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In this interview, Paul Knepper, Senior Lecturer, Department of Sociological Studies, University of
Sheffield, and Research Fellow, Centre for Jewish Sudies, University of Manchester and one of the only
scholars to take an interest in Michael Polanyi’s links to Judaism, responds to questions about this topic
posed by Tradition and Discovery editor Phil Mullins.

Phil Mullins: Asyou have pointed out, Polanyi’ s Jewish background has been relegated to a footnote in most
Polanyi scholarship. Thereisvirtually a cottageindustry devoted to discussing Polanyi’ sexposureto, interest
in, and appropriation of Christianity, but no scholar that | am aware of before you has looked seriously at
Polanyi’s debt to Judaism. | gather that you see Polanyi asin some ways a typical Jewish intellectual from
Central Europe living through the dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. That is, several of Polanyi’s
ideas and attitudes are rooted in his early life as a nonobservant Jew from Budapest who faced the great
changes in Europe in the first half of the twentieth century.

Paul Knepper: Yes, | think Polanyi’s Jewish background is important for understanding his philosophical
outlook. Hisbackground aswell as his experience as an émigré during the Second World War isimportant.

Jewish identity had become rather complicated for Central European Jewish intellectuals before the
First World War. The educated and affluent Jews of Budapest, Vienna, and Prague, all part of the empire of
Austria-Hungary, were caught between ethnic, religious, political and nationalist loyalties. Franz Kafka, for
example, who was born in Prague, was anon-religious Jew caught between German and Czech identities. He
resolved thisin practical termsby identifying with German-speakersin Prague. Although, asKafkaexpressed
through various literary works, he had considerable anxiety about where and to whom he belonged.

Polanyi followed a similar strategy. He admired Germany--Germany’ s scientific and technological
achievements--and having acquired his post at one of the Kaiser Wilhelm institutes, identified quite strongly
with German culture. Sostrongly, infact, that he did not want to leave even asHitler was making hisintentions
clear. Hergjected thefirst offer he received from the University of Manchester.

What | argueisthat Polanyi’ swork also reflects his status as a Jewish intellectual, particularly in his
theory of scientificknowledge. Heenvisionsacommunity of scientistsat work; individual sengage oneanother
and rely on one another. This puts the scientist on the verge of discovery in a curious position; he or sheis
part of the group and yet no longer part of thegroup. This, | would argue, reflects Polanyi’ s own position with
regard to other Jews. AsaJew who had been baptized, he was part of the Jewish community and yet not part
of it. Essentialy, thisisavariation of an argument Malachi Hacohen makes about Karl Popper. Popper, like
Polanyi, clung to avision of a“republic of science” in which those committed to finding the truth experienced
asense of community, ascientific community inwhich membership wasnot determined by religious, political,
ethnic or national status.

Or, letmeputit thisway. What wasmoresignificant to Polanyi’ s philosophy asexpressed in Personal
Knowledge: his Catholic baptism in 1919 or hisleaving Germany as a Jewish scientist in 19337 | think it's
difficult to arguethat baptism made much of adifference. It wasoneday inthe courseof hiscareer asaGerman
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scientist and hesaysasmuchinhisletter toaCatholic correspondent. But leaving Germany asaJew wasamajor
moment; it wastheturning point really. During the 1930swhen helecturesopenly in Manchester and Liverpool
about Jewish identity, his interests shift from practicing science to thinking about the place of scientific
knowledgein society. Hestopswriting in German and writesin English. Heidentifieswith Britain; no longer
ascientist, nolonger German.

Phil Mullins: When Polany came to Manchester in 1933, he soon came into contact with what you termed in
your TAD article “ Manchester Zionists’ and more generally with Anglo Judaism.* Louis Namier was a
Manchester colleague and friend but one whose views he did not share. Polanyi gave a few speeches and
eventually published the 1943 article “ Jewish Problems’ 2 which articulates criticisms of Judaism and
Zionism. Put rather directly, you argue that Polanyi lacked firsthand knowledge of Jewish culture and his
criticisms often are based largely on stereotypes of Eastern Judaism which he likely picked up in early
schooling.

Paul Knepper: Let me answer your question in reverse order; | will speak to Polanyi’s comments about
Judaism first. Itisclear from Polanyi’swork that he does not make use of concepts from Judaism as he does
from Christianity. As Martin Moleski pointed out in an email message to me, he does not quote from the
Talmud or use Hebrew expressions. Further, when Polanyi does talk about Jewry, he does so with acertain
detachment. He says that he is not attracted to Judaism and makes a number of negative comments about
religious Jews.

Thisis, as| explainin the Philosophy of the Social Sciencesarticle, not unusual for affluent European
Jews.® AcrossEuropean cities, acculturated, bourgeois Jewswere embarrassed by the appearance of Jewsfrom
the Pale of Settlement who began migrating into European citiesafter 1881. For Jewswho thought themselves
secure in their national homes, the arrival of desperately poor Jews from rural areas was unsettling. When
| read Polanyi’ scommentsabout Jews, | hear thevoiceof asecular Jew fromaweal thy areaof Budapest annoyed
by the links the new arrivals made between Jewish identity and religious practise Polanyi regarded as nothing
short of superstition.

