his“poalitical writings’ areimmersed in historical observations) while still maintaining that
it cannot be substantively relevant to politicssinceitsidiomistotally aliento palitics. Psychology (included,
like palitics, in “practice”), unlike history, can speak to politics because it sharesacommon idiom. My most
generous interpretation of Oakeshott on this matter is that, while history cannot substantively contribute to
politics, the “ concrete detail” of history isthere to caution the political thinker and actor of the complexity of
the world, to give him a humble awareness that many forces other than political forces are at work both in
shaping the problems he must address and in limiting how much influence he can have in determining his
society’s, or hisown, destiny.

However, thisisjust one of several instances where one might wish that Oakeshott had been within
earshot of Polanyi whenthelatter waswarning of the problemswe createfor ourselveswhen driven by thequest
for unbridled clarity and precision. He sometimes creates new categories to maintain the integrity of his
boundaries. For example, he doesn’t want to blur the boundary between philosophy and palitics, but still sees
the need for political philosophy — so he callsit a*“ pseudo-philosophy.” Sometimes one gets the impression
that the same ambitiousintentionsthat give Oakeshott’ s epistemological project itsimaginative richness al so,
because of their convergence with hisunbridled faith in thereliability of Enlightenment rationality, leadshim
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to creating appendages to his overall structure not unlike the complex epicycles intended to maintain the
structural integrity of the ancient Ptolemaic universe.

By operating within the context of a hierarchical ordering of his epistemological and ontological
universe, Polanyi is able to allow for open boundaries in his system that permit the kind of communication
(“marginal control™) across boundaries that can account for the emergence of higher systems. Oakeshott, by
contrast, firmly denies any hierarchical characteristicsin his system —epistemological or curricular. It seems
asif anacknowledgement of higher andlower level sof knowing or being, perhaps| eading to an acknowledgement
of transcendence (a concept he just as firmly dismisses as that of hierarchy), might threaten to put areas of
knowing out of human reach. He perceivestherelationsamong hisvarious curricular fields, liketherelations
among his modes of experience, as essentially horizontal. He does— some would say, inconsistently —find it
necessary to describe somefields, or universes of discourse, as moreimportant than others. For example, he
regards “practice” as the “most important” of the fields of inquiry — since it attempts to provide for human
survival and well-being, without which the other pursuits wereimpossible. Sometimes he even describes one
endeavor as of higher quality than another.

But, for him, “hierarchy” connotes more than relative quality and importance. It also connotes
relevance of onelevel or entity to another. And hismanner of drawing and defining boundaries doesnot allow,
aswe have seen, for such relevance, or for onefield to be able to improve the chance for successful pursuit of
itssubstantivegoal by drawing substantively —that is, conceptually, idiomatically, paradigmatically, etc.—from
another. It isthe symbols, or idioms, of each field that define for that field what isreal. “H O” and “water”
denote the samething, but each connotes adifferent kind of reality, one appropriateto theworfd of scienceand
the other to theworld of practice. Eveninahierarchically structured universe, Polanyi recognizes, we cannot
achievethrough some system of common idioms, arationally explicit means of explaining boundary-crossing,
whether we are addressing the phenomenon of emergence or of tacit integration. |nfluence across boundaries
must always, hetellsus, entail an element of mystery, of the unspecifiable, concepts, aswe' ve noted, alien to
Oakeshott’ s thinking.

| have not yet mentioned Oakeshott’ streatment of philosophy as either a part of the“world of ideas”
or aspart of theliberal curriculum. Here, too, hehasstirred considerablecontroversy among advocatesof liberal
education. In Experience, hemakesit clear that philosophy i snot to beviewed asoneof themodesof experience.
It represents totally comprehensive and wholly coherent understanding (what Oakeshott calls “concrete’
knowledge), knowledge that has no conditionality (specific goal to attain), or boundaries. Itis, in other words,
Absolute knowledge. It is what Oakeshott calls the “whole of experience” or the “world of experience.” By
contrast, experience is modal to the extent that it is conditional (that is, organized around the attainment of a
particular goal), therefore “abstracted” from the “concrete” (that is, totally comprehensive and completely
coherent) “whole of experience,” and therefore it is fragmentary and distorted in its comprehension. Modal
experiencerepresentsan“arrestinexperience.” Although, viewed fromthefar moreencompassing perspective
of thewhol e of experience, or philosophy, modal experience hasall these shortcomingsand flaws, fromitsown
perspective it understands itself as a complete and self-sufficient world unto itself.

