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Moral inversion, thefusion of skepticismand utopianism, isa preoccupying themein Polanyi’ swor k from 1946
onward. In part 1, the author analyzes Polanyi’s complex account of the intellectual developments that are
implicatedinacascade of inversionsinwhich thegood islost through complicated, misguided, and unrealistic
dedication to the good. Parts 2 and 3 then address two of the most basic of the objectionsto Polanyi’ stheory
voiced by Zdzislaw Najder. To Najder’ s complaint that Polanyi isnot clear in hisuse of theterm*“ moral,” the
author repliesthat the pivotal distinction in Polanyi’s moral theory is not the moral against the intellectual,
but the passions against the appetites. In considering Najder’ s complaint that Polanyi’ s argument represents
a naive instance of ethnocentric absolutism, the author undertakes to show Polanyi’s consistency and
per spectival self-awarenessbyfocusing on Polanyi’ saccount of authority and dissent withinatradition, aswell
as on Polanyi’ s treatment of persuasion as a heuristic passion.

Paul Nagy hascharacterized Michael Polanyi as* pre-eminently amoral philosopher” (Nagy 1996, 23).
Thisdescription seemsconsi stent with certainthingsthat Polanyi himself said about hisintentions. InPersonal
Knowledge, for exampl e, hewrotethat hisoppositionto the* universal mechanical interpretation of things” had
asits “ground” his conviction that such an interpretation “impairs man’s moral consciousness’ (PK 153).
Moreover, the argument of Personal Knowledge culminatesin anarrative cel ebration of the emergence out of
aninanimateuniverse, notjust of life, but of lifeformscapabl eof pursuingtheir existenceinmoral responsibility
within the framework of meaning and value provided by the multiple traditions and convivial ordersinwhich
persons participate. The middlethird of The Sudy of Man, Polanyi’s“extension” of theinquiry undertakenin
Personal Knowledge, is given over to “the study of man acting responsibly within the bounds of his human
obligations’ (SM 42). Polanyi’s 1965 essay “On the Modern Mind” occupies itself with addressing “the
challengethat apositivistic empiricism presentstotheexistenceof moral principles’ (mm18). Hispurposethere
istotracethedestruction of and point theway totherecovery of “thegroundsfor our basic[moral] ideals,” ideals
rooted in and constitutive of “the higher intangiblelevels of existence, which apositivistic empiricism refuses
torecognize’ (mm 13, 18). Near the end of The Tacit Dimension, he writes, “| have specifically promised to
findaplacefor moral principlessafefrom self-destruction by aclaimto boundlessself-determination” (TD 85).
Andthe opening of chapter 2 of Meaning complainsthat the“ morally neutral account of all human affairs’ that
continuesto prevail intheacademy constitutesa“ fal se philosophy” which, thoughit may not beable“to destroy
the power of our moral convictions,” nonethel essinevitably entanglesusand our studentsin aweb of reductive
thinking by meansof which“wemust cometo suspect our ownmoral motives’ and“silence” our moral impul ses
(M 23).

Yet to call Polanyi “pre-eminently a moral philosopher” seems initialy to stretch the bounds of
credibility. Nagy restshisclaimontheargument that Polanyi is“amoral philosopher inthe Aristoteliantradition
who anticipated the turn in recent years away from the modern ethics of rulesto the classical ethics of virtue’
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(Nagy 1996, abstract), and one can find strands in Polanyi’s work that prefigure certain much acclaimed
arguments advanced by Alasdair Maclntyre. Y etit seemshard to fault moral philosophersand theologiansfor
being less attentiveto Polanyi’ s contribution than epistemol ogists, social and political theorists, and thosewho
work inthedomain of fundamental theol ogy havebeen. Thereareat | east twoimpedimentsintheway of securing
the sort of hearing for Polanyi among ethicists that would allow us to proceed to abalanced discussion of his
statureasamoral philosopher. First, Polanyi isavery complicated thinker, anditisdifficult to assessthevalue
of histhought for ethicsand moral philosophy without first understanding hisphilosophy of science, hiscritique
of critical philosophy and positivism, hissocial theory, and hisaccount of human knowing. From the point of
view of themoral philosopher, thisisalot of work to do for what |ooksto be, at best, an uncertaingain. Second,
those portionsof Polanyi’ swritingsinwhich heismost obviously making moral argumentstend, it seemstome,
to actively discourage the required investment of time and study, because on an initial reading, they seem
imprecise, mythy, tendentious, ideological, and almost (if not downright) naive.

A casein paointishisanalysis of what he calls“moral inversion,” which may be broadly understood
astheprocessby whichthefusion of scientific skepticism (“ extremecritical lucidity” [ TD 4]) with utopiansocial
aspirations (“intense moral conscience” [TD 4]) produces the dystopia of moral and political nihilism out of
which arisesthe modern totalitarian state, in which theonly principle of social order isabsol ute coercive power
and in which material welfare is embraced as the supreme socia good. The exposure and critique of moral
inversionisaproject towhich Polanyi revertsrepeatedly between 1946 and 1975, and it canfairly be said that
diagnosing this pathology, analyzing its causes, and devising aremedy constitute the social objectivetowhich
his philosophical work is ordered.

In 1968 Zdzisaw Najder published, in the collection Intellect and Hope, an adept, biting, and
comprehensive critique of Polanyi’s discussion of moral inversion. So far as | know, this powerful set of
objections has gone unanswered. Thereis, of course, no way to establish how influential hisessay hasbeenin
discouraging philosophical interest intheethical dimension of Polanyi’ swork, but | do not doubt that Najder’s
reactionisemblematic of theresponseof many readerstothisstrandinPolanyi’ soeuvre—certainly my ownfirst
effort toengageand assessPol anyi’ streatment of moral inversion resultedin dismay and misgivingsthat closely
mirrored Najder’s. To the extent that Polanyi’ sanalysisis meant to provide “ahistorical, social, and political
theory,” Najder faults it for “oversimplification, hasty judgment, and tendentious interpretation of history”
(Najder 1968, 384). According to Najder, Polanyi failsto adequately differentiate Nazism and Stalinism; he
romanticizesand distortsthe social reality of late nineteenth-century Europe; he“ neglects’ “social, economic,
and sociohistorical factors’ (378) and “ never pays attention to social and economic causes of revolutions and
upheavals’ (379); his “pleas for political and moral restraint and moderation sound distinctly conservative”
(382) and his*" conceptual framework remainsthoroughly individualistic or rather, to be more precise, restson
asort of anindividualistic-intellectualistic syndrome” (383). To the extent that Polanyi’ sanalysisis meant to
present a“ conceptual proposal,” “atool to analyze certain problems of morality and moral behavior, of ethical
changeand of masspsychology” (365), Najder faultsitfor lack of focus, aswell aslack of clarity and consistency.
If it is a proposal about psychological processes, “the meaning of the predicate ‘moral’ seems to be rather
difficult to ascertain: what precisely differentiates moral passionsfrom other kinds of passions?’ (367). Ifitis
a proposal about sociohistorical tendencies rather than individual psyches, then Polanyi pays inadequate
attention to what Nagjder calls“the social determinantsof morality” (369). If itisaproposal about axiological
structures, Polanyi isvulnerableto* accusationsof inconsistency and arbitrariness’ (372) becausehesometimes
treats moral commitments as socially grounded professions of faith and other times presentsthem as “eternal
truths.” His position, in the end, is indistinguishable from “ ethnocentric absolutism” (370).
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Najder’s criticisms are all weight-bearing objections and can only be answered (if they can be
answered) by penetrating moredeeply still into thelogic of Polanyi’ sarguments. Thevery gravity of Najder's
complaints suggests that moral inversion is an inauspicious place to begin the work of assessing Polanyi’'s
contribution to moral philosophy. Other aspects of Polanyi’ s thought—histheory of fiduciary commitments,
his analysis of the structure of human judgment, and his insistence that there is no escape from risk—seem
considerably lessproblematic and clearly do haveimplicationsfor ethics. Y et, on hisown terms, we cannot take
him seriously asamoral philosopher without giving sustai ned attention, sooner or | ater, tothe metanarrative he
develops concerning moral inversionin modernity. Sincethisaccount isactually considerably more complex
thanisusually acknowledged, | will beginby reviewingit. Insections2and 3, | will returntoNagjder’ scomplaints
(2) that Polanyi’s use of “moral” and his notion of moral passions remain enigmatic (Najder 1968, 367) and
(2) that Polanyi’s argument offers an unwitting and regrettable example of “ethnocentric absolutism” (370).
Najder’ sother criticismsare equally worthy of attention, but inasmuch asnot all of them can beaddressed here,
| will concentrate on the two that seem most basic.

1. The Process of Moral Inversion

AsPolanyi makesclear at the beginning of “Onthe Modern Mind,” he believesthat ideas matter, that
they have the power to shape the evolution of human history. Itisonly because thought has*“intrinsic power”
that freedom of thought matters.? Ideasare contextually prompted, hegrants, but ideasare not simply symptoms
of and legitimationsfor other social forcesthat actually do the heavy lifting; on the contrary, ideasare asocial
forceintheir own right:

To accept the indeterminacy of knowledge requires, on the contrary [contrary to the
objectivist picture of the “functioning of a mindless knower”], that we accredit a person
entitled to shape his knowing according to his own judgment, unspecifiably. Thisnotion—
applied to man—impliesin itsturn asociology in which the growth of thought is acknowl-
edged as an independent force. And such asociology isadeclaration of loyalty to asociety
inwhich truth is respected and human thought is cultivated for its own sake (PK 264).

Accordingly, when people*“ changetheir minds,” governmentsrise and fall, despotism advances or despotism
collapses(mhr 32, 28). Hisargument concerning moral inversionisaninquiry into Europeanintellectual history
and advances a hypothesis about the way in which the development of certain ideas and the emergence of a
widespread disposition to act on those ideas areimplicated in therise of totalitarian socio-political systemsin
thetwentieth century. Indeed, itishishypothesisthat certain combinationsof ideas, consistently enacted, entail
totalitarian tyranny. Thereis no getting around the fact that Polanyi believes that ideas are an independent,
determining forcein palitical and civic life.

