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J. Wentzel Van Huyssteen, Alone in the World? Hu-
man Uniqueness in Science and Theology. Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006. Pp. 347 +xviii. $49.95hb.
| SBN 0-8028-32466.

Consider this quotation: “The devel opment
of apostfoundationalist notion of rationality helpedme
move beyond any position that would want to regard
either scienceor theol ogy asasuperior formof rational
thinking” (xiv). Or this; “On this postfoundationalist
view embodied persons, and not abstract beliefs, should
be seen as the locus of rationality. We, as rational
agents, arethus always socially and contextually em-
bedded. Moreover, it isas embodied rational agents
that we perform rationally by making informed and
responsiblejudgmentsin very specific personal, com-
munal, but al so disciplinary andinterdisciplinary con-
texts’ (10). Thesethoughtful presuppositionsWentzel
VanHuyssteenbringstothese Gifford L ecturesof 2004
wouldbehighly sympatheti ctoany follower of Michael
Polanyi’ s philosophical perspective. Van Huyssteen
makesclear hisindebtednessto Polanyi, amongothers,
for hisroleinarticulating apostfoundati onalist episte-
mology. “Onan epistemological level thismodernist
mode of inquiry was definitively dealt with first by
Michael Polanyi, then by Thomas Kuhn, and post-
Kuhn by variousstrandsof postmodern science. What
this move has made increasingly clear is that all our
inquiry, whether scientific or theological, is highly
contextual and already presupposes aparticular theo-
retical, doctrinal, or personal stanceand commitment”
(56).

Given this beginning point congenia to
Polanyians, where does VVan Huyssteen take his in-
quiry? Whatishisgoal, and doesheaccomplishhisaim
successfully? The author’s aim is to carry out an
interdisciplinary inquiry intothenatureof humanunique-
ness, an inquiry in which evolutionary epistemology,
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palecanthropology, and the Christian notion of hu-
mans as the bearers of the imago dei are brought into
productive interchange. The book features glorious
illustrations of Paleolithic cave paintings from such
sitesasl ascaux, Gargas, and Cougnac. VanHuyssteen
includes ideas from an impressively wide range of
thinkers. Thisisaneruditework thatiscarried outwith
a high degree of self conscious construction.

Unfortunately, some of the book’ s strengths
just alluded to turn out also to be weaknesses. Too
often the various writers' views are strung together
without being integrated in any consistent way into
Van Huyssteen's own explicit perspective. This is
understandable when one considers that party to the
conversation are people as diverse as Karl Barth,
Pascal Boyer, Jean-Paul Sartre, Jurgen M oltmann, Karl
Popper, Alasdair Macintyre, AbrahamHeschel, Charles
Darwin, Gerhardvan Rad, ThomasHuxley, Augustine,
and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. But something other
than wide diversity of views is at work here. Van
Huyssteen borrowsfrom Calvin Schrag the metaphor
of transversality, by which he means* a performative
praxis where our multiple beliefs and practices, our
habits of thought and attitudes, our prejudices and
assessments, converge” (21). 1'd be hard pressed to
explain how the language of “transversal” represents
animprovement over “comparative.” However, Schrag
helpfully infuses his notion of transversality with an
embodied, tacit dimension so that “existential dwell-
ings rather than dead frames of reference” (22) are
brought into juxtaposition. Van Huyssteen holds out
thehopefor cross-disciplinary integration asaproduct
of transversal dialogue, but he also states, “This
postfoundationalist approachtointerdisciplinarity also
reveal edinterdisciplinary reflectionasnonhierarchical
because no one disciplinary voice, and no one set of
judgments, practices, or principles, will beabletoclaim
absolute priority over, or be foundational for, any
other” (41). Intruly open interdisciplinary dialogue,
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should one not be open to discovery of prioritiesif not
foundations? In practice, Van Huyssteen's theologi-
cal commitments never really seem open to question,
and the various disciplines and voices brought into
conversation never quite gel into any more inclusive
vision.

The extreme self consciousness Van
Huyssteen brings to the work means that he tends to
tell youwhat heisgoing to do several times, tellsyou
that heisdoingit, and then tellsyou what he has done
a number of times. In short, the writing is highly
repetitive. No doubt the redundancy is partialy a
reflection of the need of a speaker to remind hisaudi-
ence, some of whom will have attended only one
lecture, what he is up to. But a book is a different
creature than a series of lectures, and thisbook would
benefit from some serious editing.

Apart from such stylistic complaints, what
doesthebook accomplish substantively? | amgrateful
for having been introduced to a number of thinkers|
had not encountered before. | found the thesis devel-
oped by David Lewis-Williamsthat some of the cave
drawings are best explained in terms of shamanistic
ritual and out of body experiencesintriguingif notfully
convincing.
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MalcolmGladwell, Blink: ThePower of Thinking With-
out Thinking. New Y ork and Boston: Little, Brownand
Company, 2005. Pp. 277. ISBN 0-316-17232-4.$25.95.

