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The political passages in Polanyi’s Personal Knowledge are an integral part of his arguments against
‘objectivism’ and for a post-critical, personalist, fiduciary and fallibilist philosophy. This paper elabo-
rates the social and political implications of Polanyi’s emphasis upon acceptance of one's situation and
the exercise in it of a sense of responsibility to transcendent

ideals, as against attempts to start with a clean slate, to overcome all imperfections and to find some
simple rule for political policy. Prescriptive duties and rights, and mutual trust and solidarity, are the
bases of politics, and responsible action must start with them. But much of modern politics expresses a
Gnostic impatience of our created and finite existence which results in arbitrary commitment to some
radical and destructive ideology.

1.Introduction

For the fiftieth anniversary of the publication of Personal Knowledge, | have been asked to speak at the
conferencein Chicagoandtowritefor TAD onitspolitical aspects, presumably becausel haveal ready published
astudy of Polanyi’ spolitical writingsinmy Beyond Liberalism.tInthispaper, | shall elaboratesomesuggestions
made there about the further implicationsof the political sectionsof PK, especially asthey areacorollary of the
post-critical, personalist, fiduciary and fallibilist philosophy which he set forth in PK, to which his previous
reflections on politics, economics and the freedom of science had led him, and which hehad earlier sketchedin
Science, Faith and Society.

His positive philosophy isthe only coherent alternative to objectivism, which ‘ seeksto relieve usfrom
all responsibility for the holding of our beliefs’,? and to its attendant reductivisms which deny the fact of any
such responsibility, all responsibility, and even consciousnessnes itself, al of which have underwritten and
reinforcedthepowerfully destructiveforcesthat almost destroyed Europeancivilisationand arestill activetoday.
To the contrary, he aims to show ‘that into every act of knowing there enters a passionate contribution of the
person knowing what isbeing known, and that this coefficient isno mereimperfection but avital component of
hisknowledge' .2InPt1 Polanyi showsthat personal judgment, appraisal and decision cannot beeliminated from
scientific research and that knowingisaskill which consistsof attending from aset of subsidiary skillstoafocal
object. Theformer aretacitly integrated by the knower into hiscomprehension of thelatter. It followsthat what
canbeexplicitly stated can betransmitted only by amaster to an apprenticewho trustshisauthority and expertise,
and tacitly picksup the clues of which the master ishimself only tacitly aware, and thusin atradition formed by
suchrelationships. In Pt 11 he exploresfurther thetacit and personal componentsin all our thinking and action,
includingthe passionateval uationsthat guideand sustainthem. Inall of thiswemay bemistaken, but therecannot
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settingsthat can sustain or underminethearti cul ate systems, such asnatural sciences, technol ogy, mathematics,
abstract arts and religion, which themselves foster and sustain the intellectual passionsintegral to human and
civilised existence. All such articulate systems, because they are primarily transmitted by way of master and
apprentice and by traditions, require acommunal setting and the support of the wider society and its political
organisation. And so Polanyi broadenshisattemptin PK to* stabilizeknowledgeagai nst scepticism, by including
its hazardous character in the conditions of our knowledge' to find its social and political equivalent in ‘an
allegiance to amanifestly imperfect society, based on the acknowledgment that our duty liesin the service of
ideals which we cannot possibly achieve' .5 Following that, in Pt 111 the heart of PK, Polanyi seeks to justify
personal knowledgeinaback-handed manner by showingthat theal ternativesmust themsel vestacitly rely upon
what they explicitly reject: al explicit knowledge is tacitly asserted and believed to be true; explicit doubt
presupposes someimplicit beliefsabout thereasonsfor doubting; and truth * can bethought of only by believing
it".®It canbeknown only withintheframework of commitmenttoit, wherethepersonal, astheact of commitment,
isunited with theimpersonal asthat at which the personal aimswith universal intent. Earlier (Ch. 7 81) Polanyi
had referred to the tension between, on the one hand, our claims to be guided by and to achieve universal
standards and transcendent ideals, and, on the other, our awareness that we believe in them because we were
taught them, and so they may appear external to usand arbitrary.” In Ch. 10 810, herefersback to that problem.
Our relianceuponour cultural heritage, and theinformation and guidancegiven by others, wouldreduce, hesays,
“al our convictionstothemere productsof aparticular location andinterest, accordingtoacritical philosophy’.
But afiduciary philosophy, accreditingintellectual commitmentsand personal responsibility, regardsthelocal
and particular circumstancesinwhich welive and think as opportunitiesfor the exercise of that responsibility.
Theselimitsareto beaccepted for we cannot hol d oursel vesresponsi bl ebeyond them nor imaginehow wemight
exist outsideany particular society. Rather, itisour calling to usewhat we have been given and have been taught
tofulfil our universal obligations. ‘ A sense of responsibility within situationsrequiring deliberatedecisions[as
indrawing conclusionsfrom evidence] demandsasitslogical complement asense of calling with respect tothe
processes of intellectual growth which are its necessary logical antecedents’ .