Polanyi also believes that ideas can be correct or incorrect in their bearing on and representation of
social aswell asnatural realities. Incorrectideasyield patternsof action that are, at best, unfruitful. Moreover,
thought constitutes” anautonomouspower” because*truth, justice, and morality haveanintrinsic[if intangibl €]
reality” (mhr 35, 36). It is not, perhaps, easy to see just what this might mean, but it seems pivota to
understanding Polanyi’ sconviction that totalitarian régimes, and the condition of moral inversionthat supports
them, are inherently unstable. Because they invert, misrepresent, and deny real forces, they are riven with
contradictionsandillusionsthat cannot be maintai ned over long periodsof time, evenwhenthey areinstantiated
in comprehensive social systems that provide little purchase for doubt or questioning.
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1.1 INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENTS CONTRIBUTING TO MORAL INVERSION

Polanyi’ s counterintuitive thesis with respect to the rise and dominion of totalitarian régimes (on the
right and the left) isthat the driving power behind these dehumanizing and violently oppressive governments
hasbeen essentially and fanatically moral. Whatever el setheleaders of these movementsmay have been about,
they understood themsel vesto beand, infact, were(in Polanyi’ sjudgment) implementing utopian visionsof the
common good. Polanyi isprobing, then, amoral paradox: namely, that the twentieth century’ s unprecedented
lake of blood had its springs, not in moral decay or complete amorality, but in pathological moralism. The
demonicisnot aforcethat opposesthemoral; itisWestern morality’ sown deepest and, inways, most seductive
temptation. Although thishas presumably been aperpetual danger, inlate modernity, the demonic subversion
of moral intention became nothing | ess than inevitable when certain supporting conditions conspired to defeat
critical moral self-consciousness. The puzzle that totalitarianism presents to him is, thus, the puzzle of how
profound and noble moral aspirations could be so completely twisted and perverted asto result not only inthe
callous forms of dehumanization epitomized by the unthinkable slaughter of millions of citizens by their own
various governments but in the complete subversion of justice, the wholesale sacrifice of freedom, and the
systematic substitution of purposeful liesfor inconvenient truths. These deaths, thissubversion, thissacrifice,
this substitution—these are the worl dly face of moral inversion, and unlike so many others, from Karl Marx to
Karl Polanyi to Zdzislaw Najder, Polanyi believesthat the explanation isto be sought, not in (or not merely in)
economic systemsand socia conflicts, butin Europeanintellectual history. Itisworth reminding ourselves, at
this point, that Polanyi was a gifted Hungarian scientist and intellectual of Jewish background whose family
emigrated from Hungary to escape the antisemitic laws and practices of the forces that occupied Budapest in
1919; in 1933 he left Nazi Germany under similar circumstances. Between 1928 and 1935, he made four
extended tripsto the Soviet Union. He may thus be said to possess a certain indisputabl e authority in speaking
of totalitarian states. Whileit might be argued that heiswrong or one-sided in hisinterpretation, he cannot be
said to be uninformed about the social conditions he seeks to diagnose.

Theintellectual trendsthat he considersrel evant to the rise of totalitarianism are asnumerous astheir
interplay iscomplicated. Thelist must include at |east these devel opments:

. Therise of Western science was closely tied to amechanistic conception of the natural world, which
yielded amechanistic conception of the person, and that, inturn, yielded amaterialist view of politics
and “anaturalistic explanation of . . . moral and social responsibilities’ (tc 41).

. Asthephysical sciencesproceeded from onetriumphto another, theoristssought to apply thescientific
method to studies of the socia order. Wrapped, then, intheauthority of science, theseinterpretations
of political trendsandthesepredictionsof thepolitical and economicfuturecouldrepresent themselves
asobjectively unassail ableempirical accounts, effectively licensing despotism onthe part of thosewho
embraced them.

. Because appreciation of scientifictruthwasnecessarily restricted to ahighly trained élite and because
material contrivancehasawaysbeen soimportant tothephysical well-being of humanity, technol ogy,
which*“requiresthat aninvention shoul d beeconomicandthusachieveamaterial advantage” (PK 177),
gained ascendancy over scientific inquiry and the cultural values that constitute the framework of
science. This gave a distinct boost to an already pervasive utilitarian (means-end; manipulative)
mentality: aright understanding of sciencewasfurther obscured and relations of use, instrumentality,
and control were celebrated.
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The relativization of truth and morals that arose with the decay of belief in reveal ed absolutes and
rationally indubitabl e universals—the awareness of “our own ubiquitous participation in the shaping
of truth” (PK 204)—yielded suspicion of all authorities and a species of moral nihilism (a contempt
for humaneidealsand aninability torespond tothem) at both thepolitical/civicand thepersonal levels.
At the sametime, it created a public eager to embrace the illusion that it would be possible to arrive
at impersonal objectivity (the chief charm of whichwasthecertainty it yielded) by workingwithinthe
rigid constraints of the empirically provable.

Thescientific/rational challengetotraditional formsof social order and authority resultedinsecularism
(distrust of theclergy) and the shift from astatic conception of society toadynamicone. Theideathat
society isprogressing toward ever higher and more adequate forms gained wide acceptance, and“the
deliberate contriving of unlimited social improvement” was elevated to the status of “a dominant
principle” (bn 8).

With the decay of immemoria customs and unquestionable authority, the internal contradictions
between the practice and the rhetoric of any society “professing Christian precepts’ became asource
of social disruption (bn 5).

Whereas morality had once been construed astherestraint of passion and the achievement of serenity
in the face of fate, it began to be understood in terms of the pursuit of (the enabling or enactment of)
the social good; thisproduced “inordinate aspirations’ and opened theway for “moral excess’ (bn 3).
Asotherworldly faithgaveway tothis-worldly enthusiasms, asecul arized chiliastic perfectionismwas
loosed in the civic realm, fanning impatience with the (necessary) compromises of al existing social

ordersandyieldingaruthlessrevolutionary political righteousness. Withthiscametheconvictionthat
the end sought will justify whatever meansare used to achieveit (see especially the description of the
moral zealotry of Russian revolutionaries, mhr 38).

Romanticism (“acomprehensivemovement of thought andfeeling” evoked by “[m]an’ sconsciousness
of himself asasovereignindividual” [bn 8]) gaverisetotheideathat “ man’ smoral responsibility would
besafely groundedinnature” (tc43). Thisled Jean-JacquesRousseal, among others, to distrust society
(authority, culture, and tradition) asaform of corruption and to place great valueonindividuality and
spontaneity. Italsoled,inparallel contrast, totheutilitarianview (particularly inthetheoriesof Claude-
AdrienHelvétiusand Jeremy Bentham) that “ reduced man to abundle of appetitesfeedingthemselves
according to amathematical formula’ (tc 43).

The rise of absolute individualism had the paradoxical result of authorizing the absolute state: “an
outstanding individual isalaw unto himself and may, as astatesman, unscrupul ously impose hiswill

ontherest of theworld” (PK 232). A nation, too, has"theright andtheduty tofulfil its* historicdestiny’

irrespective of moral obligations’ (PK 232; see also SFS 78-79, bn 7ff., M 12).

Whereasfreedom and obligation had been seen asinseparabl e (because freedom was considered to be
afunction of membership in a community, membership which entailed an obligation to a particular
tradition and its values [ SFS 65, 74]), freedom began to be conceived as sovereign individuality and
asareleasefrom social obligation. Revolt, disorder, and meaningless activity cameto be seen asthe
road to freedom (M 23).

Growing social disillusionment and contempt provoked self-conscious immoralism. People with
developed moral sensitivitiesthuspursued and flaunted viciousbehavior “in protest against themoral

shallownessof society” (bn9). Individual sembraced and wereguidedintheir conduct by theview that
“evil may be morally superior to good” (bn 13) because it was honest, natural, authentic, and
untrammeled by discredited social conventions
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A listing of thissort makesit clear that moral inversionisnot being presentedto usasasimpl e, obvious,
and straightforward development. Indeed, my own initial impression that Polanyi’ stheory of moral inversion
istoo speculative or too sketchy to be very convincing seems, in light of such alist, to have arisen because of
the breadth of datathat he undertakes to integrate rather than because his analysisis superficial or smplistic.
Thereis, after all, aconsiderableliterature on nearly al of thesetrends. Andif Polanyi hasnot given usthesort
of detailed and specific analysis of intellectual history that we might have found more persuasive, it may be
becausehecould hardly track them all withthesamelevel of intensity with which he hastraced thedevel opment
and effects of positivistic skepticism.