Because of this, the various modes of experience, or fields of teaching and learning, are constantly
tempted to view themselves astrue and completein their understanding, and thereforeto assert hegemony over
the other disciplines, aswell as over philosophy itself. Philosophy, of course, because of itsradically different
idiom and universe of discourse, aswe might expect, can have no substantive rel evancefor the modesthan they
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can havefor it. By Oakeshott’ sinterpretation of Plato’s Cave Allegory, the philosopher, returned to the cave,

deserved whatever abuse hereceived, for hehad no businessmeddlingin politics. He, with histotally disparate
wisdom, however perfect, could only disrupt the proper workings of politics. For philosophers have no better
understanding of politicsthan paliticians have of philosophy. Thisdisparity between the“modal” disciplines
(science, history, poetry, practice, etc.) and thedisciplineof philosophy iseven greater than that existingamong
theformer. Philosophers must not be allowed to rule! Or even to advise rulers! Because philosophers cannot
beassumedtobewisein“practical” matters (remembering that philosophy, even asthe“whol e of experience”

is not the sum-total of its abstracted/distorted parts — that would only add up to one gigantic abstraction or
distortion!), we might be well advised to take seriously this admonition. (Unless we might imagine a
philosopher who isaswell versed in politics; but even then his philosophical wisdom, on Oakeshott’ sterms,
could have no bearing on his politics.)

Although philosophers cannot addressthemsel veswith substantive rel evanceto practitionersof other
fields of learning, what philosophy can and should do within the university, aswell aswithin society at large,
Oakeshott advises, isto keep the various disciplines aware of their limits and of their proper relations among
each other (and with itself), to warn them of the dangers that are involved in imposing their own idioms and
paradigmatic assumptions upon those of another discipline, and to speak out forcefully when it perceives such
interdisciplinary transgressions. In other words, philosophy, initsroletoward the other disciplines, should be
areferee, a protector of the, properly conceived, principles of liberal education.

“Principles’ here are to be understood not as values but merely as the structural arrangements that
insure the proper, or most efficacious, relations among the disciplines. Philosophy itself, according to
Oakeshott, has no comprehension of, or use for, the concept of value. Herel find the most glaring weakness
among Oakeshott’s proposals. Values, heinsists, belong only to the modal world of “practice.” (He doesn’t
always distinguish clearly, but he seemsto be referring hereto moral values. He also occasionally speaks of
aesthetic values, which belong to theworld, or discipline, of thearts.) Oakeshott understandsmoral valuesand
meaning from aHobbesian perspective. They are mere servants of thetask appropriateto theworld of practice.
The purpose of ethics (asub-field within practice) isto optimize society’ s meeting of individual appetitesand
desiresby assigning to human beings some quality of innateworth and, fromthis, deriving rulesto keep people
from harming each other or otherwise interfering in their pursuit of their desires. The values of asociety are
relative to the circumstances of each particular society, and usually the established traditions of a society will
suffice for its moral compass.

Within an academic curriculum, ethics does not even have the over-viewing referee status assigned
tophilosophy. Universitiesarenot justified in describing asone of their comprehensivetasksthat of “ building
character.” This, Oakeshott says, must be left primarily to amuch longer period of moreworldly experience.
The"interval” of liberal education hasno special placeevenfor beginning or encouragingthisprocess. It seems
ironicthat thevariousdisciplinary studieshe has defined need the protection fromworldly influencesthat such
an interval provides, but not ethical values — apart from those that are understood to facilitate the fulfillment
of one's appetites and desires. And these latter values are created only within the “practical” sub-fields of
politics, sociology, economics, where the objectives of each of these task-masters defines their substance.

| have analyzed to greater length thismajor failing of Oakeshott’ s philosophy elsewhere.t® Herel'll

only notethat, despite hisnumerousinsightsin regard to the boundariesthat definethe variousfields of liberal

learning and the rel ations among them, his advice on the subject of value, if followed, would likely undermine
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the very ingtitution of liberal learning that he seeks to promote. There are many other issues addressed by
Oakeshottin Liberal Learning that deserve our engagement. | recommend that fellow students of Polanyi give
thoughtful attention to this collection of essays, but only after first perusing his Experience.