It is important to understand where Polanyi is coming from when he rejects Judaism. He is not
speaking as someone who attended synagogue, underwent the course of study for bar mitzvah, lit Hanukkah
candles at home every year, and so on. He never really experienced Jewish life. What he knows, he knows
from adistance, and | surmise that some of his attitude comes from his second-hand knowledge. This point
was suggested to me by Sheldon Richmond. At gymnasiums of the sort Polanyi attended, the practise was to
separate Jewish students for religious training. A rabbi appeared for an hour or so during the week to give
instruction. This, | think, is the perfect formula for acquiring a cynical attitude.

| am even more convinced of this after researching the reaction of Britain’s Jews to new arrivalsin
thelate nineteenth and early twentieth century. Anglo-Jewry, comprised of London’ sleading Jewish families
such asthe Rothschilds and Montefiores, were embarrassed by Russian Jews arriving in London. They feared
that the antisemitism directed at these new arrival s—there were accusations of pauperism, sweat-shop labour,
and criminality—would set back the position of Jewsin Britain. So, they embarked on a campaign to make
Russian Jews respectable by encouraging them to wear English clothing, stop speaking Yiddish, and pursue
liberal forms of Judaism.
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Zionism—the other part of your question—is interesting because Polanyi, who claims to be
indifferent to Jewishidentity, feelscompelled towriteabout it. Oncein Manchester, Polanyi encountersLewis
Namier, who like Polanyi isa Jew who expressed affinity for Britain and Christianity. Namier arguesthat the
founding of aJewish stateisthe solutiontothe* problem” of European Jews and worksto establish themodern
state of Israel. Namier had a gift for annoying people in his advocacy and he managed to annoy Polanyi to
the extent that Polanyi writes an article in response, the article we know as “ Jewish Problems.”

What Polanyi does in this article is fascinating, and revealing, because he does not address the
contemporary scene. He does not talk about violence against Jews in Palestine nor that of Hitler's Germany;
he doesn’t talk about what British policy should be, nor realy, what the position of Jewsin England should
be (whether to continue to boycott German goods or something more/else). Instead, he talks about medieval
Jews and rabbis. He talks about Jewish intellectuals before the First World War, about the Austrian socialist
party; he worries about how Namier’s argument sounds to British ears and expresses his own thoughts about
Jewish identity. | suppose what | find most interesting about thisis Polanyi’s reflections on his own status.
He expresses some bitterness about being taken as an apostate by Jewish leaders and, in the same pages, talks
about feeling guilty for allowing himself to be taken as a non-Jew by British people.

So, one could say that Polanyi lived outside the Jewish community and that his Jewish status was
irrelevant. But thiswould be amistake. Polanyi himself claimsthis but his Jewish identity kept intruding—
his choice of study as a university student (medicine), his departure from Germany, his debate with Zionists.

Phil Mullins: In the same year “ Jewish Problems’ appeared, Polanyi published “ The English and the
Continent.” * Thiswasthearticle a few Moot members saw and it led to an invitation from Oldhamto Polanyi
to join the Moot. Although the Moot was a Christian group, there were a few secular Jews in it, including
Mannheim. The Moot wasfocused on how somekind of order, a“ Christian Order” to some, wasto berestored
after thewar. Polanyi at times expressed discomfort with the Christian aspect of the Moot, but he clearly
admired the English tradition, as he discusses in “ The English and the Continent.” So, on the one hand, he
seems to have been dismissive of Judaism and its traditions, and on the other, he seemsto be discovering the
importance of tradition for his philosophy of science and his vision of the liberal society. This strikes me as
somewhat ironic.

Paul Knepper: Youraisetwo points| think | can comment on. Polanyi thought, along with anumber of others,
that individual nations in Europe would give way after the Second World War to a kind of European
commonweal th (and the European Union asweseeit today reflectsapolitical processthat beganinthisperiod).
Inthefinal paragraphs of “ Jewish Problems,” Polanyi refersto thisasafusion of Jewish and Christian ideals
as had existed in the first century. Thisidea may have come from his experience with the Moot. So far as|
know, he does not raisethisideain any of hisother work, published or unpublished. When | first came across
this, it struck me as quite an extraordinary statement, but since then, | have come across other Jewsin Britain
who pursued asimilar line. In the decades before the First World War, Claude G. Montefiore, afounder of
the Jewish Religious Union, promoted a syncretistic Judaism in response to his perception of rising unbelief
in British society. Hefeared that Jews assimilating into British society would abandon the religiouslife, and
sought to create a more satisfying version of Judaism by introducing aspects of Christianity.