Fromeventhisvery brief summary, it canbeseenthat thesocia and political themesof Ch. 7areanintegral
part of hisargument, and | shall now draw out somefurther implications of the concluding sectionsof Ch. 7 and
Ch 10 upon acceptance of one' ssituation and one’ scalling to exerciseresponsibility in making decisionsinthe
light of transcendent i deal sand our own self-set standardsfor realisingthem.®| shall beginwiththegeneral topic
of ultimate and proximate beliefs; | shall then turn to more specific topicswithin politics; | shall concludewith
theneed for acceptance of our finiteand created situati on, which goesfar beyond politicsyet bearsheavily upon
it.

2. Ultimateand ProximateBeliefs

InPt111 of PK Polanyi sought toarticul ate hisultimatebeliefs, but oneswhichwerenot simply his, but universal,
foritisimpossiblefor anyonetoact and think without tacitly presupposi ng them and committing onesel f tothem.
But they can exist only through and as presupposed by proximate beliefs and more specific intellectual
frameworks, such asthosewhich governthepracticesof modern natural science, andthey, inturn, by evenmore
specific ones, such as judgments about the result of aparticular experiment. In turn, our ultimate beliefs, such
asthat thereisaworldtobeknownandthat our perceptual organsand mental powersaregeneraly reliable, enable
usto correct our specific and particular beliefs: we can know that our eyesight and memory sometimesfail us
only because of our use of them during the occasions when they do not. Thisisthe dialectic of assimilation to
anexisting set of beliefsor intellectual framework and accommodation or adaptation of such aset or framework
tonew but asyet vaguely apprehendedrealities, tacitly knO\évn by attendingtothemfromalready knownrealities.°



Without it, human thought and civilisation could never make any progress nor adapt themselvesto changesin
theworld. Hencepositivismandrelativism support each other, for they both deny thereality or necessity of these
ultimateand universal beliefshby the use of which we can break out of amore specific framework of thought and
create or adopt another. Thisdenial power of thought in human life to transcend the present system of beliefs
consequently entailsadenial of any real power of thought, and somust explainall historical eventsinextraneous
terms as the mere results of non-rational forces.*

Thedistinction between and interplay of ultimate and proximate beliefs makes possible a concrete and
genuine phil osophy transcending both any abstract rationalism, which seeksto construct itsfiel dsdenovo upon
some abstract principle aone (e.g., both Kant and utilitarianism in ethics; Hobbes, L ocke, Rousseau, Rawls,
Nozickinpolitics), and alsothepositivist accumul ation of parti cular facts.? Contrary tothelatter, it findsitsown
special subject-matter intheuniversal and necessary structuresof human experience, but, contrary totheformer,
it awaysremindsitself that it isan abstraction and endeavours alwaysto start fromand to return to therealities
of human experienceintheworld, theconcrete, | ocal and historical formsinandthroughwhichtheuniversal and
necessary features are realised and expressed. Polanyi’s philosophical writings are paradigms of concrete
philosophy.