Endnotes
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REVIEWS

Nancey Marphy and GeorgeF R ETs. OntheMoral
Nature of the Universe: Theology, Cosmology and
Ethics. Minneapolis: FortressPress, 1996. Pp. xvi +
268. ISBN: 0-8006-2983-3. $22.00, paper.

Nancey Murphy, Associate Professor of Christian
Philosophy at Fuller Theol ogical Seminary, and George
F.R. Ellis, Professor of Applied Mathematics, Univer-
sity of Cape Townin South Africa, construct abridge
between the humanities and the sciencesin thisambi-
tiousproject. Inspiredlargely by Imrel akatos, Alasdair
Meaclntyre and John Howard Y oder, the two authors
develop aschemafor relating the natural sciences, the
social sciences, ethics and theology at the same time
that they construct a theology that draws from these
areasof inquiry. They proposethat akenotictheology
and ethic (one of self-renunciation) is indicated on
both scientific and theological grounds and that such
an ethicis, in fact, socialy viable.

Thefirst chapter of the book introducestheir
project by first identifying the need that inspires it.
Murphy and Ellis suggest that, given evidence of a
new hunger for meaninginthepost-modernworld, the
time has cometo develop acoherent cosmology “that
relates human life to both the natural world and to
nature’ s transcendent ground” (1), thus providing an
objective basisfor morality. They carefully set out a
summary of the findings of the natural sciences re-
garding top-down and bottom-up causation, evolu-
tion, the big bang, and the anthropic principle, con-
cluding with the assumption that the sciences cannot
resol vethemetaphysical issuesraised by theresultsof
their own investigations. Inthischapter, Murphy and
Ellis also identify their philosophical commitments,
aligning themsel veswith thosewho acknowledgethat
all knowledge is conditioned, even the scientific and
moral, but who do not think that such afact entailsthe
conclusion that such knowledgeisunreliable or rela-
tivistic. Theologically, they assume that theological
reflection does, in fact, provide knowledge of the

transcendent, in addition tolocating themselvesinthe
Anabaptist wing of Christianity (Murphy isChurch of
the Brethren and Ellisis Quaker). They also givean
account of how science works, synthesizing Carl
Hempel’s explanation of hypothetical deductions,
Lakatos' account of scientific research programs and
Maclntyre' sproposal for rationally adjudicating con-
flicting claims made by forms of inquiry that are all
tradition-bound.

Over the next several chapters, Murphy and
Ellis construct the framework by which they propose
to relate the sciences, ethics and theology. One can
visualize this framework as consisting of aroof sup-
ported by two columns that rest on a three-layered
floor. Starting from the bottom of the structure and
working up, thefloor consistsof threelayers:. physics,
chemistry andbiology. Thecolumnontheleftismade
of geology and ecology, astrophysicsand cosmology.
Thecolumn ontheright ismade up of psychology, the
social and applied sciences, motivational studiesand
ethics. Theroof, that servesto connect both columns,
is metaphysics/theol ogy.

Murphy and Ellis organize this model ac-
cording to two principles, the first of which is com-
plexity, so that more complex entities (and the corre-
sponding forms of inquiry) show up higher in the
structure. It isimportant to note at this point that the
authorsaffirmthat the complexity of reality allowsfor
causation to occur both from the top down and the
bottom up (see especially 22-32), which makes room
for human freedom (32-37) and divine action (214-
218). A second principle is to distinguish between
human and natural sciences, which diverge as one
movesabovethebiological level andthuswarrantsthe
two columns.

Murphy and Ellis argue that the social sci-
ences are incomplete without attending to ethics, by
which one can assessthe assumptionsand goal s of the



social sciences (chapter 5). Ethicsitself, however, is
incompletewithout someway to adjudicateitsclaims.
Put differently, any ethic presupposes a metaphysic
(173). That observation, combined with the realiza-
tion that any scientific cosmol ogy leaves unanswered
many metaphysical questions (60-62) leads the au-
thorsto place metaphysics/theol ogy at thetop of their
hierarchy, thus finally bringing together both natural
and socia sciences.