Itis, moreoever, hisargument that noneof thesetrends, taken by itself, would producemoral inversion.
What isrequired isthe fusion of two or more. In analyzing what fuses with what to produce moral inversion,
Polanyi givesdifferent accountsin different places, but in all of these accounts, we find him combining one of
the trends connected with the devel opment of scientific rationalism into positivistic skepticism with one of the
trends relating to shiftsin and intensifications of civic moral aspiration. Moral inversion requires, to use the
wordsof Harry Prosch, “thetwin devilsof theideal of knowledge asdetached objectivity andtheideal of action
as moral perfectionism” (Prosch 1986, 272).
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Different permutations of elements from the two basic clustersyield the various summary character-
izations of the originsof moral inversion that Polanyi advancesin different places. In Personal Knowledge, he
speaks of the dynamo-objective coupling, by which he meansthat in any given psyche, the dynamic or motive
power of the moral sentimentsis fused with the illusion of scientific certainty provided by false theories of
impersonal, objective knowledge (PK 230). Or in a dlightly different way, the energizing power of moral
indignation fuses with a materialistic and utilitarian “interpretation of morality [which] accuses all moral
sentimentsof hypocrisy” (PK 233). Andinthearenaof public affairs, “high moral dynamism” fuseswith“our
stern critical passion which demands that we see human affairsobjectively, i.e. asamechanistic processin the
Laplacean manner,” or, to put it yet another way, “inordinate . . . moral aspirations’ fuse with a“completely
amoral . . . objectivist outlook” (PK 228). In The Tacit Dimension, he at one point suggests that “ Scientific
skepticism and utopianism had thusfused into anew skeptical fanaticism” (TD 4) and, at another, describesthe
effects of “self-doubt coupled with perfectionism” (TD 87). These passages, and otherslikethem, support the
view that moral inversion occurs only in the interplay of a double infirmity: a pathologically “misguided”
intellectual passion—"a passion for achieving absolutely impersonal knowledge” (PK 142)—entersinto a
symbiotic relationship with a pathological (or at least invidiously “inordinate”) moral passion—the utopian
passion for social perfection. Thereare, however, other passages that look for an explanation, not to some set
of pathologies within the normal framework of Western thought, but in the framework itself. In works at the
beginning and at theend of hisphilosophical career, hesuggeststhat thecontradiction or antinomy hasbeen built
into the Westerntradition of thought fromitsvery inceptionintheimperfect cultural welding of therational and
critical heritage of the Greeks with the moral and prophetic heritage of the Christians. “Modern thought isa
mixture of Christian beliefs and Greek doubts. Christian beliefs and Greek doubts arelogically incompatible
andtheconflict betweenthetwo haskept Westernthought aliveand creative beyond precedent. But thismixture
is an unstable foundation. Modern totalitarianism is a consummation of the conflict between religion and
skepticism” (LL 109-10; reprinted nearly word-for-wordinM 20-21). Itisasif hesupposesthat theintractable
presence of each exposes the other to novel forms of corruption.

Whileit isdifficult to bring all of the pertinent elementsinto alucid comprehensive statement of the
interactions of al these intellectual developments in triggering moral inversion(s), | do not see obvious
contradictionsamongthevariouspartial accounts. That theaccountsof theoriginsof moral inversion(s) should
be variable in this particular way actually contributes to the force that the notion develops when it is closely
studied. Theexperienceisrather like questioning awitnesson multipleoccasions. Theaccount that thewitness
giveschangesasthe questioning probesthe event from different angles, but solong asthewitnessdoesnot give
contradictory accounts, thewitness sability to placethesamestory inmultiplecontextsenhancestheimpression
of reliability, whereas arigid account that could only get at the event by approaching it in one way would give
theimpression of being aninvented story rather than the fruit of many-dimensioned experience. Moreover, if
Polanyi isatal correctinhisanalysis, it must begranted that heistrying totrack exceptionally complex cultural
developmentswhich areinterrelated, overlapping, and mutually reinforcing in countless ways.

1.2 SPURIOUS MORAL INVERSION

Words and beliefs matter because people act on them, but Polanyi acknowledges that it is not
uncommon for there to be some discrepancy between theory and practice. Moreover, important asideas are,
practicesand institutionshavetheir own resistant durability. “[P]eoplecan carry onagreat tradition evenwhile
professing a philosophy which deniesits premisses. For the adherents of agreat tradition are largely unaware
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of their own premisses, which lie deeply embedded in the unconscious foundations of practice” (SFS76). A
scientist canvoiceacompletely wrongtheory of sciencewhilestill managing tofunctionasafineand productive
scientist; likewise, an agent can imbibe and repeat completely false theories of the moral life without ceasing
to do theright thing in situations of concrete moral choice. Taught by the disenchanted to be embarrassed by
thetraditional language of morals, welearnto useother languagefor what wearedoing ethically and politically,
giving afalsematerialistic account of human action and denying that agentshaveany motiveother than material
self-aggrandizement, or pleasure, or power. But evenindoing so, wemight still fail todraw thelogical existential
consequences of these theoretical accounts, or we might be protected from drawing such conclusions by the
existence of ingtitutions incompatible with such conclusions. Such situations constitute spurious moral
inversions. He believesthat arich capacity for thiskind of inconsistency or “suspended logic” iswhat haskept
the Anglo-American world safe, so far, from the menace of totalitarianism.

Because spurious moral inversion involves a contradiction, it represents a dangerously unstable
situation. Thoroughgoingmoral inversionislogically morestablebecauseit bringspersonal conduct and social
arrangementsintolinewiththeaccountsthat aregiven of them.® Theimportation of the corrupted accountsinto
polities which do not already have the protective ingtitutions and practices in place will inevitably produce
complete moral inversion because the community |egislates according to the theories it has embraced astrue.
Moreover, inasmuch as words and ideas are considered by Polanyi to be powerful socia forces, untrue
descriptions of what we are doing are profoundly subversive even in established, stableinstitutional contexts.
In such settings, the impetus toward greater consistency (the passage from spurious moral inversion to actual
moral inversion) comes, ironically, with“agreat upsurge of moral demandson social life” (PK 234). Inperiods
of social crisisand social agitation, social contradictionsare brought into view and exploited. Moreimportant,
whentraditional moral arrangementsandbehaviors, particularly moral restraintsonbehaviors, arechallenged,
their defenders find themselves without any theoretical support, since the regnant accounts explain personal
behavior and social arrangements in terms of power and interest. When new social programs are ardently
advocated and extreme social changeis proposed, existing practices are without defense and are dismissed in
contempt. “When injected into a utilitarian framework it [social dynamism] transmutes both itself and this
framework. Itturnsintothefanatical forceof amachinery of violence. Thisishow moral inversioniscompl eted:
man masked as a beast turnsinto a Minotaur” (PK 235; see also 268).

1.3 THE MAKING OF THE MINOTAUR

Y et two questions suggest themselves: Why should the fusion produce a devouring monster, rather
than, say, a bungling and inefficient bureaucracy? And if positivistic skepticism functions so efficiently to
evacuate the political realm of all moral scruples and content, why not say simply that the rise of totalitarian
savagery is, aspeopleintuitively believe, anindex of the abandonment of morality, rather than insisting on the
paradox of morality running amuck? |n considering these questions, we need to examinein more careful detail
at least one of his accounts of the process of inversion. Since Personal Knowledge offers the most
comprehensively devel oped statement of Polanyi’ s philosophy, it makes sense to examinethe version that we
find there, and | want to look less at the actual passages that invoke the term “moral inversion” (the last six
sectionsof chapter 7, “ Conviviaity”) than at threeearlier argumentsthat put in placethegroundwork uponwhich
the summary discussion of moral inversion relies. All three preliminary considerations explore the roots of
“[t]he moral appeal of a declared contempt for moral scruples’ (PK 235).
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1.3.1 The LaPlacean ideal of knowledge

Toward the end of the subsection “Scientific Value,” in chapter 6, “Intellectual Passions,” Polanyi
discussesat somelengththe“Laplacean delusion” or “fallacy” (141). This“fallacy” has multiple dimensions,
but for our purposes can be summarized as* aconception of science pursuing theideal of absolute detachment
by representing theworldintermsof itsexactly determined particulars’ (139), together with theconvictionthat
anadeguateknowledgeof theseentitiesandthenatural (that s, physical) forcesthat “ animate” themwouldyield
“acompletescientificknowledgeof theuniverse” (140). Laplace, by “ substituting” theillusion of “aknowledge
of al experience” for what was, in fact, nothing but “aknowledge of all atomic data,” set in motion the chain
of (self-)deceptionsthat produced “ amechanistic world view” (141). Thisconceptual development, grounded
inaprofound error of oversimplification, constituted a“ menace” not only to scienceitself but alsoto “cultural
values.” Captivated by the “Laplacean ideal of knowledge,” subsequent thinkers derived from it a widely
accepted “ conception of man” which was used to guide “the conduct of human affairs’ (141). A mechanistic
conception of theworld thusyiel ded amechani stic conception of thepersonwhichinturnyieldedamaterialistic
view of palitics. Thispersisting materialistic view of politicshastwo dimensions. Inthefirst placeit produces
acynical and distrustful view of the nature of politics and governance: “ Its reductive programme, applied to
politics, entailsthe ideathat political action is necessarily shaped by force, motivated by greed and fear, with
morality used asascreentodeludethevictims’ (141). Inthesecond place, it altersthe conception of the highest
public good, teaching that “material welfare and the establishment of an unlimited power for imposing the
conditions of material welfare are the supreme good” (142).

Asmaterial welfareiselevated, other goods, such asscientific valuesand variousformsof liberty, are
subordinated, deval ued, and even suppressed. Thuswearriveat the paradox that aline of interpretation arising
from the operation of intellectual passion, specificaly, the “passion for achieving absolutely impersonal
knowledge’ (142), hasthe consequenceof discrediting theintellectual passionsandthearti cul atesystemswhich
they express and reinforce. This destruction of intellectual passion by intellectual passion is possible only
because theintellectual passion that drivesthe processisa“misguided” one, apassion hell-bent on achieving
afallaciousobjective. Thatitismisguidedisshownby thefactthatit destroysitsvery base, andthisleadsPolanyi
to articulate “a criterion of consistency” for assessing theories of human nature and human society: “our
conceptionsof man and human soci ety must be such asto account for man’ sfaculty informing theseconceptions
and to authorize the cultivation of thisfaculty within society” (142).

Thispassageisimportant to aconsideration of moral inversion becauseit introducesthe separation of
passionsfrom the objectivesthey seek to achieve. 1t alsoisoneof thesimpler and cleaner accountsof thesocial
degeneration Polanyi is exercised to reverse. But one of the most interesting things about this passage isthat
heintroduces" moral aspirations’ into thisdevelopmental portrait eventhough they do not seemat all necessary
to the portrait of, and critique of, reductive materialism that | have just summarized. Into the paragraph
describing the reconceptualization of the highest public good, he interjects, “But our age overflows with
inordinatemoral aspirations. By absorbingthiszeal theobjectivesof power and wealth acquireamoral sanctity
which, added to their supposed scientific necessity, enforces their acceptance as man’s supreme and total
destiny” (142).