Corresponding to the distinction between concrete philosophy and the constructivism of pseudo-
philosophy isthat between concretepoliticsand theideological ‘isms’ of constructivist politics. This, | suggest,
is the real division in palitics and not the utterly confused and confusing one between ‘Right’ and ‘ Left’:
everythingidentified with the one can befound in examples of the other. Itsbasisliesin the distinction between
acceptance of one' ssituation, withthecall to exerciseresponsibility init, and therefusal to acceptit and itscall.
On the one hand, concrete politics starts with the situation at hand and seeks to deal with the problems and
challengesthat it poses. Of courseit can identify those problems and challenges only with general principles
and conceptions, but theseit takesfromthetraditionswithinwhichit hasarisen and whichit al so adaptsto meet
novel circumstances.®* On the other hand, constructive palitics, based on some mostly abstract scheme, is
ideological in operation. That is, the situation at hand does not set the tasks to be done but is only the ground
to be cleared for the building of the new edifice, or, inwhat Aurel Kolnai called ‘ reactionary Utopianism’, for
rebuilding an old one which isitself to be frozen against any change or adaptation.'* Political movements, of
thought and practice, obviously vary to the extent that they are constructivist, and there may be no clear line
betweenapressing need for someradical changestomeet anew situationand anideol ogical imposition of abstract
schemes upon reality. But as Burke said of night and day, they are on the whole tolerably distinguishable.

3. A Clean Slate

Bertrand de Jouvenel in his Sovereignty, a book read and admired by Polanyi,™ has a chapter on the political
consequences of Descartesin which hearguesthat the political parallel to Descartes’ insistencethat ‘ clear and
distinct conceptions' are self-evidently true would be that there would be a general convergence towards the
same political truths and body of laws, which, de Jouvenel implies, has not happened.i® | proposeto step back
alittle and to show why, even in the case of Descartes himself, this could never be the case, and that, just as
Descartes' method of doubt could never clear hismind of all assumptions, so too could no Cartesian politics of
starting with a clean slate ever really do so.

Descartesfailed because he confidently usesthelanguagesat hisdisposal, Latin and French. And those
languages embody thought-forms, categories and conceptions of which heislikely to be not fully aware or to
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take simply for granted, such asthe Aristotelian conceptions of substance and attribute, and the Neo-Platonic
conception of acause, that it isthat which generates alesser likeness of itself, upon which hetacitly reliesin
hisfirst proof of the existence of God. Like therest of us, he can question, modify or discard particular words
or uses of them and the categories and conceptions which they express. But he can do so only by tacitly and
acritically relying upon others. To question all of themisimpossible, for it would mean depriving oneself of all
the means of articulate and complex thought, and questioning isvery much an articulate and complex process
of thinking. Henceeven the doubter hasgenerally to accept, implicitly, hisintellectual situation and the bulk of
what he hasinherited in order explicitly to question and doubt some part of it.}” The same appliesto all those
who have tried to reconstruct human knowledge upon some assured foundation, irrespective of the particular
errorsintheir assumptions. Wecan never wholly transcend theintell ectual milieux intowhichwehavebeenborn
and reared, and knowing isalwaysahazardoustask in which we are alwaysliableto being mistaken in part but
inwhich we can later correct some of our errors.

