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FOREWORD

This insightful book by Michael Polanyi was first
published in 19606. 1t is based on his Terry Lectures
delivered four years earlier, at Yale University. It is
a deeply philosophical booi\ full of penetrating
ideas, particularly about the knowledge of the
world and the world of knowledge. The book, like
other philosophical works of Polanyi, has received
widespread attention and has generated a large lit-
crature. In many ways, it has become a part of con-
temporary culture, and I am delighted that the
book is being reissued.

Interestingly enough, philosophy is not, in fact,
the subject in which Polanyi achieved his initial
fame. In discussing and assessing the contents of
this book and its far-reaching implications, it may
be helpful to understand the exceptional range of
Michael Polanyi’s intellectual interests and in-
volvements, since they strongly influenced the na-
ture of the questions that he asked and the kind of
answers he presented.

Long before this book was written, Polanyi had
become well known across the world as an extraor-
dinarily innovative scientist, particularly in physi-
cal chemistry. Polanyi’s scientific career had begun
early. Ile publlshed his much-acclaimed first pa-
per, on the chemistry of hyvdrocephalic liquid,
when he was only nineteen, and his frequent con-
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THE TACIT DIMENSION

tributions continued, through many decades, to re-
ceive praise and admiration. In 1933, when P()]dll\’l
resigned his academic position at Kaiser Wilhelm
l11.st1tute in Germany (in response to the newly
emerging Nazi politics) to take up a chair in phys-
ical chemistry at Manchester University, his lead-
ing role in the world of the natural sciences was al-
ready well established —and had been so for many
years.

Before going mto his inv estlgcltlom in philoso-
phy (I should say, “on the way” to these investiga-
tions), Polanyi pursucd cconomics and the social
sciences for a number of vears. The political issue
that engaged him mlh.ﬂh was his sense, based on
his disillusionment with the Soviet U nion, of the
tendency toward a “denial of the very existence of
scientific thought.” But his queries about science
in the USSR were suppiemented—nldeec Coln-
plemented—by his general interest in the nature
of that society and its economy. Two years after
moving to his chair of physical chemistry in Man-
chester, Polanyi wrote a highly critical monograph
on Sovict cconomic practice, and this was fol-
lowed, five years later, by a more political book,
Contempt of I'reedom. From then on, he wrote a
series of other books on a variety of economic, so-
cial and political issucs, varving from Patent Re-
form (1944) and I'vll Employment and I'ree ‘Irade
(1945), to Science, Faith and Society (1946) and The
Logic of Liberty (1951). There is, obviously, some-
tllmg of a substantial shift here from Poldnvls
earlier work in the natural sciences; indeed, he
moved in 1948 from his chair in physical cheuu.stry
at Manchester University to a new chair of social
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FOREWORD

studies that was specially created for him at the
same university.

However, it would be, I think, a mistake to see
that “shift” as a “break.” Polanyi’s experiences and
ideas in the natural sciences, along with those in
the social sciences, would influence his writings in
philosophy in what can be described as the next—
the third—stage of Michael Polanyi’s intellectual
journey, to which this book belmlgs (as does his
earlier book, Personal Knowledge: Toward a Post-
critical thlosoph), published in 1958). In his ex-
traordinarily ambitious attempt to achieve an
understanding of the world—physical as well as
mental —through the perspective of knowledge,
Polanyi found room for pursuing a huge variety of
questions that drew, among other thm,gs on the
breadth of his own work in different fields, as well
as on his seemingly limitless curiosity about the
ideas and analyses presented by scholars in a wide
range of fields over thousands of vears. Michael
Polanyt’s polymathic background is, I would ar-
gue, quite important in undcrstandmg the nature
of his philosophical engagement.

I~

When Michael Polanyi gave his Terry Lectures in
1962, he had entered the cighth decade of his life.
When this book, based on those lectures, was first
published in 1966, the Times Literary .Supplement
noted, in an enthusiastic review, “In the rich after-
glow oflm career as a scientist Dr. Polanyi contin-
ues to develop plnlosoplncal ideas of grea’[ fertility
and originality.” Polanyi himself begins this book
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THE TACIT DIMENSION
by describing his work on plulosop]n as “an after-
thought to my career as a scientist.”