Thisobservationprefigures, of course, thefusionthatischaracteristic of the processof moral inversion,
but its apparent gratuitousness in this particular passage invites a deeper probing of histhought. Clearly he
believes that the moral |egitimation of increasingly reductive accounts of human activity, the aura of “moral
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sanctity,” is not adventitious; neither doesit tag along after changes driven by other forces. | began section 1
by drawingattentionto Polanyi'sconvictionthat ideasdirectly influencethecourseof history, but obviously they
caninfluencehistory only whenthey are acted upon. The motivesthat impel action and sustain citizensthrough
the dislocations of social rearrangements are not intrinsic to the ideas themsel ves; otherwise, spurious moral
inversionwould not be possible. Thus, when we set the passagein question in the context of other components
of hisargument, we can begin to see at | east three plausibl e reasonsfor hisintroduction of areferenceto moral
aspirationsinto his cognitive account of the extension of reductive materialism into political philosophy.

1. A cognitive adjustment that can betracked explicitly hasatacit dimension that can only be
described obliquely. Elsewhere in the book he notes that the success of communication,
despite al its specific stumblesand fumbles, arises out of “[t]he interpersonal coincidence
of tacit judgments,” acoincidencethat is* primordially continuouswith the muteinteraction
of powerful emations’ (PK 205). If thisistrue of communication, how much moretrue must
it be of our capacity for joint action. Our cognitivelifeaspersonal knowershassubterranean
springsin emation, and the mystery of agency lies hidden in the vibrant turmoil of volition,
desire, need, interestedness, and lovethat impelsusinto motion. Itisone of thefaultsof the
descendants of LaPlace that they refuse to credit any such bodily grounding of inquiry, let
alone knowledge, and Polanyi’ swork suggeststhat it is one of theironies of history that the
triumph of the LaPlacean vision of the polis was powered by itsinfusion with passions and
aspirationsthat it denied.

2. Thereordering of social goods generated by Laplacean universal mechanics was not, in
Polanyi’ sview, anything like the neutral cognitive“revaluation” that Najder conceivesit to
have been. It was areconceptualization freighted with authority and commanding extraor-
dinary sacrifices. It was, in hisjudgment, the paradoxical combination of alleged scientific
inevitability and“moral sanctity” that authorizeditsministerstoexercisethefull forceof their
power in antidemocratic, violent, and totalitarian strategies for realizing an impoverished
social order, which was, in perfect good conscience, represented by zealots as a“ destiny.”
Only this could explain why in totalitarian states, the exercise of coercive power is often
supplemented by patently moral denunciations of any deviation in thought or action as
“irresponsible, selfish, immoral” (PK 180).

3. Parallel totheirony of intell ectual passionsthat destroy their own foundations, istheirony
of moral aspirations that motivate action that yields not a better, more just social order, but
aworse, lessjust one. On the LaPlacean reading of the human situation, political actionis
supposed to be “ shaped by force, motivated by greed and fear” (PK 141), completely shorn
of any authentic moral inspiration, yet examined honestly, it seems, in fact, to have been
driven, as a political program, by a conception of the good and a profound sense of social
responsibility.

Reverting later in the same chapter to this* materialistic outlook paradoxically imbued by inordinate

moral aspirations,” he suggests that by this means “the materialistic interpretation of culture [became] a

disguised imperative” (PK 180). Thisexposesfor ustheimportant fact that moral inversionsareactually of (at

least) two kinds. In addition to the open “moral appeal of immorality” (PK 232), whichismost pronouncedin

the various explicitly nihilistic philosophies (particularly German Romantic nihilism), there are also covert
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situations in which moral discourse and moral concern appear to disappear altogether from the public arena,
having been driven, so to speak, underground. Morality, ashamed of itself and publically denied, continuesto
function, adopting the col oration of scientific statement or some other disguise. Thispictureislater reaffirmed
wherehewrites, “ For when open professionsof thegreat moral passionsanimating afreesociety arediscredited
as specious or utopian, its dynamism will tend to be transformed into the hidden driving force of a political
machine, whichisthen proclaimed asinherently right and granted absol ute dominion over thought” (PK 214).

Hiddenmoral passionsarethebreeding ground of fanaticism. Ashesaysin“Beyond Nihilism,” moral
passionsthat aretorn from their proper objects or forced into disguised expression cannot “ speak in their own
voiceand arenolonger accessibleto moral arguments” (bn 17-18). Wereit only amatter of deception, of moral
motive having to expressitself inan alienidiom, thesituation “would perhapsbe merely pitiful” (PK 231). But
the transposition changes the passion in question. It becomes “an isolated passion, inaccessible to moral
considerations’ (PK 231). In other words, the energy and commitment becomeimmuneto public criticism, to
self-conscious review, and, perhaps most importantly, to any form of restraint. “[A] dogmatic orthodoxy can
bekeptin check bothinternally and externally, whileacreedinvertedinto ascienceisboth blind and deceptive”
(PK 268).

1.3.2 Self-set standards and moral doubt

At the beginning of chapter 7, “Conviviality,” Polanyi sets the “civic predicament” (PK 204) in a
different frame. Herehebeginsby reflecting ontheanxiety producedintheindividual knower when sheabsorbs
thefact that her convictions, which she holdsto be true and upon which she acts, sometimesirreversibly, have
been acquired in a particular social location at a particular time from particular fallible peers, teachers, and
authorities. Thisanxiety ispartly afunction of thehistoricists' dismantling of revealed andrational “truth,” but
it isimportant to see that the anxiety isalso, to some large degree, the result of the unreasonable standards for
judging knowledge that have been invented by critical philosophy. In any case, suffering from “the internal
insecurity of self-set standards’ (211), sheis vulnerable to adouble danger: on the one hand, her convictions
suddenly appear to be mindless conventionsthat have been foisted upon her by othersfor their own purposeand
convenience. Onthe other hand, to the extent that she can still feel that her commitmentsare her own at all, her
convictions are bound to seem subjective, arbitrary, and capricious (203).

This personal disquiet, pressing toward relativism and provoking self-distrust, is socially magnified
into awholesal e suspicion of authority:

At al points where men in authority are seen to impose on othersintellectual valueswhich
onreflection may cometo appear adventitious, thejustification of thisauthority may becalled
in question. The exercise of authority will tend to appear as bigoted or as hypocritica, if it
asserts as universal what is actually parochial.

Thusthe disturbance of our own convictions, caused by the sight of our own ubiquitous
participation in the shaping of truth, will expand into a civic predicament (203-4).

Thisgivesus, again, a picture of social distrust, public cynicism, and political decay, but the account
isdifferent. Aswe have seen, in chapter 6 Polanyi argues that a reductive view of the human person and a
materialist account of social activity produces a cynical and distrustful view of the nature of politics and
governance:; “Its reductive programme, applied to politics, entails the idea that political action is necessarily
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shaped by force, motivated by greed and fear, with morality used asascreen to deludethevictims’ (141). But
here, at the beginning of chapter 7, the cynical and distrustful view of the nature of politics and governanceis
shown to arise out of the conundrum produced not by what Polanyi judges to be a wrong understanding of
knowledgebut by what heconsidersto bebasically aright understanding of knowledge. If werundowntheroad
prepared by adeluded conception of perfectly objective, empirically bound knowledge, we arrive at aview of
politicsasamoral—aroughand unrestrained conflict of power, aimedat survival anddominance. If werundown
theroad prepared for us by the sociology of knowledge, wealso seemto arriveat aview of politicsasan amoral
realm where the clever and powerful manipulate socia arrangements for their own advantage and where the
weak and victimized have no protection and no court of appeal.

1.3.3 The inevitability of imperfection

In“Two Kindsof Culture,” asubsequent subsection of chapter 7, Polanyi offersathird account of the
originsof suspicion of politicsand governing authorities, and thisaccount isthe most fundamental. Hereheis
writing, not about pathologies that might be cured, but about the human condition itself, as he understandsiit.
Thought and action in the civic realm, even when pursued freely, must necessarily be pursued on aplatform of
threecivicingtitutions: “grouployalty, property andpower” (215). Thesearethecivicinstitutionsthat establish
social cohesion, ensurethewherewithal for individual sto sustain their lives, and defend the community andits
property against various external and internal threats. Theseinstitutions, however essential to the existence of
afunctional society, arenot particularly appealingmorally: “loyalty isparochial, property appetitiveand public
authority violent” (215). Inother words, the* civic pol€” of cultureis* essentially at variancewiththeuniversal
intent of intellectual or moral standards’ (215). So moral aspirationswill always overleap civic redlities, and
the more ambitious and unequivocal these aspirations are, the more dissatisfied their proponentswill be with
social reality. “[I]nacritical age, thisintertwining of civic exigencies with theideals of morality will remain
precarious’ (215-16).