Themodernworldisawashwithideol ogical schemesfor thereconstruction of society and haspaidahigh
pricefor someof them. But they never can achievetheclean slatefromwhich they proposeto start. Evenintheir
theorising they inevitably incorporate inherited and tacit assumptions about man and the world, perhaps parts
of aradical traditionthat they simply takefor granted, such ashostility to an exchange economy or to economic
scienceitself, which reminds usthat everything hasits costs. Even more so in the implementation of any such
schemethey cannot start with aclean slate becausethey are dealing with peoplewho carry their pastswith them
and not are malleableclay, cement, stoneand metal. | saw thisinthetwo yearsthat | spent teachinginaCollege
of Educationin northern Nigeria. Formally, it wasvery similar to the onewhere| had been teaching in England
fromwhencethedesign had beenimported, but itsactual operationswereoftenvery different, fromadministration
to the styles of teaching and learning. Again, northern Europeansin public officeswill tend to place the public
good above family ties and shun nepotism, but Africansregard it astheir duty to help poorer relations and so
thosein positionsof responsibility will try to obtainfor them employment in public servicesirrespectiveof their
fitnessfor thejob. A recent report in the newspaper showed that peoplein Britain, Holland and Switzerland are
morelikely to co-operatewith each other and thelaw whereaspeoplein Russiaand Greece, wherefamily tiesare
morevalued, aremorelikely to disobey thelaw and seek revengefor injuriesto their relations. Hence no matter
what the planner plans, those for whom he planswill operate it in waysto which they are accustomed and for
which they have the required practical knowledge, unlessit is already adapted to suit them or there is some
provisionfor genuineacculturationtoit, and not just thepresentation of ‘information’ which cannot tell onewhat
todowithit, let alonearouse adesireto useit in appropriate ways. If imported machinery can fail towork even
insimilar conditions, then even moreso arepolitical and social systemsliabletogoawry when exportedto states
and societies with very different customs and attitudes.*®

4. Lemeilleur, c'est I’'ennemi du bien

Acceptance of one's situation entails acceptance of imperfections, including those in oneself. Polanyi’s
particular target isrevolutionary attempts at atotal renewal of society by means of unrestrained power, yet he
also warnsthat any attempt to removeinjustices overnight, rather than gradually, would replace them with yet
worseones.® What themodern mind seemsrel uctant to acceptisthat inthislifemost thingsare* double-valued':
thatis, aswell astheir good attributesthey al soincur costs. Economicsisthe’ dismal science’ precisely because
that iswhat it teaches, particularly in respect of unintended consequences, usually untoward. Thisshowsitself
in an imbalance in attitudes towards the past, the present and the future. The past is neglected because of the

refusal to learn what it can teach—in modern politicsthe wheel is constantly re-invented and ‘ the gods of the
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copy-book headings' areignored, and either the present is sacrificed to afuture that never arrives or the future
issacrificed in impatience for short-term shifts and enjoyment now. Doubtless such follieswere committed in
the past but today they seem to be more prevalent. One reason may be that genuine improvements in the
conditionsof lifehave bred abelief that most of itsfrustrationsand disappoi ntments could beremoved, and that
increasesinthepowersat our disposal, and especially at thedisposal of governments, haveled many to conclude
that government action can remove all of them.

5. No Simple Rules

Just as no art can be reduced to aset of explicit rules, sotooisit vain to search for smplerulesto guide public
policy. InOnLiberty, J.S. Mill himself could not keepto hisonesimplerul ethat only actionswhich affect others
should be subject to legisation, for he had to admit that, although aman walking into danger might not thereby
harm anyone else, he could and should be legitimately constrained from so doing because he would not wish
toharm himself. In any casethereisno such simple distinction between those actionswhich affect only onesel f
andthosewhich affect others: every actisliableto affect othersin someway and at sometime. LikewiseBernard
Bosanquet could not keep to hissimplerules, that only those actionswhich are better donefor thewrong motive
than not done at all should be enjoined by law, and thus that state action should be limited to ‘hindering
hindrances' to abetter life.° For hislater endorsement of state help for study at university for those otherwise
unableto undertakeit, wasaproposal for positiveaid rather than an attempt to counter adefinite obstacle. Both
these are examplesof constructivist, simplistic thinking which the better judgment of their authorsforced them
to abandon while pretending not to do so.