And yet this is a book on science as well. T1e
makes robust use of ideas—his own and those of
others—in the physical and social sciences. In giv-
ing knowledge such a central position in the com-
prehension of the world, one has to draw on a
deep-rooted understanding of how knowledge
emerges and Hourishes in the world of nature, es-
pecially in the world of human beings and hu-
man minds within that larger whole. This is where
Polanyi’s past work is so important in the genesis
of this book. Insights drawn from past scientific
works may hanscend those works, and yet those
works remain critically important for the insights
and their use.

The basic insight that launches this book is the
undcrsldndmc that, as Michael Polanyi puts it,

“we can an\ more than we can tell.” For exam-
ple, we can recognize a face clearly enough with-
out being able to tell exactly what features of the
face yielded that recognition. The phenomenon re-
lates to Gestalt psychology, which points to the fact
that we can integrate the p(]rhullars of a pthmc-
nomy without being able to identify, in any precise
way, those particulars. Polanyi shows that “tacit
knowledge™ that cannot be casily formalized and
put into exact words has a sweeping presence in
the world, and he goes on to argue that it is also a
central feature of our knowledge of that world.

In the first chapter of the book, Polanyi explores
the far-reaching —and sometimes astonmlnng—un-
plications of tacit knowledge. We get a collection
of related propositions here: “Tacit knowledge is
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FOREWORD

shown to account (1) for a valid knowledge of a
problem, (2) for the scientist’s capacity to pursue it,
guided by his sense of approaching his solutions,
and (3) for a valid anticipation of the yet indeter-
minate implications of the discovery arrived at in
the end.”

Polanyi also uses the idea of tacit knowledge to
tackle a paradox, discussed by Plato, called “Meno’s
paradox.” This deals with the view that the scarch
for knowledge is an absurdity, since either you
know it already, in which case no search is needed,
or you do not know what you are looking for, in
which case vou cannot expect to find it. 111 con-
trast, P()lcmw argues that if tacit knowledge is a
central part of knowledge in general, then we can
both (1) know what to look for, and (2) have some
idea about what else we may want to know. One
implication that Polanyi draws from this perspec-
tive is that “the process of formalizing all knowl-
edge to the exclusion of any tacit knowledge is self-
defeating” This has subversive 1111pl|01tiom for
the general approach of formalization since it looks
for ¢ thc kind of lucidity which destroys its subject
matter.”

Beginning with his exploration of the nature,
reach and implications of “tacit knowing,” Polanyi
goes on to investigate “how the structure of tacit
knowing determines the structure of comprehen-
sive entities,” and then examines the foundational
1111phcat10113 of these recognitions in understand-
ing the nature of the world at different levels. He
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THE TACIT DIMENSION
looks for a framework within which we can define
“responsible human action, of which man’s moral
decisions form but a particular instance.” The
book ends with a pointer to Polanyi’s program of
trying “to affiliate our creative endeavors to the
organic evolution from which we have arisen,” and
to understand how all this might relate to “a pur-
pose that bears on eternity.” | shall not try to sum-
marize the sophisticated arguments that take Po-
lanyi through thls long line of reasoning, but even
those who would find the endpoint of the book to
be far too ambitious would certainly reap a great
many insights from the wide-ranging discussions
that Polanyi presents to his readers.

A question that may be worth asking relutes to
Michael Polanyi’s continuing status as an “out-
sider” in professional philosophy, despite his ex-
tensive and forceful writings, including this book,
on that general subject. Ideas from Michael Polan-
yi’'s writings are often cited and used in intellectual
discussions, even in professional philosophy, but
typically they are treated as suggestions coming
from outside the profession.

This is not, in any sense, a failure of Polanyi’s
purpose. One does not have to be an “insider” in
professional philosophy to make powertul philo-
sophical points that engage the attention of a great
many people—both inside and outside professional
phl]osophy.