This socia realism is all of a piece with his remarks elsewhere (usually in the context of explicit
considerations of moral inversion) concerning the revol ution-breeding aversion of the morally righteousto the
apparent hypocrisy of régimesthat espouse valuesthat they do not practice. But it worksinthe other direction,
too, and it is this other direction that Polanyi underlines in the discussion in “Two Kinds of Culture.” The
discrepancy betweenmoral ideal sand social requirementscan makemoral criticism seem alternately unreason-
ably utopian and cynically self-serving. “The genuineness of moral standardswill be rendered suspect wheniit
isrealizedthat they areupheld by force, based on property andimbuedwithlocal loyalty. . . . Morality will then
be [perceived to be] reduced to amere ideology” (216).*

Social life, even under the best of circumstances, will always present us with an impure mix of moral
ideals and amoral exigencies. Thus, Polanyi speaks of “the eternally menacing discrepancy between the
universalist claims of morality and its actual dependence on power and profit” (231). And at the end of the
chapter “Conviviality,” hecallsthistheinherently unstablelogicthat isbuiltinto afreesociety. Thereasonthat
social reality cannot beotherwiseissuccinctly specified toward theend of The Tacit Dimensionwhereheprobes
“thelogic by which successivelevelsof reality arerelated to each other” (TD 85). Every level of reality leaves
open possihilities, “boundary conditions,” that are closed by operational principles at the next level, but what
ispossibleat thehigher levelsislimited by thelower ones: “ All our higher principlesmust rely for their working
onalower level of reality and thisnecessarily setslimitstotheir scope” (TD 85). Atonelevel of reality, wefind
society “asan organization of power and profit” (TD 86). Assuch, it leaves many decisionsand arrangements
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open to determination by higher (that is, less materially determined) moral principles like justice and
beneficence, but it remainswhat it is; amaterial system for securing material well-being. Accordingly, “moral
progress can be achieve only within the medium of a society operating by the exercise of power and aiming at
material advantages’ (TD 86). Thismakesit clear why “inordinate endeavors’ (TD 85) are misconceived and
boundtofail. Atthesametime,itisequally misguided to resolvethetension by declaring moral aspirationsto
befanciful delusions. Though thelower levelsof reality set limitsto the scope of moral aspiration, it does not
follow that our aspirationsare reducible to theforcesthat limit them. Wefail equally by refusing to recognize
limits or by denying the operation of “transcendent values.” And, curiously, both failures produce the same
result: apolitical space evacuated of operational moral purposes and restraints.

Inthefinal paragraph of The Tacit Dimension, he observesthat “[m]en need apurpose which bearson
eternity.” Thisfollows, hebelieves, fromtheevol utionary “ cosmicemergenceof meaning” that hehastraced—
human beings, unlikelower animal's, cannot be* satisfied with abrief existence” (TD 92). Heoffers“truth” and
“our ideals’ asthe objectsthat can satisfy thishunger and concludes“ this might be enough, if wecould ever be
satisfied with our manifest moral shortcomingsand withasociety which hassuch shortcomingsfatally involved
initsworkings’ (TD 92). Itisthefailureto adjust to thisreality that has been half of the fatal fusion producing
totalitarian horrors.

1.3.4 The Minotaur at the center of the maze

Thesethreeaccountsconvergein portraying the devel opment of aconception of thepublicrealmfrom
whichmoral ideals, moral motives, and moral restraintshave been banished. Eventhough thisconception does
not accurately represent civicreality (inwhichmora motivesandinterestscontinueto operate, but haveadopted
displaced forms of expression), public life has been distorted and impaired by being so conceived. The most
significant inversion isthe subordination of thought to power, aninversion that becomesincreasing lethal asa
polity approaches*” the complete subordination of all thought to the service of one specific centreof power” (PK
243). When thisinversion is coupled with the unleashing of fanaticism and the absence of any recognition of
limits and moral restraints, the Minotaur is born: awily and dangerous monster with abull’shead onaman’s
body, that devours human beings.

Moral inversion is not one thing, but a cascade of paradoxical inversionsthat break upon us. Taken
together, they havethe potential to bring to an end the culture and civilization that arose out of the Renaissance
and Enlightenment in Europe. Inthe name of socia well-being, society isimmeasurably impoverished. Inthe
nameof social justice, justiceistrampled upon. Inthenameof self-determination, self-determinationisdenied.
Inthename of freedom, freedomislost. Inthename of morality, immorality iscelebrated. Inthenameof truth,
thepossibility of arriving at truthisdenied. Inthenameof the highest moral aspirations, theWest descendsinto
“soul-destroying tyrannies’ (PK 265). Liberalismisdevoured by her own children, and the Enlightenment is
by the Enlightenment destroyed.

Y et this destructive movement, this process of cultural deformation, does not appear to Polanyi to be
inevitableorirreversible. It hasnot resulted becauseliberalismissome* deception of vaindesires.” Ithascome
about in the first place through wrong ideas that can, with effort, be set right. But, more fundamentally, the
processisrooted in the pathos of deluded hope. Persons aspire to more than the human condition can supply.
Attheroot of moral inversionisadenia of humanreality, abasic blindnessor self-deception or antirealism that
renders our aspirations demonic. It happens when we seek the certainty guaranteed by absolute impersonal
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knowledge, refusing to recognize our personal participation in all our acts of knowing. It happens when we
aspire to a political world free of the operations of interest, power, and possession. And it happens when we
reject our flawed and contradictory social traditions in the ardor of self-determination.®

2. The Meaning of “Moral”

Having familiarized ourselveswith the complexity of Polanyi’ s consideration of moral inversion, we
can now return to Najder’s criticisms. He notes that it is not clear whether the frame of reference for moral
inversion is psychological, sociological, or axiological—or all three at once. Looked at as a contribution to
moral psychology, Polanyi’ sproposal advancesat least two claims—theclaimthat “moral forces[are] primary
motives of man” (PK 234) and the claim that moral passions are separable from moral ideals—that raise
guestions about how he isusing theterm “moral”:

Polanyi assumesal sothat moral passionsareinherentinall men—whilemoral idealsarenot:
thisseparability of the sphere of passionsfrom the sphere of idealsforms, in fact, the core of
“moral inversion.” AccordingtoPolanyi, men can preserveand exercisetheir moral passions
while shedding moral ideas for the sake of “immorality.” Seeninthislight, the meaning of
the predicate “moral” seemsto berather difficult to ascertain: what precisely differentiates
moral passions from other kinds of passions? (Najder 1968, 367).

If theconcept of moral inversionislooked at, instead, asacontribution to sociological analysis, hisuse
of “moral” becomes problematic from another point of view. Toanalyzetemporal changesor cultural contrasts
in ethical conduct or moral beliefs, sociology requires“aneutral concept of ‘the moral’” (Najder 1968, 369).
The sociological usage of “mora” needs to be neutral in the sense of designating a particular domain of
interpersonal behavior in which praise and blame of a certain sort are appropriately apportioned, but, Najder
complains, Polanyi’ suseof “moral” seemsawaystomean“morally commendable.” Sociological and historical
studies of ethical change a so require aconception of “moral” that is neutral in asecond way. The concept of
themoral that isbeing used to understand moral change should not beaconcept of themoral thatischaracteristic
of only one of the stagesinthe process of changethat isbeing studied. Hence, amore careful sociol ogist would
treat the changes Polanyi studies as“‘ moral revaluation’—a shift from one system to another” (Najder 1968,
373), rather than treating them asachallengeor “ crisis’ or “inversion.” Najder faults Polanyi’ suse of “moral”
on the grounds that it is always evaluative and never simply descriptive.

Najder has put hisfinger on several fundamental features of Polanyi’s approach. Thereisasensein
which Polanyi, in concert with his sustained attack on the fact/value dichotomy, has dissolved the notion of a
distinctively “moral” realm of human activity. Polanyi isalso, again by reason of thereorientation characteristic
of hisentire philosophical program, deeply skeptical of the proposal that anyone can generate aneutral sense
of “moral.” Intheremainder of thissection, | will examine hisnotion of moral passions, trying to clarify what
hedoesand doesnot mean by thepredicate” moral” when heiswriting about moral passionsand moral inversion.
Insection 3, | will returnto the question of moral neutrality inthe evaluation of beliefs, teachings, and conduct
relating to social well being.
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2.1 AGENCY, APPETITES, AND PASSIONS

Polanyi places “passions’ among the “pervasive conditions’ that “pervade the whole person” (PK
300). Some of these pervasive conditions are purely passive, that is, they do not involve commitment/
affirmation, but some are “ actively entered upon” (PK 312), in adeployment of commitment and affirmation.
Bodily feelingssuch aspain, tiredness, or boredom are both pervasively bodily and mental, but they involveno
action, commitment, or affirmation. These are pervasive statesthat we simply “endure.” In such experiences,
“thepersonal inus’ isnot engaged; the conditionisapurely subjectiveone. Pervasivefeelingsof pleasurecan
be equally passive, though they are enjoyed rather than suffered. Appetites constitute amotive toward action;
the satisfaction of the appetites therefore “entail[s] amanner of commitment” (300). The moment we seek to
achieve something by action, we “[submit] to requirements’ that we acknowledge to be “independent” of
ourselves (300). But the appetites are the lowest and least personal of those pervasive conditions that, being
“actively entered upon,” involveaffirmation or commitment. Passionsbelongtoalevel abovetheappetites, but
passions and appetites do have many common characteristics. Both areforms of centered striving that rest on
“innate sentience and alertness,” “ purpose and attention” (PK 96). Both are pre-articulate cravingsthat impel
acreatureinto action, being “ self-moving and sel f-satisfying impulses’ (PK 96). Both share*the same pointed
character” (PK 172), that is, both areintentional or directed forms of striving. Both invoke self-set standards
sinceit isthe satisfaction of the agent herself which marksthe end of striving.

A mental passion is, as it were, a vector extending from a proximate root in my bodily being to an
objectivethat | seek. Atitsproximateroot, it isacommunally engendered emotion or amotive—that is, itis
a directed longing or desire, a power of acting toward achievement, an impelling of my person toward an
anticipated but as yet unreal state of affairs. As such, mental passions, like appetites, belong to the tacit
dimension of my being; no fully explicit account of them can be rendered. When we speak of persons, this
unsayable motive power, this agency, is part of what we are speaking about.

But if thereisacontinuum to be traced between appetites and the “higher intellectual cravings’ (PK
96), therearea so disjunctivedifferences. Intentionally and actively in movement towarditsobjective, amental
passion encompasses agoal or ideal, which isaself-set or personally affirmed standard of excellencereceived
from the practice of an established community. Moral and intellectual passions alike can be misbegotten or
misdirected. Itispossiblefor them to be misbegotten or misdirected precisely because they are not appetites.