Your point about tradition is evocative. Tradition is important to Polanyi’s thinking about the
production of scientific knowledge. He admired the British tradition, including the Protestant aspect. | believe
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he makes the remark in the “English Tradition” essay about the British stopping trains and buses on Sundays
asif no one would be going anyplace other than church. Had Polanyi explored Jewish tradition—the prayers
said in synagogue, observancesin the home surrounding Shabbat, practices surrounding Pesach, Y om Kippur
on so on, he might have felt the same way. But of course he didn’t explore Jewish tradition.
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Paul Lewisand Walter Gulick summarize and eval uate Mark Micthell’ s new book, Michael Polanyi: The Art
of Knowing, and Mitchell responds to their comments in this symposium article.

|. Mark Mitchell’sNew Introduction to Polanyi
Paul Lewis

In this book, Mark Mitchell, Assistant Professor of Government at Patrick Henry College, provides
a thorough-yet-concise and exceptionally lucid introduction to the thought of Michael Polanyi. Tacitly
organizing his treatment into three parts, Mitchell begins with a brief biography of Polanyi (Chapter One).
Mitchell then moves to a summary of Polanyi’s emerging philosophy that roughly follows its chronological
development. Mitchell first treats Polanyi’ searly writings on economics, science, and politics (Chapter Two)
then turns to an extended discussion of his epistemology (Chapter Three) before concluding this de facto
section of the book by examining how Polanyi extrapolates from this epistemology to explore matters of
meaning, morality, and religion (Chapter Four). Mitchell concludeswith an examination of Polanyi’slegacy
by comparing hiswork with that of philosophers Michael Oakeshott, Eric Voegelin, and Alasdair Maclntyre.

The portrait of Polanyi that emerges from Mitchell’s treatment is that of a person whose work is
passionately motivated by amoral concern to which he creatively responds by seeking a via media between
the dichotomies offered by modern thought. While Polanyi himself talks most about intellectual passions,
Mitchell effectively highlights the profoundly moral passion that drives Polanyi’s work, i.e., his perception
of what one might call the bi-polar character of the twentieth-century West. On the one hand, that century
witnessed advances in the sciences and technol ogy that brought about both significant and real gains. On the
other hand, thetwentieth century also saw anincreasein the destructive capacities of the West, largely because
these endeavorshad become de-coupled fromthemoral and spiritual resourcesthat could have kept them under
tighter control (ix-xi). Polanyi’s term for this phenomenon is moral inversion, which he sees as the legacy
of a perfectionism bequeathed to the West from Christianity that remains deeply engrained in the West's
collective psyche, at the same time that society is |eft rootless by a pervasive moral skepticism (54-55).

Polanyi’s quest to recover amoral grounding for human projects leads him to take the middle path
invirtualy all of the dimensions of life he examines. In hiseconomic writings, Polanyi devel ops anotion of
polycentricity that allows him to diffuse debates between laissez-fair capitalists and advocates of central
planning by largely synthesi zing K eynesi an economicson tax policy withaform of monetarismthat eventually
mergesinto public awarenessthrough thework of Milton Friedman (28). Inhisaccount of how scienceworks,
Polanyi findsaway to honor both modernity’ s hard-won commitment to freedom of inquiry and the emphasis
that older western traditions place on authority. Polanyi does this by demonstrating how, in science,
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“individual freedom [of inquiry] isrestrained by an authority that is created by the practitioners themsel ves”
out of ashared commitment to transcendent i deal S'ends (50, emphasis added). With regard to palitics, Polanyi
argues that the cause of the twentieth century’s moral inversion is the development of a view of knowledge
that denies the reality of moral truth (52). His solution is therefore to develop a new understanding of
knowledge that can support the liberty necessary for human flourishing.

Polanyi’ s epistemol ogy, nascent in these early writings, comesto full flower in Personal Knowledge
and The Tacit Dimension. Mitchell ably summarizes Polanyi’ s epistemology by saying, “ Personal knowledge
is a passionate commitment to universal truth made by limited, fallible knowers who strive to make contact
with a hidden, indeterminate reality and embrace their findings with universal intent” (103). He argues that
Polanyi’s account of knowing successfully steers a course between the temptations of subjectivism and
objectivism by affirming that the knower actively participates in knowing things that have an objective
character. According to Polanyi, the knower, fully embedded in multiple levels of existence (body, language,
culture, history, personal capacities[76, 85-90]), actively participatesin knowing viatacitly integrating clues
into alarger whole (70) on the basis of arange of passionate commitments (to aframework, to universal intent,
and to belief in the existence of reality [91-95]). What is known therefore has a personal character because
of the knower’s active integration of clues. What is known also has an objective character because it is
responsive to contact with reality. Such knowledgeisnever final, however, for contact with reality isgradual
and reality can manifest itself in indefinite and not-entirely-predictable ways (83). This means that while
knowing necessarily isembedded in atradition, that traditionisfluid and living, what Mitchell terms* dynamic
orthodoxy” (67).

Animplication of this theory of knowing is that what isrea cannot, indeed must not, be limited to
what is tangible. Indeed, Polanyi argues that intangibles, such as freedom, are not merely subjective
preferences but things that are most real. At this point, Mitchell discusses Polanyi’s understanding of how
comprehensive wholes (whether aperson or awork of prose) are comprised of multiplelevelsrelated through
acomplex set of boundary conditions that allow for dual control (109-110). Just asthe meaning of aliterary
work, arguably its most important quality, arises out of various tacit integrations, so too do intangibles like
freedom. These become most real, according to Mitchell, because they “ promise awider range of unexpected
future manifestations” (112). Polanyi thus finds away to bring together another set of terms that modernity
had split asunder, i.e., facts and values.