Abstract principles and the necessary and universal features of human life are necessarily embodiedin
local and historical institutions, customs, traditions, lawsand waysof life. It followsthat no codebook of abstract
rulescan sufficetoguideus, privately or publicly, throughlifeand diverse problems, and that local custom must
providethe' matter’ whichtheabstract formrequirestobecomeconcrete. For example, arow isbrewingin Oxford
where the local mosque wants to broadcast the calls to prayer from loudspeakers but where the non-Maoslem
population doesn’t want to be disturbed by them. Elsewhere militant atheists, tradition-loathing socialists and
‘liberals’, and somenewly arrivedtowniesinvillages, combinetoopposetheringing of churchbells, and sothere
are probably somein Oxford who would want both to prevent the Moslem call to prayer and to stop theringing
of churchbells. How could Mill’ ssimpl erul eresol vethese di sputes? Whoserightstake precedence? Thosewho
want silence no matter what the source? Those who want to continue atraditional practice? Those who want
to introduce something new and not any part of English tradition? Who is going to be forced to remain silent
or be made to hear something they do not wish to hear? On what abstract principle can any such question be
decided?But local custom canin many cases. |f what haslong be practised has a prescriptiveright to continue,
then those who wish to stop it or those who wish to introduce something which annoys others, especialy if the
former arenew-comersandthelatter long-established residents, would haveto giveway until they have secured
voluntary agreement all round. Thisisitself an abstract rule, but isonewhichindicatesitsown content in many
particular cases. It also embodies the foundation of all law and government, namely, prescription.

6. Prescription

All modern discussions of the basis of legitimacy and palitical obligation, from Hobbes onward, are besidethe
point for abstract principles cannot apply themselves, and the right to govern and to legidateis ultimately that
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of prescription, established usage, inevery case. For even arevol utionary regime, such asthe Jacobinsin France
andtheBolsheviksin Russia, hasto assumearight togovernthat territory and that popul ation al ready constituted
asFrance and the French or Russiaand the Russians. When, supposedly, France was being reconstructed anew
in1790, itwastakenfor grantedthat Franceal ready existed, that certain personsin Parishad theright toreconstruct
it,andthat their decisionswerebinding upon Charlesin Cherbourgand MauriceinMarseilles. Evenif aplebiscite
had been held, it would have begged the questions of why Charlesand Maurice should be obliged to accept the
result and why just that set of personsand no otherswere given the chanceto take part. Thebody politicisprior
to any formal organisation of it or explicit constitution for it. One of the few wise decisions made and largely
continued by the newly independent states in Africa has been to accept the boundaries laid down for them by
theformer colonial powers, eventhoughthereare, for example, Y orubasin neighbouring Beninaswell asinthe
south-west of Nigeriaand Hausasin Niger aswell asinthenorth of Nigeria. Itisanecessary presumption of all
government that, onthewhole, what isisright simply becauseitisand hasbeen. Tostart withareally clean slate
wouldbearbitrary power at itsmost extreme. Whatever rearrangementsagovernment may wishtomake, it must
start with what is already there and takeit to belegitimate, for that isthe ultimate basis of its own legitimacy.

7.Trustand Solidarity

Belief, faith, authority, trust—all thesehavelittleplaceindistinctively modern philosophy. For Cartesiandoubt,
critical philosophy and therecent ‘ hermeneuticsof suspicion’ arebased, not only on asceptical reaction against
excessive credulity with respect to others, their authority and what they say, but also on distrust in one’'sown
cognitive powers. Likewiseall effortsto find ‘ criteria’ for our judgments, sure foundationsfor our knowledge
andpurely ‘ objective’ methodsfor extendingit, areal | motivated by thesamedistrust. Hencetheconclusionthat
theknower canonly infect hisknowingwith‘ subjectivism’ and somust beeliminated fromitasmuchaspossible.
But thisisall amere pretence, as Descartes himself said,?* and many modern philosophers do not, and cannot,
liveby what they professto believe, and thustheir philosophy isphilosophy inbad faith. Sartre’ sexistentialism
logically entailsthatittoois' badfaith’, for towriteit Sartrehad to presupposethat thereareintellectual standards
whichhehad not arbitrarily chosenwhichwascontrary to hisclaimthat we are condemned to chooseeverything
webelieveand do. Only afiduciary and not any critical or foundational philosophy can be consi stent with how
we actualy live and think and haveto live and think, that is, on abasis of trust in ourselves and others. For it
formulates the golden mean between credulity and scepticismwhichinreal lifewetry, or should try, to attain.
In contrast to belief as an inferior alternative to knowledge, mere belief, Polanyi seeks to reinstate the
Augustianian conception of it as that which leads to and sustains knowledge and understanding.?