Thefollowingtableof differencesisderived primarily from Polanyi’ scomparison of theappetitesand
theintellectual passionsin Personal Knowledge. Sofar as| can see, themoral passionsdiffer fromtheappetites
in the same ways, a fact which Polanyi seems to acknowledge in The Study of Man, where he uses the more
comprehensiveterm“mental passions’ indifferentiating our strictly personal powersfromtheappetitivedrives
that are also present in animals. The passionate and the personal are very closely linked (PK 77-78), and the
table suggests why that is so.
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APPETITES

MENTAL PASSIONS

Bodily emotions

“Mental interests’ (PK 174); “the essentia restlessness of
the human mind” (PK 196)

Self-centered drives

Responsible commitment (SM 67); “Heurisitc cravings’
(PK 129); “heuristic endeavors’ (PK 389)

Lower, or more basic, interests

Transpersona higher purposes

Self-satisfaction; self-fulfillment

Self-modification; self-transcendence

Body as an instrument of self-indulgence (PK 395)

Body as a condition of the person’s calling (PK 395)

Predominately innate; we are equipped with perception,
“motoricity,” and appetites by nature

Acquired by education

Shared with animals

Not shared with animals

Private

Public: “they delight in cherishing something external to us,
for itsown sake” (PK 174)

Objects sought are instrumentally good

Objects sought are intrinsically good

Subjective in the sense of being “guided by standards of
private satisfaction” (PK 174)

Oriented toward “fulfilling universal obligations’
(because satisfaction requires upholding the larger
articulate framework from which the standards of
excellence are derived) (PK 174)

Self-centered individuality” (PK 395, SM 77)

“Responsible personhood of thoughtful man” (PK 395)

Requiring no framework of articulation and being far
older than such frameworks; “ mute exploration” leading
to “mute satisfaction” (PK 99)

“attached to an articulate framework” (PK 173)

Do not imply any “affirmation . . . about anything
outside himself” (PK 172)

Do imply an affirmation of something outside the inquirer

Satisfaction “terminates the situation which evoked
them [the activities]” (PK 173).

“Intellectual passions perpetuate themselves by their
fulfillment” (PK 173), at least partly because mind
continually calls into question previously achieved
satisfactions (PK 196)

Satisfaction consumes or “monopolizes’ the objects which
gratify it, thus creating a scarcity of objects offering
gratification.

Satisfaction of the passion “enrich[es] the mind of

al” by enhancing the availability of what satisfies,

“the gratification of mental passions creates objects
destined to gratify the same passionsin others’ (SM 60).

What satisfies the drive is a source of gratification only

What satisfies the passion is both a source of (personal)
gratification and “a voice which commands respect”; thus,
yielding to these passionsis an effort “to become more
satisfying to ourselves’ and is an acceptance of obligation
(PK 174).

The appetite is aimed at the satisfaction of the agent only.

The agent seeks an achievement that will be “satisfying and
compelling both for himself and everybody else” (PK 301).

Control, contrivance, and manipulation

Trust, surrender, dedication, and service
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Thereareseveral thingsto benoticed here. Thepassionsariseasafunction of thehuman devel opment
of symbol systems enabling speech and writing. Whereas the appetites are grounded in our existence as
biological animals and seek nothing but their own surcease in bodily satisfaction (whether the satisfaction of
release or the satisfaction of fulfillment), the passions belong to a higher emergent level and are distinctively
human and personal. The passions haveto do with alayer of reality that is essentially asocial construction, a
layer of reality which comesinto being only insofar asour complex symbol systemsenableusto enactinto being
institutionsand practices—an entire convivial order—that, while being contingent upon materiality, cannot be
reduced to material conditions. “Thearticulate life of man’smind is his specific contribution to the universe;
by the invention of symbolic forms man has given birth and lasting existence to thought” (PK 264-65). The
transgenerational character of these systems of thought explainshow it isthat we can say both that we are their
authorsandthat they “ have power to control our ownthought” (PK 265). They are, moreover, malleablesystems,
andwestandinacritical relationtothemintwo senses. First, wearenot passively shaped by them but actively
accredit their authority. “ They speak to usand convinceus, anditisprecisely intheir power over our ownminds
that we recognize their justification and their claim to universal acceptance” (PK 265). Second, by our own
appropriation of and original thought within these systems, we alter what we then convey to the rising
generations.

A secondthingto noticeisthat whiletheappetitesarewhat wemight properly called subjective(intheir
arising, their manifestations, andtheir satisfaction), intellectual and moral passions, being afunction of ashared
tradition or articulate framework, are not. Mental cravingsarelearned cravings. To pursue the satisfaction of
such cravingsisto endorsethe social reality of which their objectsform anintegral part. What will satisfy the
cravingsis aso learned from others, and what satisfies the craving is not an internal state in the agent, but a
“public” achievement that further strengthens the practices, tradition, and interpersonal web which awakened
the craving in thefirst place. The standards of achievement are self-set in two senses. Insofar asthislayer of
reality isahuman construction, thestandardsof excellenceintrinsictoit arein somedeep senseahumancreation,
having no grounding in the cosmos apart from being the achievement of human consciousness which isitself
an achievement of the cosmos. The particular agent internalizesthese standards by dwelling in the framework
provided by the articulate system and by being guided by the preceding generation(s) of practitioners. Y et the
processof internalizationisnot somesort of passiveimprinting or mechanical conditioning; rather, itisanactive
affirmation and commitment by which the agent accepts and endorseswhat isgiven asworthy of reverenceand
commitment. Asaresult, what the individual seeks as personally satisfying will also be what reinforces and
builds up the socia reality of which those cravings are a part.

And third, the very notion of “ satisfaction” changes dramatically aswe pass from the appetitesto the
passions. The creature eats and isno longer hungry. What is eaten is no longer available to satisfy any other
creature. Thereis, then, a sense in which the appetites are decisively self-limiting and necessarily involve a
struggle for competitive advantage. But the situation is quite different with mental passions. The passionsare
never satiated by achievement; they never cometoan end. Atthesametime, their exercise never depletestheir
environment but always enriches it. Even the dissent of experienced practitioners builds up the shared
framework of aprofession as effectively aswork that adheresto established standards and interpretations. Y et
this“environment” isstrangely fragile; the articul ate system has no reality apart from human memory and the
acts that maintain the system of practices. In thiswork of maintenance, achievements of small compass are
comparable in importance to works of genius.
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Appetitesand passionsbel ong, then, to different levelsintheperson. Thetwolevelsinteract: “[d]esire
and emotion may educate our intelligence, asthey do when we grow up to sexual maturity and parenthood; and
thereverse may happen when we control and refashion our appetitesin conformity to social custom” (PK 320).
However, appetites and passions can and do conflict. Ashe pointsout in The Study of Man, the objects of the
mental passions (“ nobleactions, worksof art or science”) “ serveno material need, but demand, onthecontrary,
material sacrifices’ (SM 86). Itisthisconflict that createsthelogical spaceinwhichit ispossibleto speak of
“self-compulsion”; one dimension of the self must giveway to another. Our way of resolving such conflictsis
probably the primary determinant of personality and character.

All of this helps us see what makes a person different from the beast to which a human being would
bereducedintheabsenceof sucharticulatesystems. Y etit seemstodolittleto clarify what hemeansby “moral”
or what differentiatesthemoral fromtheintellectual passions. Habitationinacommunity andtrusting reception
of atradition (or, actually, habitation in multiple communities and reception of arich variety of traditions) are
thus the sine qua non of distinctively personal knowing, seeking, and acting. From this we can begin to
appreciate several important features of Polanyi’s conception of “moral.” The moral is not grounded pre-
culturally in bodily nature or aninnate“moral sense.” Ego-centeredindividuality and self-fulfillment have no
part in morality, but constitute its contrast. What is thought to be moral cannot be conceived apart from
obligations defined by aconvivia order. Moral practiceinvolves sacrificesand self-transcendence. Yet al of
these characteristics can also be said to apply to the pursuit of science and the fashioning of fineviolinsand the
evaluation of student term papers. We have not, then, yet arrived at the distinctive meaning “moral” carriesin
Polanyi’ swork.

2.2 THE RELATION OF THE INTELLECTUAL AND MORAL PASSIONS

Polanyi makes no clear distinction between theintellectual and the moral passions. Both are* mental
passions’; both are“fiduciary passions’ (PK 303). In Personal Knowledge, herefersto the passion for justice
asanintellectual passion (PK 309), and surely if any of thepassionsaremoral passionsitisthepassionforjustice.
His lists of moral passions sometimes include the passion for truth. He writes that “[m]oral judgments are
appraisalsand assuchareakintointellectual valuations’ (214), andwhen, in“ Conviviality,” heturnsexplicitly
to mora aspirations, he introduces them as “an extension of [the person’s] more specifically intellectual
passions’ (PK 214). Oncehehasdiscarded critical philosophy’ sseparation of knowledgefrom eval uation, truth
becomes the bearer of value, knowledge claims instantiate appraisals, and moral judgments cannot be
considered apart from the perceptions, interpretations, and background understanding out of which such
judgmentsareformed. Thedistinction between truth and rightnessis permanently blurred: “ The acts of doing
and knowing, the valuation and the understanding of meanings, are thus seento beonly different aspectsof the
act of extending our person into the subsidiary awareness of particulars which compose awhole” (65).

Why, then, does he not altogether discard the distinction between the intellectual and the moral?
Although hedoesnot say, | think hisreasonsarepartly conventional and partly conceptual. Ontheconventional
side, we have arough and ready distinction between the moral and the intellectual that functions as part of our
“common sense.” Even if valuation and understanding are “different aspects’ of a single sort of act, it is
conventional and probably important to recognizethat difference withinthe act of personal extension. Wecan
honor a generalized separation between “codes of behavior” and “forms of knowledge” (333) without
introducing an unbridgeabl e chasm betweenthe practical and thespecul ative. Moreover, somemotivationsand
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some obj ectivesand some goods seem particularly important in the civic realm, and when Polanyi writes about
the moral passions, he is almost always writing about the civic realm: the passions he recognizes as moral
passions are predominantly the passions for justice, brotherhood, equality, and freedom.