In Blink, Malcolm Gladwell, the author of
Tipping Point and a staff writer for the New Y orker,
arguesthat our tacit powers of knowing (a) work fast,
(b) canbemorerdiablethanexplicitanaysis, but(c) can
seriously mislead us. Gladwell never refersto Polanyi,
nor doesheexplicitly writeof “tacitknowledge.” This
review, however, isan explicitly Polanyian reading of
Blink.

Hebeginswithreflectionson “the statuethat
didn’tlookright.” In September of 1983, thepeoplewho
rantheJ. Paul Getty Museumin Californiaweretrying
to decide whether or not to buy an almost perfectly
preserved statue of a young nude male. It was pre-
sented to them as an example of the type of statue
known asakour os, dating from about thesixth century
BCE. Scientific analyses of the statue satisfied the
museum official sthat thestaturewasgenuine, but they
hesitated because many of the art historians and col-
lectors, upon seeing the statue, had immediate nega-
tivereactions. They could not specify their reasons,,
other than to say that somehow, it just “didn’t look
right.” It turned out that these “gut reactions’ were
rightonthemoney. “Inthefirst two secondsof looking
—inasingleglance—they wereabletounderstand more
about the essence of the statue than the team at the
Getty was able to understand after fourteen months’

®).

In Polanyian terms, this is an example of
“connoisseurship,” which isakind of skill, acquired
only by long experience, usually under theguidanceof
one who has already mastered the skill.

Connoisseurship, like skill, can be
communicated only by example, not
by precept. To become an expert
wine-taster, toacquireaknowledge
of innumerable different blends of
teaor betrained asamedical diag-
nostician, you must go through a
long courseof experienceunder the
guidance of amaster (PK 54).

The reason the art historians were unable to say why
thekourosdidn’tlook right was, in Polanyi’ slanguage,
that they had only subsidiary awarenessof the particu-
lar details which came together to produce their
strongly negative reactions. They knew more than

they could say.

Blinkisfull of examplesof tacitknowing, with
an emphasis upon the speed withwhich it takes place.
Polanyi drew upon the psychological research of his
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day, particularly in Gestalt psychology. Gladwell draws
upon more recent findings in cognitive psychology.
Herefersto studies of “fast and frugal” knowing, and
of the" adaptiveunconscious’ (256). And, likePolanyi,
Gladwell emphasizes the vital importance of relying
upon these powers of knowing, even thought we
cannot specify just how they lead us to our snap
judgments and decisions. And, aso like Polanyi,
Gladwell recogni zesthat thesetacit powersof knowing
sometimeslead usastray. Wehavetotrust knowledge
that might be mistaken.

Gladwell discusses mistaken fast and frugal
knowing in his third chapter, entitled “The Warren
Harding Error: Why WeFall For Tall, Dark, and Hand-
some Men.” Histopic in this chapter is unconscious
bias. Unconscious biases work in favor of men, like
Harding, who looked presidential in spite of their lack
of talent for the job. They work against African
Americans, who suffer from unconscious discrimina-
tionevenonthepart of peoplewho aredeeply commit-
tedtoequality andracial justice. “ Taking rapid cogni-
tion seriously — acknowledging theincredible power,
for good andill, that firstimpressionsplay inour lives
— requires that we take active steps to manage and
control thoseimpressions® (97-98).

In the next three chapters, Gladwell givesa
number of examplesof how peopleindifferent areasof
life have taken active steps, not just to “manage and
control” fast and frugal knowing, but tofacilitateit. A
successful battlefield commander triesto be“in com-
mand” by establishing battlefield strategy but “out of
control” of the soldiers being supervised — they need
to improvise on the scene without waiting for orders
fromabove (118). Animprovisational comedy group
creates a script and a plot on stage by accepting
everything each actor does. A manager of an emer-
gency room improves diagnoses of heart attacks by
cutting down ontheamount of information ER doctors
have to take into account. Women break into sym-
phony orchestras in significant numbers only after
auditions begin to take place behind screens. The
screens prevent those who are selecting candidates
from“listening with their eyes.”
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Gladwell argues that explicit knowledge is
valuable. He relies heavily upon explicitly stated
theories and hypotheses in cognitive psychology.
Thesebecomemost valuable, however, whenthey are
allowed to become the background for insights that
comeintheblink of aneye. Moreover, whentheresults
of these insights can be stated, they can, in turn,
become part of the theoretical background for new
insights. Without ever referring to Polanyi, Gladwell
both confirms basic principles of Polanyi’stheory of
knowing, and pointsto waysin which that theory can
bedevelopedinthelight of recent findingsincognitive

psychology.
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