Thesocia andpoalitical counterpart of thisisgeneral trustinand solidarity with others. Just astherepublic
of scienceisheld together by networks of overlapping competences, so too society at large and the body politic
are held together by overlapping relationships of trust.?2 Polanyi, starting from the exampl e of natural science,
focusesupon other cultural domainssuch astheartsandreligion, andleadershipinthem by authoritativefigures.
Just asbelief and trust in our own and others' cognitive powersisthe prerequisite for knowledge, sotooisthe
fundamental and everyday trust that we havein each other and especially in each other’ shonesty, veracity and
willingnessto helpindifficulties, theprerequisitefor al social life. Trustisprior tosuspicionanddistrust, asbelief
isprior to doubt and scepticism. It beginsininfancy, inthetrust that the child putsin his parents. Children who
have been abused from an early age have had such feelings destroyed and so cometo view everyone elsewith
suspicion, while psychopaths lack feelings altogether and therefore any insight into others. Lifeteachesusall
that not everyone can be trusted. But just as sceptical, critical, foundationalist and objectivist philosophers

wrongly infer that because they have sometimes been mistaken they can always be mistaken, unless perhaps
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they reconstruct their knowledgein another way, sotooinlife generally do some, having been gullibleon some
occasions, conclude that no one can be trusted. Even the state of mutual fear and suspicion that Stalin created
rested on abelief that everyone else could be trusted, in a backhanded manner, to inform Stalin of any actions
by others that might displease him.

Trust beginsastrust in particular persons, firstly one' sparents, and widensto other family membersand
neighbours. A general attitude of trust, necessary to any wider society where strangers are often encountered,
cangrow fromtrustin particular persons. Likewisetheemotionsof fellow-feeling and solidarity, al so necessary
to any group and society, start with what Burke called the ‘little platoon’. One’ sfamily, locality, tribe, region,
nationareall concreteandimaginableobjectsof loveandloyalty, but not the* humanity’ that Rousseau pretended
to love nor even the anonymous members of Hayek’s* Great Society’, important though it isthat personsfrom
very different backgrounds should meet each other with common respect. Again, as Polanyi argued, all
continuing pursuitsand practi ces, such astheartsand sciences, not only requiretrust and shared i nterestsamong
their parti cipantsbut also from soci ety at large, sothat eventhepartiesinliterary or scientific disputes, inwhich
accusationsof charlatanismand fraud may bethrown back andforth, can containtheir disputewithin somewider
and shared convictionsfromtheir cultural heritageandthegeneral public canbelievethat most of themaresaying
thingsof importance.?* FromthisPolanyi further arguesthat therearefour coefficientsof social organisationwith
their appropriateinstitutions: sharing of convictions, andinstitutionsof culture; sharing of fellowship, and social
intercourse, group rituals and common defence, fostering and demanding group loyalty; co-operation for joint
material benefit, and an economic system; and the exercise of authority or coercion by public power to shelter
and control thepreviousthree.®But equally, thelast a sorestsonthepreviousthree: without the sharing of some
common convictions, some solidarity and fell ow-feeling, and some generati on of wealth, governmentsareboth
morereliant on coercion and yet also gravely constrained and powerless. Indeed, without thefirst two, thereis
no genuine society at all. Even short-term contracts for limited purposes rest upon some degree of trust by at
least oneof the parties, asby Stalinin Hitler over the Soviet-Nazi Pact. Beyond that, contracts presuppose some
general confidenceinthemaking of promises, for the promiseto performwhat one haspromised cannot beapart
of thecontract itself. And so, asMax Scheler argued, every contract presupposes some prior shared experience
of mutual and spontaneous solidarity and fellow-feeling with others, though not necessarily within the same
community as the other contracting party.®