Nonethel ess, Polanyi’ s continuing use of the distinction between the moral and theintellectionisnot
simply abow inthedirection of common sense. He seemsto usethe notion of moral passion to uncover layers
of motivationthat are deeper than consciousvolition andinterests, motivationsthat we might nameasthe power
of loveand devotion. Itishard to cite conclusive support for this claim, but when he writes of moral passions
in “Beyond Nihilism,” he speaks of “afierce passion for humanity” (bn 6), “that sublime and sacred love of
humanity,” the “deep horror of tyranny,” the “ compassionate zeal for the oppressed,” and the “ sacred love of
thefatherland” (bn 14). Thesearemotivationsof asort that can make bearabl e supreme self-sacrifice; they are
motivationsthat therefore open onthe sacramental and thedemonic. Thepassionfor truth, construed generaly,
would certainly beapassion of thissamesort, but theintellectual passion of , say, the scientist, artist, or engineer
intheexecution of hiscalling doesnot seemtobeunderwritten by the deepest resourcesand strengthsof personal
being in the same way. What Polanyi does explicitly say is that “mora judgments cut much deeper than
intellectual valuations’ becausemoral excellenceisexcellenceof “ our wholeperson” (PK 215), and not of some
particular facultiesor practices. Presumably, then, the exercise of moral passionsinvolvesabroader and more
complex integration of more variable ranges of subsidiary particulars than even the highest intellectual
judgments. Thoughintellectual judgmentsmay, at the highest levels, organize myriad subsidiary elementsinto
unprecedented comprehensive patterns, they might nevertheless be said to involve the organization of
subsidiaries derived from asingle dimension of experience.

A further indication of Polanyi’ sunderstanding and useof “moral” canbefoundinhisbrief 1970 essay
“Transcendence and Self-transcendence.” He begins by reviewing the hierarchical structure of emergence
whereby each “level” of an entity leaves open boundariesthat are controlled by principles operating at the next
higher level. Hethere placesthe “principle of responsible choice” above the “principle of intelligence”:

But the principle of intelligence is not the ultimate principle or the highest level in the
hierarchy governing thefunctioning of living beings. Just asthe sensory-motor levelsof life
leavethemselvesopentothe control of intelligence, sothe principle of intelligenceleavesits
powers open to the still higher principle of responsible choice. Human beings exercise
responsibilities within asocial setting and a framework of obligations which transcend the
principleof intelligence. Responsiblechoiceinaconvivial setting controlstheindeterminate
powers of intelligence and sets the boundary conditions for their applications (ts 91).

Thispassageisparticularly notablefor itsel evation of themoral abovetheintellectual, andthisinitially
seemscontrary to hisearlier treatment of themoral asasubclassof theintellectual. Onepossibility is, of course,
that histhinking altered over the course of time, but we should not be hasty in concluding that. The exercise of
responsible choice is not the same thing as a moral passion. One could, | think, coherently hold moral and
intellectual passionsto be confrereswhile a so holding that responsibl e choiceisahigher order human activity
thanintelligentinquiry or cognitiveknowing. Whilemoral longingsand moral judgmentsaresurely very much
tangledtogether, it doesseemimportant to distinguish, at | east theoreti cally, between, ontheonehand, theactive
valuing that constitutes the impulse to strive after the good as one understands it and, on the other hand, the
integration and discernment that are involved in the choice of this course of action rather than that and in the
evaluation of what has already been done by oneself or another.
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2.3 THE SEPARATION OF MORAL PASSIONS FROM MORAL IDEALS

These subtle differentiations of the moral from the intellectual do help us understand how the moral
or civic passions might morereadily become“homeless,” separated from their proper objects, than intellectual
passions. Therestlessmind, impelled by thefull energy of its capacity for commitment and devotion, issocial
through and through. Not only isit thrown into asocial world, it has received its distinctive passionate being
by way of itsrelationswith others. It can be who it is only through embracing some model of proper human
interaction. If it confronts, as a convivial setting, a civic vacuum, devoid of any proposed self-transcending
possibilities, it can only, asit were, collapse upon itself. Theimpoverished possibilitiesthat are proposed for
realization speak powerfully totheappetites, but not tothepassions. By default, the passionssei zeuponthesame
objectsasthe appetites. Thisleavesthe appetitesunrestrained (and even overlaid with anew energy and anew
determination) at the sametime that it cuts away the higher layers of human social possibility.

Nihilism is not the absence of values; it is the reduction or constriction of values to the immediate
interests (usually material interests) of the self-referencing agent. The project of thenihilist isthereforetoturn
us back into very sophisticated (and very dangerous) beasts, with appetites, but without any sense of the
intrinsically good. From Polanyi’ s point of view, the moral emerges only with self-transcending commitment
toasocial reality whosewell-being trumpsmy own; it emergesonly withasenseof responsibility for, dedication
to, and serviceof that transpersonal reality. Thus, thereisasenseinwhichthenihilist, having resolutely denied
thereality and operant force of transpersonal moral ideals, givesatrue, if not wholly correct, description of the
social reality that sheinhabits: it isaworldinwhich thereare no authentic valueshigher that theinterests of the
particular agent, aworldinwhichany residual useof moral languageismerely arhetorical orideological disguise
for material forces, aworldinwhichthe“right” belongsto power. Polanyi’ spointisthat suchaworld constitutes
adevastating impoverishment of human possibility, aform of “self-immolation.”

Y et Polanyi persistsin asserting that this situation isasituation of contradiction. In such asituation,
the moral passions are not, in fact, reduced to appetites, and they do not disappear. They continue to operate
inan “inverted” way. But what isit, exactly, that continuesto operate? As Polanyi tellsthe story, it seemsto
beathirst for abetter future, tied now to avastly impoverished sense of what abetter futurewould be. But there
seemsto be another hunger aswell. Blind to her own errors, the personal or political nihilist takes great pride
inincisive, uncompromising honesty, in denouncing and exposing ideology and hypocrisy and self-deception.
It seemsthat nothing canfinally stamp out (or at least, more precisely, nothing so far hasbeen ableto stamp out)
thehope of salvation or the conviction of therighteousnessof truth. Moral inversion thusoffersmutetestimony
to what it denies and dismantles.

The powers of self-transcendence are unhoused—cut free from (or taught to distrust) any tradition
worthy of self-sacrifice—but they spring fromthevery traditionsthat they are now taught toridicule. Sinceno
onecan stand outsideof all traditions, the passi ons shaped and encouraged by atraditionwill continueto operate
even when the tradition has been called into question (even a post-Christian culture “carriesin its blood” the
heritage of Christian eschatology [LL 109]). Only by acomplete destruction of theintellectual heritage of the
West couldthemoral passionsnow inplay beeliminated. Withtheemergenceof language, andthevast articulate
systems that the use of language—particularly the use of durable and transgenerationally potent written
language—makes possible, homo sapiens has entered into arealm of possibility fromwhich it isnot possible
to retreat.
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3. Ethnocentric Absolutism?

As we have seen, Ngjder thinks that Polanyi’s theory of moral inversion fails as a sociological and
historical study in part because Polanyi lacksaneutral conceptionof “moral.” Thiscomplaintisclosely related
toNgjder’ sreasonsfor assertingthat if moral inversionisbeing proposed asan“ axiol ogical scheme,” itisabadly
flawed one. Under this heading he objects that Polanyi inconsistently claims universal validity for his own
socialy relative moral values which, as he freely admits, “are derived from nineteenth-century English and
Americanliberalism” (Najder 1968, 370). His" ethnocentric absolutism” (370) or “ absol utistic ethnocentrism”
(373) guaranteesthat any other moral system, judged asif it wereobscurely and defectively aversion of hisown,
will appear to himto be self-contradictory. And the predictable outcome of hisgrand narrative of five hundred
years of European history is an affirmation of the rightness of the tribal views of displaced Eastern European
intellectuals of a certain generation.®

Najder thus presses upon us further consideration of what is certainly one of the most perplexing
features of Polanyi’swork: his determination to accept much of the relativizing force of historicism and the
sociology of knowledgewithout accepting ethi cal relativism asthelogical outcome, without debunking thesel f-
understanding of actors, and without abandoning the public realm to the predations of power and interest. The
resolution of difficultiesimplicitin affirming local knowledgewith universal intentis, of course, the burden of
his whole argument concerning “personal knowledge” as he developsit over hislong career. Itis, however,
worthwhile to see what can be said about it in direct relation to histreatment of moral inversion.

3.1 THE RIGHT HAND AND THE LEFT HAND

Onthe surface, Polanyi’ sargument certainly seemsinconsistent. |n somerespects, heisathorough-
going socia constructionist. The noosphere, the realm of culture and history, “was achieved by men who,
forming societies, invented language and created by it alasting articul ateframework of thought” (PK 388). Our
claims and our values have no foundations apart from our affirmation of those claims and values; in all our
knowing and judging we are ultimately only self-reliant. Aswe have seen above, the great articul ate systems
that provide the framework of distinctively human socia life are brought into being by act and speech. He
repeatedly acknowledges that all knowledge claims and all moral injunctions are socially indexed: “Our
believingisconditioned at its source by our belonging” (PK 322). Or again, “ Looking back from thispoint on
theimmensities of the past, werealize that all that we see there, throughout the universe, is shaped by what we
now ultimately believe” (PK 404). Y et again, “No one can transcend hisformativemilieu very far, and beyond
thisareahemust rely onituncritically” (kb 133). And“ Tothisextent | subscribeto Marx’ sthesisthat thesocial
being of man determines man’'s consciousness’ (SM 83).