Thisway of construing meaning also has implications for morality and religion. Recognizing that
Polanyi never developed a moral theory, Mitchell suggests that moral ideals would be seen in a Polanyian
perspective asthe product of tacit integrationsthat are used subsidiarily in reflection and that moral knowledge
islearned, like all knowledge, under the tutelage of a teacher who is part of a community that adheres to a
tradition (114-117). A Polanyian account of mora knowing would therefore chart a path between moral
objectivism and emativism, for the same reasons that Polanyi’s epistemology overcomes the splits between
subyjective/objectiveand facts/values. Withregardto religion, Polanyi’ stheory of knowing promisesto provide
away to bridgethe gap between faith and reason (aswell asscienceand religion), sincefaith, of asort, iscentral
to all knowing (128-132).

Mitchell’s concluding treatment of Polanyi’s legacy fallsinto two parts. In the first, he identifies
thinkers with whom Polanyi’ swork shares some affinities. Oakeshott and Polanyi share a sense of the means
by which knowledgeis gained and a sense that the problem with politicsis amisguided epistemol ogy, despite
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that fact that Oakeshott remains somewhat skeptical of Polanyi (142-144). Polanyi and V oegelin sharesimilar
concerns about the dangers of radical skepticism coupled with moral perfectionism (although articulated
differently), the place of faithin knowing, and acommitment to realism (149-154). Maclntyre, who belatedly
comes to appreciate Polanyi, shares with Polanyi a desire to overcome the false dichotomies offered by
modernity and recover ameaningful basis for moral and theological discourse (157-162). In the second part
of hisconclusion, Mitchell looksbeyond affinitieswith other thinkersto the continuing timeliness of Polanyi’'s
work. AsMitchell tellsit, while the drive for perfectionism has been replaced by a hedonism that resultsin
a rootless consumerism (162-165), religious and moral skepticism remain rampant today (162). Thus
Polanyi’ s contention that the liberty necessary for human flourishing must serve transcendent ideals remains
astimely as ever. Moreover, Mitchell asserts that Polanyi’s commitment to realism, the fiduciary character
of knowing, and the rootedness of all knowing provide a better way to talk about moral and spiritual truths
than post-modern aternatives (165-168).

Asanintroductionto Polanyi’ sthought Mitchell’ swork surpasses anything in recent memory. While
this book necessarily lacks the detail of the Polanyi biography by Bill Scott and Marty Moleski, or the
constructive appropriation of Polanyi by Esther Meek, it does an excellent job of clearly expositing/
summarizing major themes that reflect both the breadth of Polanyi’s writings from economicsto religion, as
well as the center that unites hiswork, i.e., his theory of tacit knowing. The biographical chapter concisely
puts a human face on this thinker who both biographically and philosophically crossed so many boundaries.
If thereis onething that might be emphasized more, it is how Polanyi’ s experience as ascientist served asthe
paradigm for all human knowing. Nevertheless, this book provides an overview of Polanyi’s work that is
indispensable for newcomers.

When the book moves beyond exposition, however, it becomes less satisfying, for it oversmplifies
some important interpretive issues. | highlight three: debates over Polanyi’s realism, debates about his
religious convictions, and his relationships with his philosophical peers. Apart from a terse footnote that
acknowledges that Polanyi’ s realismis a contested issue, Mitchell treatsit as a settled topic. Onewishesthat
Mitchell had given more a detailed account of where the fault lineslie and why he interprets Polanyi the way
hedoes. Mitchell doesabetter job with the contested matter of Polanyi’ sreligiousconvictions. Thereat least,
Mitchell not only acknowledges the conflict between interpreters, but also recounts some of the conflicting
evidence (117-122). His treatment again remains incomplete, however, for this time, Mitchell is curiously
content not to take a stand concerning what Polanyi’s religious convictions were. One would also like for
Mitchell to say more about what isto belearned from the juxtapositions of Polanyi with Oakeshott, VV oegelin,
and Macintyre. Isit simply that good minds run along similar trajectories (which would seem to be the main
insight to be gleaned)? For example, Mitchell interestingly attributes any disagreements between Oakeshott
and Polanyi to the differences between an idealistic skeptic and a realistic post-critical thinker (142). One
wonders, however, what that impasse suggests for waysto movebeyondit. EachtimeMitchell relates Polanyi
to a contemporary thinker, he emphasizes the similarities between them and Polanyi, leaving differences
unexplored, thereby foreclosing the possibility of learning from these other interlocutors.

In sum, the book is strongest when it offers an exposition of Polanyi’s thought and weaker when it
broachesinterpretativeissues. Nevertheless, sincethe primary purpose of the book appearsto beto introduce
Polanyi to those who do not know hiswork, it should betreated asasuccess. Thosewho areinclined to pursue
Polanyi further will still learn at least some of the issuesyet to be resolved. They will also be better equipped
to form their own tacit integrations from the clues ably provided here.
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II. Polanyi as a Palitical and Economic Thinker:

Mark Mitchell’s Account
Walter Gulick

While by now there are quite anumber of books on Michael Polanyi’ sthought, no other introductory
survey isquite asfirmly rooted in Polanyi’ s political and economic thought as Mitchell’ swork is. Given that
Mitchell is an Assistant Professor of Government, this sort of emphasis is not surprising. The concluding
sentence of Mitchell’s Preface captures well his overriding aim in discussing Polanyi’s thought: “Polanyi
should be understood as a political philosopher who rightly grasped that liberty depends on resources beyond
politics” (xiii). That is, Polanyi’s notions of personal knowledge and the tacit dimension, the centerpieces of
much attention to Polanyi’s thought, are seen by Mitchell as contributors to the social cohesion that makes
liberty possible and meaningful. Tradition, the authority of a master, and commitment to the reality of moral
and spiritual idealsare among the other contributorsto meaningful social existence sheltering personal liberty
that Mitchell highlights.