But such particular loyalties and feelings, because they distinguish ‘us’ from ‘them’ and any ‘us' may
be indifferent or hostile to ‘them’, have become suspect in many eyes, precisely because they are local and
parti cular and seemto beimposed upon us. Once again we arefaced with the question of acceptanceor rejection
of the concrete situation in which we find ourselves. There are only two other possibilities: attachment to and
solidarity with some abstract ideal and design or no attachments and solidarity at all. The first isideological
attachment; attachment toamereprincipleor schemeand not toliving persons, one’ sfellow kinsmen, tribesmen,
countrymen, etc., and their shared traditions, memories and aspirations. The result is inevitably fanaticism,
infatuation with an abstraction that can never be realised in concrete reality, and thus in revolutionary and
dictatorial politicsto bend recalcitrant reality toit, no matter that the end result may be supposed to befreedom.
For example, Nozick’ slibertarian utopiaisnever goingto berealised by the‘invisiblehand’ of the spontaneous
mutual adjustment of individual and group actionsand decisions. It isnot so much that it isuninspiring, though
it isin comparison with concrete and therefore historic entities, but that, insofar asitisinspiring, it caninspire
only fanaticism.? Asfor no attachments and solidarity, that would be universal autism or psychopathology, a
crowd of unrelated individuals with no ties one to another, not even of mother to child. Such a condition of
humanity could perhaps come about, but it would be suicidal. None would spontaneously help any others, and
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they would die off one by one with no posterity.

It follows that the only valid questions about local and particular attachments and solidarity are
themselves concrete ones about how given societies, communities, groups and states be guided peaceably to
livetogether. Sometimesaforeign and imperial and impartial power hasbeen ableto preservethe peaceamong
groupsthat otherwisemay havebeenin conflict. But eventhat requiressomeattachment of at least someinthose
groupstotheimperial power, such asthelocalsrecruited into acolonial civil service, policeforceand army. In
other cases, only the dominance of onelocal group and its customs and culture can provide stability and order,
with the others being more or less content to play subordinate roles. Indeed, there can be a society only when
thereisacommon body of custom, law, language and mutual understanding, that is, acommon culture of some
sort which can create a basic consensus and solidarity. This is especialy true in the modern world where
participation in government of al the peopleis both possible and desired by them. Without a demosthere can
be no democracy, only the rule of a coercive majority, if that.?2 Whatever the abstract considerations may be,
any policy likely to disrupt the common culture, consensusand solidarity, such asmassimmigration of peoples
with customs and attitudes very different from those of the local population, isfraught with danger. Likewise
any aggressive imposition of adominant language, culture and customs at the expense of established regional
variations, and any aggressive assertion of the latter against the former. There can be no general plan suitable
for all circumstances and occasions, only particular adjustments for particular times and places.

8. Beyond Politics: Modern Gnosticism

In (3) above, reference was made to contemporary frustrationsat our limitations even though our powershave
vastly increasedinthelast two centuries. Somewhereinall this, it ssemstome, isageneral frustrationwithhuman
limitationsand arefusal to accept that thereare somethingsthat none of uscan achieve. Behind thisfrustration,
| suggest, liesarefusal to accept our finitude and createdness. Ultimately political problems cannot be solved
by political means but are moral ones, ones of character and temperament, and they in turn rest upon our
conceptions of and attitudes towards the world and our destiny within and beyond it.