Asimpressive afeat asit is simply to con-
struct thisedificefor locating variousforms of human
inquiry, Murphy and Ellis are not content to leave
matters only in the abstract. They therefore propose
ethical and theological content for the model, content
that they think will make sense of at least some of the
scientific data and provide arich program for further
research. They recommend a kenotic ethic, i.e., one
that asserts that “ self-renunciation for the sake of the
other is humankind’ s highest good” (118) becauseit,
paradoxically, “is the way to open oneself up to a
greater good . . . totally transcending the miserly ethic
of nicely calculated debtsand duties” (121). Such an
ethicentail srenouncing possessions, rights(including
aright to retaliate), and violence (but not necessarily
coercion—see151-159), aswell assubmittingto God,
and developing of intellectual humility. Murphy and
Ellis go on to argue that such an ethic is indeed
possible as a socia ethic, suggesting applicationsin
and examples of specific practicesintheareasof law,
economics and politics. For example, they examine
societiesthat have tried to practice restorative justice
instead of punitivejustice (122-126). They conclude
their ethical proposal with a call for othersto design
studiesthat might test their thesis that “the consistent
policy of using the lowest degree of coercion needed
to be effective will have acumulative effect, increas-
ing theeffectivenessof lesscoercivemeansinthelong
run” (159).

Such an ethic, by their own admission, needs

a metaphysical basis in order to be complete. They

thereforeturntoY oder’ sunderstanding of God, which

they summarizein thisway: “The moral character of

God isrevealed in Jesus' vulnerable enemy love and
46

renunciation of dominion” (178). They defend their
Anabaptist view in several ways, first by suggesting
that it can better account for the anomaly of the
Church’scomplicity in evil than can Roman Catholic
or Protestant traditions (198-199). Secondly, they
offer plausible alternatives to traditional readings of
biblical passagesthat areusually usedto rebut nonvio-
lence (199-201). Inaddition, they arguethat akenotic
ethic and metaphysicisconsistent with findingsof the
natural sciences. They summarize this claim by say-
ing that the sciences suggests that “all living things
must participate not only in taking of lifein order to
live but also in the painful giving of their lives that
others might live” (213, emphasis theirs). Finaly,
they find that thisway of understanding best helps us
understand the problem of theodicy, by showing that
“suffering and disorder are necessary byproductsof a
noncoercivecreative processthat aimsat the devel op-
ment of free and intelligent beings’ (247).

Polanyians will certainly find much with
which to sympathize here. Even though it does not
explicitly draw from Polanyi, Onthe Moral Nature of
the Universe resonates with several features of
Polanyi’s work. It echoes his drive to develop a
comprehensive vision of humanity’ splacein the cos-
mos, as well as his understanding of the process of
discovery and his account of hierarchies and dual
control. AtthesametimeasMurphy and Ellisinmany
ways follow a Polanyian trajectory they differ most
notably in their quite specific theological and ethical
commitments.

By way of critique, there is much to affirm
about this book. It offers an example of creative
bricolage, bringing together sources, most notably
Macintyre and Y oder, for service in a project that
echoesthequintessentially Enlightenment/modern at-
tempt to develop an encyclopedia of human inquiry
(interestingly enough, aproject withwhichMaclntyre
and Yoder vigorously disassociate themselves!).
Murphy and Ellismaketheir caseclearly, andinmany
ways convincingly, in part because they build on
already widely-accepted positions, such asthe claim
that the sciencesraiseboundary or limit questionsthat



cannot be resolved on scientific grounds, or the state
of evolutionary theory. Theauthorsareto beaffirmed
for treating ethics and theology as comprehensive
forms of inquiry that cannot work in avacuum. As
complicated and messy as the process may be, ethics
and theol ogy must be pursued with multipleconversa-
tion partners, including the natural sciences. Inaddi-
tion, Murphy and Ellisprovideauseful apology for the
practicality of nonviolenceby challenging criticswith
specific examples of how nonviolencecan and has, in
fact, “worked,” as a socia ethic. The way they
differentiatepersuasion, coercionandviolenceisquite
helpful and worth widespread consideration. More-
over, in a culture as self-centered as ours, the call to
self-renunciation needs to be sounded and heeded.