These introductory comments should not be taken to mean that Mitchell slights the epistemol ogical
or ontological dimensions of Polanyi’'s thought. Indeed, exposition of this dimension of Polanyi’s thought
forms the heart of the book. However, Mitchell is keen on tying the Polanyian revolution in knowing to the
concern for freedom of conscience and avoidance of political chaosthat motivated Polanyi’ sturnfrom science
to economic and social theory. Thus right after Mitchell begins his work with a fine chapter succinctly
describing the broad contours of Polanyi’ slife, heturnsto the social and economic concernsthat increasingly
captivated Polanyi in the thirties and forties. And he concludes his study with a chapter long comparison
between Polanyi’s ideas and the thought of three political philosophers of the twentieth century, Michael
Oakeshott, Eric Voegelin, and Alasdair Maclntyre. Political philosophy isof central importancein Mitchell’s
study of Polanyi.

One of the chief virtues of Mitchell’sbook isthat it is concise and clearly written. In contrast to the
struggle Polanyi sometimes had to make hisideas intelligible, Mitchell’ s proseis lucid — sometimes so clear
asto obscure Polanyi’ s sensitivity to the struggle involved in discovery, therisk involved in commitment, and
the feeling and passion animating our tacit impulses. | do not mean to suggest Mitchell’s approach is less
profound than Polanyi’s, but merely to note that there is a very different feeling tone involved in reading
Polanyi than there isin reading Mitchell. Focal clarity predominates in this biography of ideas, whereas in
reading Polanyi one sometimesfeelsthat not only isthetacit dimension discussed, oneisimmersedinit. And
out of thisimmersion sometimes Polanyi’s prose soars to majestic and unforgettable heights rarely found in
any philosopher’s writing.

Chapter One, in which Mitchell introduces the reader to Polanyi’ s life and accomplishments, gives
the reader some general idea about Polanyi’swork in physical chemistry, but thisis not the book to turnto if
one wants to learn about Polanyi the scientist. In afairly lengthy section in his second chapter, Mitchell
describes Polanyi’s notion of science as “the open-ended attempt to understand reality” (43), yet it is the
constraints on the open-ended search that loom largest in his account: the dependence on professional tradition
and authority within the scientific community, belief in transcendent ideals that safeguard scientists from
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internal or external tyranny, and submissionto self-set rulesof procedure and adjudication. Scienceinitsbroad
role as a model of thought and procedure is highlighted in this account.

So how does Mitchell frame his discussion of the significance of Polanyi’s social and political
thought? He appeals to Polanyi’s account of moral inversion and then characterizes “the twentieth century
as the bloodiest period of utopian political experimentation the world has ever witnessed” (xi). Certainly
Polanyi wanted to account for the savage tragedies of the twentieth century, and he was no fan of utopias, but
with theexception of the earliest phase of Lenin’ sRussia, | doubt that he seesthe century’ smiseriesasderiving
so starkly from the pursuit of utopias. The extreme slaughter of the world wars and communist control was
carried out by power hungry manipulators of ideology and resentment — Hitler, Stalin, Mussolini —rather than
by personswith utopian visions. The demonic climax of utopian thought seemsrather to have occurred asthe
French Revol utionunfurled asan expression of Enlightenment thought. Indeed, Mitchell notes(53) that Polanyi
saw the French Revolution as that turning point in history where reliance on tradition and authority was
overturned and replaced by a passionate desire to improve society. What Mitchell does not make sufficiently
clear isthat Polanyi affirmed the liberal spirit derived from the Enlightenment that Europe enjoyed in the late
nineteenth century even as he argued for the importance of tradition and authority.

In the book’ s central chapter on tacit knowing, Mitchell’ s usual sure-footed exposition occasionally
falters. He claimsthat “the tacit dimension of knowing consistsin an integration of two mutually exclusive
elements — the subsidiary and the focal” (76, see also 110 for a similar problematic claim with respect to
comprehensiveentities). No, itistheintegration of subsidiariesthat formsthefocal. After correctly noting that
integrated particulars become morethan the sum of their parts, he states, “ Theresulting Gestalten, if integrated
successfully, areentitiesmorereal than the particulars of which they are composed” (84). Thisisoften but not
necessarily thecase, for thecriterion of greater reality isthat an entity hasricher manifestationsinthefuturethan
itsalternativeentities. Theforceful membersof acommitteemay haveafar greater impact inthefuturethanthe
committeeof whichthey areintegrated members. Similarly, Mitchell’ sshorthand summary of Polanyi’ scomplex
understanding of reality (“For Polanyi, intangiblesaremorereal thantangibles’ [84, see114]) isflawed. Minds
may bemorereal than cobblestones, but theplanet earthismorereal thananidlefantasy. Finally, Mitchell follows
Polanyi in stressing theindispensability of the active element in transposing subjective passivity into personal
knowledge (98), so my critique may be more properly addressed to Polanyi than Mitchell. For key components
inPolanyi’ sdescriptionof personal knowledgeareignored by over-emphasi zing activecommitment: thefact that
insight often comes as a gift (the Pauline emphasis on grace), and passive evocation helps bring the requisite
particularsinto place to be actively integrated.