In the later sections of PK Ch. 7, ‘ Conviviality’, Polanyi seeks to explain how the magic of Marxism
bewitchesintellectual swiththemoral appeal of itscontempt for morality. | donot questionany part of hisaccount,
but | think that thereismoreto be said and that it goesbeyond Polanyi himself and even Eric Voegelin. For what
we seein such as Rousseau, Marx and Heidegger in Being and Time, isamodern and secularist variation upon
ancient Gnosticism. Thelatter held this physical universeto bethelowest level of the cosmosandintrinsically
evil inbeing material and furthest from the Light. Human beingsare sparksof that oneand original Light which
have fallen through successive ‘aeons', each with its own ignorant and malign ruler, and have been encrusted
with the evils peculiar to each aeon. By some means or other, certain personsreceive revelations of the saving
gnosis, the knowledge of what wereally are, whence we have come and how we can return through the aeons,
shedding our encrustationsand returning tothe one Light. Unlikethe monistic trendsin Hinduism, it was never
explicitly stated that our final destiny woul d bereabsorptionintheoneLight, but that doesappear to bethelogic
of theexplicit teaching. | suggest that wefind an exact but secul arist andimmanentist parallel in Rousseau, Marx
and Heidegger, and the like, and that what they are ultimately reacting against and seeking release from is
differentiation and finitude as such, from being thisand not that. Rousseau and Marx find that releasein atotal
and undifferentiated stateinwhichfree, purespiritstogether resol vetheir differencesand act asone, respectively,
inthe General Will andinthe classlessand purely socialist society, while Heidegger found hisinthe ‘resolved
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community’ of theNazi Gemeinschaft.? |n Sartre, wefind an even more explicit statement of the entrapment of
the pure and free spirit, the ‘ nothingness' and ‘fold in being’ that is condemned only and alwaysto choose, in
aworldinwhichothers' objectify’ him(i.e. makehimdeterminate) withtheir gaze. But for SartrethereisHuisClos,
noexit, because humankind can never achievetheidentity of é&reensoi and érepour soi which, if itwerepossible,
would be God. A similar idea of the empty self has been found in analytic philosophy,* while reductivist
sociologies, which make the person adimensionless point at which rolesand other social forcesintersect, have
exactly thesameeffect onthoseexposedtoit—they cometofed themselvesencrusted and defined by ‘ society’,
exactly asRousseau, Marx, Heidegger and Sartredid, and wish to befree. But that freedomisan empty Gnostic
freedom from created parti cul arity which wenever attain. Hencethewidespread discomfortinduced withone's
social situation, with all social roles, al allegiancesand commitments, isultimately arevolt against our cosmic
situation. It results in an aimless and destructive fretting and discontent (angst), to be relieved by arbitrary
commitment to some politically radical movement bent on ‘ smashing the system’, which these days al so takes
theform of an alliancewith radical Islam against Western civilisation, its proximate object of discontent.

Polanyi’ scall that we accept theintellectual, cultural, historical, social and political situationsinwhich
wefind ourselvesand follow our callingsto conduct ourselvesresponsibly inthem, isalso apleafor thevirtue
of patiencein dealing with the problems of lifewhichinclude our own limitations. Likewise, the acceptance of
our cosmic situation ascreated and finitebeingsin acreated and finiteworld requiresal so thevirtue of humility,
of acknowledging that we are not the creators and masters of the world and that we must ungrudgingly accept
our subordinate status. And both require the virtue of hope to guard against the despair that we can achieve
nothingandthat lifeand effort arefutile. But nomerely political action canarousethepatience, humility and hope
that responsible conduct, both political and non-political, requires.
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Electronic Discussion List

The Polanyi Society supports an electronic discussion group that exploresimplications of the thought of
Michael Polanyi. Anyone interested can join. To join yourself, go to the following address: http://
groups.yahoo.com/group/polanyi_list/join. If you have difficulty, send an e-mail to Doug Masini
(masini @etsu.edu) and someone will seethat you are added to the list.
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