Therearealso somequestionsthat needtobe
raised about the project. First, are the authors too
enamoured with the anthropic principle? Asmuch as
they try to remain cautious about and qualify their
affirmation of the“fine-tuning of theuniverse” for the
emergence of human life, they clearly affirmitstruth
and may well ignore evidence that the universeisnot
designed to guarantee human well-being. Astheolo-
gian James M. Gustafson might observe, Murphy and
Ellis seem to work anthropocentrically and not
theocentrically. A second question concernsthe non-
violenceof thenatural world. Whileitisfairtosay that
death plays arolein the creation of new life, isit fair
to say that all lives are freely given? Might some be
simply taken nonvoluntarily? Put differently, is na-
tureasnoncoercive (and thereby asnonviolent) asthe
authors suggest? A third question concerns the ad-
equacy of self-renunciation asacomprehensiveethic.
As feminist thinkers and others have reminded us,
there areimportant matters at stake in when someone
cals another to self-renunciation. If someone in
power is speaking to someone who isrelatively pow-
erless, self-renunciation may well result, not in the
finding, but in the loss of the self. While | would
expect Murphy and Ellisto acknowledge this danger,
their account of self-renunciation needs to be more
finely-nuanced. Moreover, most systems of ethicsdo
not reduce the moral virtues to a single one. What
happens to other qualities of character in an ethic of

renunciation? Again, is self-renunciation sufficient
basisfor an ethic? Such one-dimensional ethicsoften
turn out to beincompl ete, thereby distorting therich-
ness and complexity of moral experience and reflec-
tion.

Such criticisms are, in the end, somewhat
misplaced, however, because the authors readily ac-
knowledge that any single chapter of the book de-
serves its own book-length treatment. Overall, one
must beimpressed withthe scopeand creativity of this
project, as well as the authors' willingness to go
against the grain of much post-modern thinking that
resists the kind of expansive and synthetic project in
which Murphy and Ellis engage.

Paul Lewis
lewis_pa@mercer.edu

Michael Oakeshott, Morality and Paliticsin Modern
Europe: The Harvard Lectures. Shirley Letwin, ed.
Introduction by Kenneth Minogue. New Haven: Yae
University Press, 1993. Pp. xii + 115. |SBN:0-300-
05644-3. $18, hard cover.

Thisbook consistsof eight lecturesdelivered
by Michael Oakeshott at Harvard University in April,
1958. Hewasthenin hisfiftiesand had occupied the
chair of Political Science at the London School of
Economicssince1951. Hewasal so, at thetime, editor
of the Cambridge Journal.

As a university lecturer, Oakeshott's ap-
proachwastypically to present histopicinitsdetailed
and elaborate cultural context, weaving subject and
related culture together within an equally exacting
theoretical framework. Those who have agonized
over Oakeshott’s more philosophical works, marked
by his proclivity for abstraction and his further pro-
clivity for “clarifying” hisabstractionswith still more
abstractions (which, to his thinking, are al realy
encounterswiththe* concrete”), will findrelief inthis
latest published addition to his more political/histori-
cal writings.
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Thisisnot to say that thislecture seriesdoes
not conform to hisusual style. It ischaracteristically
elaborate, detailed, and ordered by an encompassing
theoretical structure, but the concepts and ideas that
emerge are presented in avery tangible, often lively,
connecting narrative of persons and historical events
that take the reader on a very engaging and surpris-
ingly encompassing, nearly five-century, tour of chang-
ing moral beliefsin Europe and their political reper-
cussions.

In his early ground-breaking philosophical
work, Experience and Its Modes, Oakeshott estab-
lishes that the primary task of the philosopher is to
articulate the grand “whole of experience” by means
of clear definitionsin order to makethisexperience, as
it is refracted into the more limited and immediate
areas of human thought and practice, comprehensible
and orderly. Therefore, he devotes his first three
lecturestodi stingui shing such basi c conceptsas* gov-
ernment” and “poalitics,” “constitutional” versusnon-
constitutional societies, various types of political re-
flection, legality versus morality, “sovereignty,” the
“character” of apolitical society, and (drawing upon
both Aristotle and M ontesquieu) the specific types of
governments—definitionsthat heconsistently adheres
to throughout the rest of the lecture series. However,
these concepts are represented not as something dis-
tilled from the ethereal realms of abstraction, but as
major historical thinkers and events have presented
them to us.