Mitchell’ sinterpretation of Polanyi isremarkably thoroughfor arelatively brief book. Thepicturethat
finally emerges of Polanyi isof aquite conservative political philosopher, apicturethat reflectsfairly on much
of Polanyi’swriting. But Polanyi isalso in many waysaliberal thinker, one who firmly opposed totalitarian
tendencies by championing free inquiry to gain knowledge and secure the good. He called for a society of
explorersto uncover new truth by breaking out of unduly constrai ning frameworksof thought and practice. His
philosophical writings, culminatingin Meaning, cel ebratefreeindividual sin communitiesof inquiry exploring
themeaningsinherentinreligion, thearts, andtheliterary world. Polanyi endorsement of the passionto explore,
know, and create is not ignored by Mitchell, but | question whether it isgiven its proper weight in the book as
awhole.



Y et let my final word about Mark Mitchell’ s book be one of appreciation for his gifted exposition of
Polanyi’s thought. | enthusiastically endorse his work as an introduction to Polanyi, although | would also
caution novices that the book is selective as any book must be, and that there are riches in the original works
that Mitchell’s exposition only hintsat. But as a prolegomenato Polanyi, thisis outstanding work.

I11. Reviewing the Reviews
Mark T. Mitchell

Thissort of exerciseisbound to conjure up avariety of feelingsthat, while certainly natural, must not
beallowed to overshadow the purpose of the exercise, which, | takeit to be, theintelligent discussion of abook.
First, | amgrateful toPhil Mullinsandtheeditorial board of Tradition& Discoveryfor settingupthisexchange,
however brief, between two reviewersand yourstruly. Along with that, | am grateful for the generousway in
whichbothPaul Lewisand Walter Gulick review my book. Their spiritof convivialityis, I think, evidentand much
appreciated by the author. Second, | supposeitisnatural to feel abit defensive when one' swork is criticized,
however mildly. One findsone's self muttering such things as “but isn't it obvious?’ and “surely he doesn’t
think...” and*“ but of coursethat’ swhat | meant.” Andfinally, if, asisthecasehere, at |east someof thecriticisms
hittheir mark, theauthor isboundto experiencesomefeelingsof regret and find himsel f wi shing hehad thechance
tore-writeasectionor tofix asentenceor to clarify apoint. But alas, what isdoneisdoneand thewordsremain,
the accurate and the clear along with those that could beimproved. But with all that, it ishelpful to me (and |
trust to thereadersof Tradition & Discovery) to engagethe criticismslaid out by Lewisand Gulick, and | think
it might besimplestif | takethereviewsoneat atime.

Lewis provides a summary of the various parts of my book before suggesting that the weakest parts
areinterpretive rather than expositional, for, in hisview, some controversial pointsareoversimplified. Before
addressing each specific point, it should be reiterated that this volume belongsto a series (ISl Book’s Library
of Modern Thinkers), and the intent of this seriesisto provide a brief, clearly written introduction to thinkers
who have, for various reasons, been neglected. The intended audience is college students and other non-
specidists. Inthat light, while there are among Polanyi scholars plenty of controversial issues, | took it asmy
primary roletointroducePolanyi’ sthought and, secondarily and whereappropriate, briefly to point out unsettled
issuesor pointsof controversy. | did not want to get mired in debatesthat, whileimportant to Polanyi scholars,
might seemtrivial or, morelikely, impenetrable, to those who were encountering Polanyi’ sthought for thefirst
time. With that caveat, let usturn to Lewis sthree criticisms.

First, he notesthat | spend little time on the much debated question of Polanyi’ srealism. Readers of
Tradition & Discoverywill, of course, haveat |east some sense of what thisdebateentails. It turnsonthestatus
of moral, religious, and aesthetic entities. Do these have existence independent of knowing minds and are
therefore objectsto be discovered? That is, are they the same, ontologically speaking, as atoms and galaxies
and e=mc?or arethey ontol ogically dependent onthe creativeimagination of theknower? Thisdebate surfaces
regularly in Polanyi scholarship—for agoodintroduction, anentireissueof Tradition & Discoverywasdevoted
tothistheme (Vol. XXVI, number 3[1999-2000]). AsLewisnotes, | spendlittletimeonthiscontroversy. | do,
for interested readers, include a long footnote indicating the parameters of the question and listing further
readings on the matter. My decision to devote little time on this controversy was merely ajudgment based on
what | thought should be included in awork of this sort.