Among the really interesting points to emerge is
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FOREWORD

the understanding that operations at a hlghcr level
cannot be accounted for by the laws governing its
particulars forming a lower level. This would mili-
tate, for example, against what Polanyi describes as
“the predominant view of biologists—that a me-
chanical explanation of living functions amounts
to their explanation in terms of physics and chem-
istry.” "I'he importance of tacit knowledge has im-
phcatl(ms Polanyi argues, for the impossibility of
depersonalizing knouledge and the difhculty of
secking objectivity in the form of pcrsonal detach-
ment. He also uses his line of reasoning to assign a
place for authority and to make room for tradition
in the enterprise of knowledge. There are a great
many interesting points in the book that would en-
gage the reader, even if it is too much to expect
that every reader would invariably agree with the
conclusions that Polanyi derives from his stimulat-
ing lines of inquiry.

i

However, the question does remain: given the reach
of his philosophical ideas, why is Michael Polanyi
treated as a respected outsider, rather than as an
insider, in contemporary Anglo-American philoso-
phy? To say, as some have done, that this is because
he was mainly in the tradition of what is called
“Continental” philosophy cannot be an adequate
answer. For one thing, Anglo-American philosophy
does treat Continental philosophers as distinctly
professional philosophers, even though working in a
different tradition. The Anglo-American philoso-
phers who have no time for, say, Heidegger, would
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THE TACIT DIMENSION
tend to place his works within professional philos-
ophy—albeit at its misguided end. Also, Michael
Polanyi’s work, with his focus on science "and ratio-
Ildllt}, has much in common with many of the ba-
sic ingredients of Anglo-American philosophy.

What then is the answer? It is perhaps relevant to
note in this context that the questions that engaged
Michael Polanyi were not the ones that were cen-
tral to the debates in professional philosophy at
that time. For example, Polanyi stayed firmly out-
side both sides of the philosophical divide in the
debates in the declining days of logical positivism.
He explicitly rejected positivist philosophy—not
surprisingly, given his skepticism of detached veri-
fication or falsihcation as a criterion of soundness
of knowledge. But he also rebuffed the alternatives
that were then emerging. For example, he was not
persuaded by what came to be known as “ordinary
Ianguage philosophy,” since he did not want to
give that much importance to “linguistic rules”
(Polanvi is more explicit on this sub]ect in his
earlier philosophical book, Personal Knowledge).
Even though he spent quite some time in Oxford,
it is hard to scc any particular influence of the Ox-
ford analytical school on his work.

On a related matter, Polanyi was in disagreement
with the “early Wittgenstein™ of Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus. Among other things, he clearly did
not believe that important recognitions can typi-
cally be articulated very “clearly,” but nor, unlike
Wlttgenstem did he see that to be an adequate
reason to “be silent” (as advised in the Tractatus).
However, the “later Wittgenstein” of Philosophical
Invealzgalzons did not satisty Polanyi any more
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FOREWORD

than did the Tractatus, and he expressed himself
firmly against relving so much on rules of language.
The philosophical divides that engaged Anglo-
American philosophers of that period left Polanyi
rather cold, and this did not make his 111tcgrat1()n
into mainstream philosophy any easier.

Certainly, being outside these major debates
would not have helped Polanyi to become an in-
sider in professional p]nlosophv but the main rea-
son for his outside status lies, | think, elsewhere. It
perhaps lics mostly in the fact that in many ways
Polanyi actually chose to remain an outsider to
mainstream philosophy. His books in philosophy
are not written in quite the way standard philo-
Sf)phical books are written. The format of present-
ing a few sharply defined questions, followed by
very detailed —and rather fussy—answers, did not
appeal to Michael Polanyi. Nor did he espouse the
professmn s usual practice of explicitly stating var-
ious interpretations of what looks like the same
statement and then discussing each interpretation
at great length.

[nstead, what we get from Polanyi are rather
rapid- fire sequences of imights‘——often deep in-

sights —without much pause for examining alterna-
tuc interpretations and possible Lounterargmnent&
But what may be missed here by professional Anglo-
American philosophers can be a source of reliet
and delight for the general reader interested in
philosophical issues (not many general readers, |
would suspect, long for a 200-page dissection of
the meamng and content of, say, “intentions”). If
this is right, then the pupularl’[» of Polanyi’s work
among the general public, on the one lland, and
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TIL TACIT DIMENSION
the somewhat distant treatment, on the other, it
receives from professional philosophers are not
caused by different factors—they relate, to a great
extent, to the same features of Polanyi’s philosoph-
ical writings.