The overall task that Oakeshott setsfor him-
self in Morality and Paliticsisto show how, over the
courseof modernity, the* morality of communal ties,”
which had been identifiable in Europe as early asthe
eleventh century, began by the sixteenth century to
give way successively to the“morality of individual-
ity” and, in reaction, eventually to the “morality of
collectivism.” Again, he is consistent with hisinsis-
tencein Experienceand ItsModesthat, sincewe have
no accessto any higher, least of all absolute, standard
by whichto evaluate moral val ues, the study of moral-
ity should be descriptive rather than prescriptive: it
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should analyze, without normatively assessing, moral
ideas as they are presented to us by history — merely
reporting the moral judgments that others have made
and showing how these might be“ explained” interms
of their social, economic, political, and historical
contexts.

Further breaking down the “individualist”
and “collectivist” moralities into their specific reli-
gious and secular expressions, and — still further —
“collectivist” morality into its “productivist” and
“distributionist” versions, Oakeshott devotesthefinal
fivelecturesto hisbreathtaking survey of thecontribu-
tionsto each of these“moralities’ by such thinkersas
Milton, Hobbes, Locke, Hume, Descartes, Francis
Bacon, Rousseau, Kant, Paine, Hegel, Bentham, Mill,
Adam Smith, William Petty, Robert Owen, St. Simon,
Marx, and by such moral/political movements as
those represented by the Calvinist communities in
Geneva, Basel, Bern, and Zurich, aswell asthe vari-
ous Puritan Millenarian sects, the French Philosophes
—and others.

For other authors, such an ambitious attempt
in the space of barely over one hundred pages would
probably end up reading like a set of CliffsNotes, but
—coming fromthealwaysfascinating mind of Michael
Oakeshott —thiswork represents adelightfully infor-
mative read.

Walter B. Mead
wbmead@ilstu.edu



Stephen Turner. Brains/Practices/Rel ativism: Social
Theory after Cognitive Science. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2002. Pp. ix + 214. 1SBN 0-226-
81740-7, $19 paper; ISBN 0-226-81739-3, $46 cloth.

Stephen Turner, graduate research professor
and chair of the Department of Philosophy at the
University of South Florida, is well known for his
writings on Max Weber and on socia philosophy, in
which field, to take one example, his The Social
Theory of Practices (1994 — see the review article by
Walter Gulick and response by Turner in TAD 25:1
[1998]) has stirred up agood deal of interest.

Brains/Practices/Relativism consists in es-
says of Turner that were, with one exception, pub-
lished between 1998 and 2001. Of histenessaysinthe
book, ninearesocial philosophical, theother being an
intellectual-historical account of sources and themes
of that fascinating thinker, Edward Shils. Tacit learn-
ing, social reality intheaccount of John Searle, rel ativ-
ism, and contextualismareamongthetopicsof Turner's
essaysin thiscollection.

The present review dissects Turner’s ideas
ondifferent dimensionsof practices, paying particular
attentionto his* Introduction’ wherein the bone struc-
ture of histhinking isto be found.

Turner suggests a number of distinct ques-
tionsconcerning practices. arepracticesteleological,
to what do they owe their continuity, do practices
involve composites (‘ ensembles’) of objects, if so, in
virtue of what ‘glue’ do the ensembles cohere, and do
the composites have psychological counterparts?

Having wrestled with it in hisbook of 1994,
Turner’ schief problem about practi cescontinuesto be
to identify the source of their unity. According to
‘collectivist’ theories, members of agroup, engaging
inthesamepractice, doso,immediately, on account of
their having mental contents in common, and, medi-
ately, invirtueof therebeing cultural objects(whether
traditions, presuppositions, frameworks) inwhichthe
commonmental contentsinsomesensepartake. Turner

citesMichael Dummet’ stheory thatinorder for people
to speak a language they need to have implicitly
grasped the principles governing its use.

A complex hypothesis of Turner, logically
adventitious to but informing a good dea of the
discussion in this book, turns on the connectionist
theory of thebrain. Contrastingto cognitivist accounts
of thebrainasamanipulator of symbols, connectionism
depictsthebrain asamultilayered neural network, the
units of each network consisting in simple processors
that activateor inhibit oneanother alongmyriadlinks.
The distinguished connectionist, Paul Churchland,
envisageshumanslearning within theconstraints, and
in response to the pressures, of experience. Experi-
ence, according to Churchland, alters the strength of
synapticconnections, witheachindividual agentbeing
affected differently and having a unique history of
learning.