35



Second, Lewis turns to my discussion of Polanyi’s religious convictions. | do, as he notes, spend
considerably more time on this and attempt to show some of the different interpretations by various scholars
and acquaintances. Lewisfaultsmefor “being curiously content not to take astand concerning what Polanyi’s
religious convictionswere.” Towhich | canonly reply “guilty ascharged.” | find thisquestion agreat puzzle
and, quite frankly, at the end of the day, | don’t feel confident enough to take a stand one way or another. Itis
clear,though, that Polanyi was keenly interested in religion, specifically the Christian religion. He frequently
employed religious language to make his points, and | am struck by how often his works conclude by moving
right to the cusp of theology, asif to suggest that thisisthe direction his thought naturally goes. Indeed, the
fact that theol ogians seem to have taken him more seriously than any other academicsisinstructive. Perhaps,
likeKierkegaard, Polanyi wanted to think of himself asaChristian, but, at the sametime, wasplagued by doubts
that caused him to be less than clear about the content of his religious convictions. More than that, | cannot
say.

Third, Lewisarguesthat, inthefinal chapter, whilel show affinities between Polanyi and several 20"
century thinkers, | focus on the similaritiesand do not attend sufficiently to the differences. Thesedifferences,
Lewis suggests, might help us better understand the issues at stake and formulate ways to move beyond
contemporary philosophical impasses. Lewismakesagood point. More could be said about the differences.
| do focus primarily on the similarities and the logic of this choice could, | think, be made more explicit if |
had more clearly tied this section to the concluding pages of chapter one. There | write of Polanyi’s
disappointment that hiswork wasnot morewidely received. Hethought of himself asalonely explorer hacking
hisway out of the darkness of the modern jungle only to find that precious few people had followed. | quote
philosopher of scienceRomHarré, an Oxford colleague, whotook Polanyi’ swork seriously. Heknew Polanyi’s
sense of intellectual solitude, but he believed Polanyi was mistaken. 1na1967 letter hewrote: “| have always
thought, Michael, that your work lives right in the British tradition....One day | shall persuade you that you
are not alone hand but a member of what isto me a great tradition.”! By focusing on the similarities with
certain contemporaries, | was attempting to show, with Harré, that Polanyi was not as alone as he sometimes
felt.

Walter Gulick begins by emphasizing the fact that this book is “firmly rooted in Polanyi’s political
and economic thought.” He goes on to suggest that thisis not surprising given the fact that | am a professor
of government. Whileall that is quitetrue, | think my emphasis on the moral and political roots of Polanyi’s
non-scientificwork isnot merely idiosyncratic. | gotosomelengthto show that Polanyi wasmotivated to move
outsideof thelaboratory precisely because hewasconcerned about threatsto freedomthat seemedto bepressing
inon all sides. He understood that the attempt to direct science was dangerous to the practice of science just
astheattempt to direct an economy resulted in economic disaster. Herecognized that communism and fascism
were not merely another tiresome instance of ambitious men with large armies seeking to dominate the world.
He saw that at their roots they were infected by skepticism as well as impelled by a moral fervor without
grounding in anything other than human desire. In short, Polanyi, one istempted to say, was wakened from
his dogmatic slumber by the moral horrors created by political entities. In the prefaceto his 1951 collection
of essaystitled The Logic of Liberty, Polanyi notes that the essays represent “my consistently renewed efforts
to clarify the position of liberty in response to anumber of questions raised by our troubled period of history.”
But herecognizesthat afully adequate and coherent account will haveto go deeper. “1 havethought of melting
down thematerial and casting it into amould of acomprehensive system, but this seemed premature. It cannot
be attempted without establishing first abetter foundation than we possesstoday for the holding of our beliefs’
(LL, xvii). That better foundation wasfinally articul ated in Personal Knowledge.
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Next Gulick pointsout that | amin error when | speak of 20" century ideol ogiesasutopias. Hewrites:
“1 doubt that he[ Polanyi] seesthecentury’ smiseriesasderiving so starkly fromthepursuit of utopias.” Instead,
the horrors of the 20" century wereinflicted by “power hungry manipulators of ideology and resentment.” On
onelevel, Gulick is quiteright. The motive force most evident in communism and National Socialismis not
utopian but asort of spiritual pathology. And to the degreethat isthe case, Gulick iscorrect. But further back,
standing behind the pathology and subtly justifyingitis, | think, the residue of utopianism without which these
movements lose much of their power to compel. The dream of aworld-wide communist stateis, to be sure,
utopian, and even if that took a backseat to the immediate task of purging dissent and acquiring the resources
and buffer that dominating Eastern Europe provided, this “just-so story” in the background justified state
action in the minds of both perpetrator and citizen observer. So, too, the politics of resentment that fueled
National Socialism. The dream of a pure Arian race leading the world in all areas of human endeavor is
utopian. From suchapositionitisperfectly natural toidentify and seek to purgethosewho, for variousreasons,
undermine or threaten the dream. Thisvision—what Eric Voegelin calls a second reality—justifies, at least
rhetorically (and one should never underestimate the power of rhetoric), actions of baseness and horror. At
the very least, the utopian dream, perhaps only tacitly held, soothes the consciences of those carrying out the
will of the madman.