I cannot help feeling that Michael Polanyi would
have been quite happy with this trade-off, since he
wanted to communicate widely his far-reaching
ideas, and also had relatively little patience for
hmcl\\ discussions in p[’Of&‘ﬂlO[l&] philosophy. T1e
would have been content, 1 think, to be scen as
someone with foundahonal piulosoplncai idcas
that actually engaged others, whether inside or
outside the narrowly defined boundaries of profes-
sional philosophy. The distance from profemonal
mainstream philosophy was, 1 think, Polanyi’s own
decision—perhaps a tacit decision, rather than an
explicit choice.

The reissuing of this remarkable book gives us
a new opportunity to see how far- l’f;d(,lllllU—d]ld
foundational —Michael  Polanyi’s ideas are, on
some of the age-old questions in philosophy. Itisa
wonderful privilege for me to have a little role in
the republication of this short but truly grand con-
tribution to our knowledge and understanding of
the world in which we live.

Amartya Sen
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INTRODUCTION

This book is an interim report on an inquiry started
more than twenty years ago. My ideas were first given
a systematic form in Seience, Faith and Society in 1946.
I considered science there as a variant of sensory per-
ception and developed this view into three lectures on
the subjects Science and Reality, Authority and Con-
science, and Dedication or Servitude. In my Gifford
Lectures (Aberdeen, 1951-52) I greatly expanded
these themes by including the whole range of knowl-
edge rooted in the life of animals and men. The result
was Personal Knowledge (1958), supplemented by a
theory of historiography in a small book, The Study of
Man (1959). Since then I have continued this inquiry
and published some twenty essays (listed in the Related
Bibliography) as well as piled up much unpublished
writing,

The present volume is the first account in book form
of the work done during these nine years. The delay
was caused by hope and by fear. The lure of the next
bend behind which new sights might appear distracts
us from the labor of taking stock, and the effect of this
distraction is reinforced by the anxiety that our theories
might be defeated at the next turn.

It took me three years to feel assured that my reply
to the Meno in the Terry Lectures was right. This has
at last been cleared up to my satisfaction in my essay
“The Creative Imagination,” published in Chemical
Engineering News (Vol. 44 [1966], No. 17).* It ap-

*'This essay was written for the Study Group on Foun-
dations of Cultural Unity held at Bowdoin College in
August 1965, and will also be published in their pro-
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THE TACIT DIMENSION

pears now also that what [ have said in the Terry
Lectures about our capacity for seeing and pursuing
problems had been said long ago in Science, Faith and
Society. Besides, my hesitant suggestion in the Terry
Lectures that tacit knowing is the way in which we are
aware of neural processes in terms of perceived objects
has been consolidated in my essay “The Structure of
Consciousness,” recently published in Brain (Vol. 88
[1965], Part IV, pp. 799-810).

The Terry Lectures of 1962 thus give a correct sum-
mary of my position. The text of Lectures 1 and 2 has
been retained virtvally unchanged. The opening and
closing sections of Lecture 3 are essentially retained,
but the link between them has been reshaped by in-
sertion of a more detailed account of the pursuit of
science in society.

Viewing the content of these pages from the position
reached in Personal Knowledge and The Study of Man
eight years ago, I see that my reliance on the necessity
of commitment has been reduced by working out the
structure of tacit knowing. This structure shows that
all thought contains components of which we are sub-
sidiarily aware in the focal content of our thinking,
and that all thought dwells in its subsidiaries, as if they
were parts of our body. Hence thinking is not only
necessarily intentional, as Brentano has taught: it is
also necessarily fraught with the roots that it embodies.
It has a from-to structure,

A variety of operations based on this structure has
proved it to be a richly revealing representation of
thought. The fact that it is impossible to account for
the nature and justification of knowledge by a series of
strictly explicit operations appears obvious in its light,
without invoking deeper forms of commitment. And

ceedings, “Toward a Unity of Knowledge” (Psychologi-
cal Issues, in press).
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