Drawing from this theory, Turner explains
that such mental contents as rules of language, struc-
turesof conversation, and gesturesarelearnedthrough
connectionist habituation. Recurrence of certain of
theinputs(includingwords, and syntactical rules), and
thefact that groups of agents may receive many of the
sameinputs(asinschool classrooms), helpinexplain-
ing why it is that agents often have similar habits,
notwithstanding that each agent hasto useinterpreta-
tive skills so asto convert inputsinto personal mental
contents. Other inputs are non-explicit, with intelli-
gent problem-solving and emotional responses, for
example, being conditioned by tacit mechanisms.

Turner rejectscollectivism: tacit mental con-
tentsand practices do not consist in agroup of practi-
tioners possessing a collective object. There is no
means by which acollective object could be mentally
acquired by agents, no mechanism such as could
ensure that agents shared the same rules, presupposi-
tions, or thesamepractice. Noneof thesethings, sofar
asTurner isconcerned, existsautonomously, over and
abovetheprimal processof habituationby connectionist
learning. (Neither in this book, nor in that of 1994,
does Turner discuss Karl Popper’s theory of objec-
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tively existing knowledge, the content of which Popper
denominated as World 3. 1t would be of interest to
have Turner's assessment of Popper’s theory of au-
tonomous cultural objects.)

The items that Turner subsumes under the
classof ‘practices’ are nothing if not diverse. Turner
suggeststhat concepts of practicesareroughly distin-
guishableintofour types. Of particularimportancefor
Turner isthe class of concepts of practices as social-
and-cognitive (Turner citessuch notionsasparadigm,
worldview, presupposition, structureof meaning, tacit
knowledge). Thereare, aswell, concepts of practices
as social-and-subcognitive (the notions of skill, habi-
tus, mores, form of life, tradition as conceived of by
Oakeshott and Shils respectively). As well, Turner
dividesconceptsof practicesasnonsocial betweenthe
cognitive and the subcognitive.

The devil’s advocate might ask whether
worldviews, for example (or the likes of presupposi-
tions or tacit knowledge) are practices per se, as
Turner suggests. Perhaps some of them are. But
identity is not the only imaginable relation between
worldviews and practices. Worldviewsmight under-
lie and influence practices; different practices might
arise in the context of a single worldview (or on the
basi sof thesameset of presuppositions). A worldview
may not give riseto, or be coupled with, any practice
(as with atomism and heliocentricism in the ancient
world), or aworldview might outlive a practice(s) to
becomeamereobject of intell ectual -historical curios-
ity (e.g. ‘thegreat chain of being’ asstudied by A. O.
Lovejoy, E.M.W.Tillyard, and others). Furthermore,
each of what Turner regards as a concept of practice
(presuppositions, tacit knowledge, skills, traditions)
may in fact refer to parts, intimately interrelated, of a
practice, with Kuhn’ sparadigmsasthe complex disci-
plinary matrixes of ‘normal science’ being acasein
point. Sothe conceptsof ‘practices’ that Turner cites
may relate to practices, and to one another, in very
different ways. |Isan abstract study of practices such
as we find in Braing/Practices/Relativism (and in
Turner’s The Social Theory of Practices) able to do
justicenot only to these criss-crossrel ations but to the
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considerable differences of substance, method and
aimthat exist betweentheplethoraof practices(specu-
lativephysics, engineering, archaeology, horticulture,
scul pture, wine production, etc.)?

Written by a scholar of impressive learning
and extensive interests, Brains/Practices/Relativism
isrecommended by thisreviewer toanyonewhowishes,
not somuchto beintroducedtobut, at amoreadvanced
level, to becomebetter informed on recent thinking on
social ontology and epistemology.

Struan Jacobs
swjacobs@deakin.edu.au

Electronic Discussion List

ThePolanyi Society supportsan electronicdis-
cussion groupthat explor esimplicationsof thethought
of Michael Polanyi. Anyoneinterested can join. TO
join your self, go to thefollowing address: http:/
[groups.yahoo.com/gr oup/polanyi_list/join If
you havedifficulty, send an e-mal to Phil M ullins
(mullins@mwsc.edu) and someone will see that
you are added to thelist..