Gulick notes that my exposition of tacit knowing sometimes fails adequately to express Polanyi’s
views. He quotes from my book: “the tacit dimension of knowing consistsin an integration of two mutually
exclusive elements-the subsidiary and the focal.” Gulick responds: “No, it is the integration of subsidiaries
that formsthe focal.” | would say thisistrue in one way but not in another. Polanyi conceives of knowing
asafrom-tostructure. Weattend fromthe subsidiariesto thefocal target. But isthere something toward which
wefocus? If thereisan external reality, theanswer must be“yes.” Themeaning of that external entity emerges
whenwebringto bear the subsidiary cluesthat constituteitsmeaning. Our eyes, for instance, seethefacebefore
us, but we do not recognize it as a face much less a particular face unless and until the subsidiary clues bear
onit. Thisis, of course, animaginary game that can never be played, for though the subsidiary clues and the
focal target can be conceived distinctly, all knowing includes both concepts. But the fact remains that there
existsatarget the reality of which does not depend on the subsidiary clues brought to bear by the knower. So
perhaps the problem here is between the meaning of the object and the brute reality of the object. There must
beatarget (something to be known) before subsidiaries can be brought to bear onit. Andthefact that we bring
these to bear on something implies that there is a something. It is the focal target that, apart from the
subsidiaries, cannot be comprehended as meaningful.

Next, Gulick points out that my short summary of Polanyi’s understanding of reality is inad-
equate. Where | write that “for Polanyi, intangibles are more real than tangibles’ Gulick points out that
“minds may be more real than cobblestones, but the planet earth is more real than an idle fantasy.”
Gulick is correct. My summary lacks the nuance needed to prevent the kind of absurdity that Gulick
shows could result. Hopefully, though, this kind of misunderstanding is alleviated by the fact that
immediately after my shorthand definition | quote a more lengthy explanation from Polanyi himself. As
he putsit, “1 shall say, accordingly, that minds and problems possess a deeper reality than cobblestones,
although cobblestones are admittedly more real in the sense of being tangible. And since | regard the
significance of athing as more important than its tangibility, | shall say that minds and problems are
more real than cobblestones’ (TD, 33).
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Finally, Gulick pointsout that thepictureof Polanyi that emergesinmy book isof “aquiteconservative
political philosopher.” While Gulick acknowledgesthat thisportrayal comportsfairly with much of Polanyi’s
writing, hegoesontosay that itisal sothecasethat Polanyi wasaliberal thinker who“ firmly opposedtotalitarian
tendenciesby championing freeinquiry to gain knowledge and securethegood.” | completely agree, and while
| do not want to get bogged down in adiscussion of the various uses of theterms* conservative” and “liberal”
| can say with some confidence that a conservative can legitimately oppose totalitarianism and champion free
inquiry to gain knowledge of the true and the good. So the opposition suggested by Professor Gulick can be
misleading. Polanyi, | thinkitisfairtosay,isaclassical liberal who recognizedthat theliberalism of, say aJohn
Stuart Mill could not sustainitself. Polanyi styleshimself asasort of blend of ThomasPaineand Edmund Burke.
He seemsto understand that liberalism without restraint is as harmful asastatic conservatism. Polanyi writes:
“But | believethat the new self-determination of man can be saved from destroying itself only by recognizing
itsownlimitsinanauthoritativetraditional framework which upholdsit. Tom Paine could proclaimtheright of
each generation to determineitsinstitutions anew, since the range of hisdemandswasin fact very modest. He
unquestioningly accepted the continuity of cultureand of the order of private property astheframework of self-
determination. Today theideasof Tom Painecan besaved from self-destructiononly by aconsciousreaffirmation
of traditional continuity. Paine sideal of unlimited gradual progresscan besaved fromdestruction by revolution
only by thekind of traditionalism taught by Paine’ sopponent, Edmund Burke” (TD, 62-3). Polanyi, it might be
said, isaconservativeliberal.

Toconclude, as| pointed out at the beginning of the essay, thisbook isanintroduction. Such aproject
provides the author with arare opportunity to introduce others to a thinker the author believes is significant
and, asin this case, one who has exercised no small degree of influence on the intellectual development of the
author. Assuch, itisin part an expression of gratitude offered by an admirer (though we scholars are chided
to keep our distance). It isalso written in the hope that perhaps it will prompt some readers to take the time
and make the effort to read the original. For abook likethisisintended merely to serve asasignpost pointing
toward a thinker whose merits deserve to be recognized and appreciated and, perhaps, taken to heart.

Endnotes

1 Michael Polanyi Papers, [Box 6, Folder 9], Special CollectionsResearch Center, University of Chicago
Library.

Notes on Contributors (continued from p. 29)

Allen R. Dyer (dyer@etsu.edu ) is Professor of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences at East Tennessee State
University. After completing his training in medicine, he earned a Ph. D. in philosophy at Duke University.

Tony Clark (clarkto@friends.edu) wasfor many yearsan Anglican pastor in UK but morerecently completed
his doctorate in philosophical theology at St. Andrews and then become Assistant Professor at Friends
University in Wichita, KS. His new book Divine Revelation and Human Practice will soon be reviewed in
TAD.

Phil Mullins (mullins@missouriwester.edu) has been the editor of Tradition and Discovery since 1991.
38