Y et he writeswith seemingly naive confidence about truth and its accessibility, about reality and our
knowledge of it. Heis passionately convinced of the rectitude of his own views concerning the good society
and brutally critical of positionsthat diverge from hisown. Heinsiststhat speculative and moral judgments
alwaysare and should be put forward with “universal intent.” He assertsthat “ each man has some measure of
direct access to the standards of truth and rightness’ (SM 89) and that “a rational decision remains valid
anywhereandfor all times, irrespective of the circumstancesin which it wasactually first arrived at” (SM 90).

And, of course, it iswell known that this having it both waysis not an inadvertent inconsistency that
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might havebeen repaired by morecareful conceptualizati on; thisinsistenceonthese contrariesisoneof theaxes
around which histhought turns. Forcibly combining the two, he writes, “[W]e hold with universal intent aset
of convictionsacquired by our particular upbringing” (PK 203). Fromthepoint of critically trainedintelligence,
thisamountsto aninsupportabl e self-contradiction. Fromthe point of view of postmodernirony, it exposesthe
deep fissures in modern thought at the same time that it images the futility of attempts to generate grand
narratives. Polanyi, however, believes that he is simply representing the human calling as we all actually
experienceit. Weare born assmall, vulnerable, embodied animalswith particular natural capabilities, but by
virtue of thegift of language and our initiationinto thedistinctivelayer of reality constituted by social practice,
we come to be activated by cravings that no other sorts of animals can know. These cravings are shaped by
particular contexts, both astotheir formand astothemeansand endsenlistedintheir fulfillment. “[T]hismatrix
of my thought determinesmy personal calling,” hewrites. “ It both offersmemy opportunity for seekingthetruth,
andlimitsmy responsibility for arriving at my own conclusions’ (kb 133). Hedoesnot believethat thecravings
themselves, even allowing for their cultural inflections, are much morewidely divergent than animal appetites
are. Wewant to understanding rightly and to have our judgmentscorroborated by social peerswhosejudgments
we respect, to livein asocial world governed by just relations, to be able to act as conscience dictates, and to
beableto believethat our activity bearson some* eternal purpose.” It seemsthat it would surely haveto bethe
personwhowishestodisputetheuniversality of such cravingswhowoul d bear theburden of proof. Thecravings
canonly befulfilled, of course, in some particular setting by participation in some particular convivial order or
community. Thereisno such thing as general understanding or general justice or general freedom.

So, inacontingent situation that isnot of my making, | seek to establishwhat istrueandjustinand for
thisparticular situation, and what | then cometo believeto betrueand just | will believe and declareto betrue
for all those who share this situation (sinceit is just that universality—that extension to the community of all
concerned—that makesbelievingittobetrueandjust different frombelieving it to beconvenient and agreeable
to me). The standards of truth and rightness that | employ must, at least in some sense, transcend the
particularities to which the standards of evaluation are applied. And if | reason my way, within thissituation,
toajudgment of thesituation that my compani onsinthissituation recognizeasvalid, then presumably an astute
Martian visitor two centuries hence, onewho fully understands the situation, including all the presuppositions
and beliefs of personsliving in that situation, would also be abl e to recognize the validity of the judgment that
| make—or would be able to point out where my error lies. None of thisimplies, of course, that there will be
perfect harmony among knowers. On the contrary, there will necessarily be disputes and conflicts—some of
them stubbornly recurrent, some of them perennial, and only some of them resolvable. Polanyi stressesagain
and again that we are called to commitment and decision in the face of risk and hazard.

Polanyi’ saccount of the process and condition of moral inversionin European modernity providesus
with acase study of an appraisal, claiming truth, generated from within atradition and addressed to those who
reverethat tradition. Itisthefruit of hiseffort to satisfy his craving for understanding of the events that have
disrupted hislife, called into question his beliefs, and brought him into conflict with other thinkers (including
his brother) whose judgment and authority would ordinarily command his respect. It also represents his
discovery of away of coherently reaccrediting hisliberal beliefsin theface of critical attacks and, at the same
time, contributing (inaway distinctiveto hisown philosophical, rather than political, gifts) totheunderstanding
and enactment of amore just social world. He presentsthisaccount of moral inversionto hisreadersasatrue
account, supported by evidence and reasoned argument, of what has actually happened in Europein modernity
and of the political dangers that continue to threaten freedom and democracy. As an account of what has
happened, itismeant to support thefurther normativejudgment that what happened constituted nothinglessthan

43



an abomination that is beyond any justification; it was an abomination that could and should have been
prevented. Theideas that he identifies as implicated in the rise of totalitarianism are judged to be false and
profoundly deceptiveideas. Heisthefirst to admit, however, that hisown views, which he holdswith the full
forceof hisown powersof personal commitment, aretheviewsof apersonwhoisparticularly situated and who
might bewrong. Thisiswhat it meansto take personal responsibility for our beliefs. Heisparticularly explicit
about this at the end of Science, Faith and Society. Having vigorously criticized the contemporary European
situation asone of moral and political, aswell asintellectual, crisis, he expressesthe hopethat fal seideasmight
yet be corrected and that the liberal tradition might be reinvigorated in “arenewal of cultural life and civic
institutionsstemming fromitsoriginal civilization” (SFS80). But having said that, he somberly acknowledges
that “of course a very different line of future development may be approaching instead” (SFS 80). Liberal
Western civilization may continueitsdecline, to be replaced by something quite different: “ All these different
eventualities rest ultimately with the consciences of men” (SFS 80).

Hisconvictionsand hisvaluesarethe convictionsand values of aman formed by theliberal European
tradition, and since “no human mind can function without accepting authority, custom, and tradition” (tc 41),
that i sthe platform upon which hemust stand to try to makehisviews (and, not incidentally, theviewsadvanced
by that tradition) moretrue. That wemust speak from asocial location and that wemight bewrong are precisely
the reasonsthat we ought to contest opposing ideas vigorously; they are not, he believes, reasonsto draw back
deferringly. “Human responsibility tooissubjectto. .. intrinsic limitations; it can operateonly if embodiedin
human beingswho areliabletofailure. For no responsibility istaken where no hazard isto be met, and ahazard
isaliability tofailure” (SM 67).

3.2 INNOVATION AND DISSENT WITHIN A TRADITION

To the degree that we understand ourselves to be formed by a tradition, we must also understand
ourselvesto beresponsibleto and for it.” Itistherefore our calling (at once intellectual and moral) to support
andrefinethat tradition, to preserveit, andtohandit ontoour children. Butthisobligationtoatraditionis, though
awork of service, not aninstanceof slavery. Our relationtothetraditioniscritical and creative. Weareto press
at all pointstorefineit, torenew it, to reveal its surprising capacity (to the extent that it istrue) to bear on new
situations and to infuse new experiences:

[T]hecapacity continually to enrich and enlivenitsown conceptual framework by assimilat-
ing new experience isthe mark of an intelligent personality. Thus our sense of possessing
intellectual control over arangeof things, alwayscombinesan anticipation of meeting certain
things of this kind which will be novel in some unspecifiable respects, with a reliance on
ourselves to interpret them successfully by appropriately modifying our framework of
anticipations (PK 103).

Wearetoshow forthitspower. Thosewho possessthemost superior knowledgeof thetraditionhavethegreatest
responsibility to display itsinterpretive meaning and lay bareits entailments. Whenitischallenged, they must
defend it. When it is corrupted, they must restoreit.

So thefact that Polanyi writesall that hewrites about moral inversion asaman thoroughly formed by
acertain political tradition, imbued with certain political valuesandideals, is not an unhappy contingency that
must be accepted becauseit cannot be avoided or overcome. Itis, onthe contrary, the ground of hiscalling and
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the framework of his responsihility.

Although “[m]entally, we are called into being by accepting an idiom of thought” (PK 376), our
appropriation of that idiom will frequently bring us into conflict with those from whom we learned it. This
conflict isto be welcomed since it isasign of thevitality of the tradition; moreover, it underlinesthat it isthe
wholeof thetradition, rather than thosewho upholdit or any particul ar ideasor practiceswithinit, which should
betheabject of our loyalty. “ Thelanguage of theseideal s, anchoredintheworksand livesof our masters, grants
to each one of usthe right to uphold these ideal s against any particular utterance of these same masters. For it
isnot totheir person, but towhat we understand to betheir teaching, that wepledgeourselves’ (PK 377). | think
it isimportant to appreciate the fact that he considers Marxists, fascists, and nihilists to belong to this same
tradition. They aredissenterswithinit, advancing views of freedom and political lifeand the highest good that
owe much to the Western liberal and Enlightenment tradition, even while some of their central claimsdiverge
fromthe core conceptionsof theliberal tradition. They advancethese viewswith passion, inthe name of truth,
and they must be engaged with passion, in the name of truth. To do anything else would be the worst sort of
dereliction of duty. Theabsorption of dissenting viewsinto atradition of thought can only ever be“adecision,
originating in our own personal judgment, to modify the premises of our judgment, and thus to modify our
intellectual existence, so as to become more satisfying to ourselves’ (PK 106). The same thing is true when
dissenting proposal sarerejected by arepresentative of atradition: therejectionis* adecision, originatinginour
own personal judgment” to resist the modification out of fidelity to the contested beliefs. Thus Polanyi writes:

Of course, believing as| dointhereality of truth, justice, and charity, | am opposed
toatheory whichdeniesitand | condemn asociety which carriesthisdenial into practice. But
| do not assumethat | canforcemy view onmy opponentsby argument. Though | accept truth
as existing independently of my knowledge of it, and as accessible to all men, | admit my
inability to compel anyoneto seeit. Though| believethat otherslovethetruthas! do, | can
seenoway toforcetheir assent tothisview. | havedescribed how our loveof truthisusually
affirmed by adherenceto atraditional practicewithinacommunity dedicatedtoit. Butl can
give no reason why such a community, or its practice, should live—any more than why |
shouldlivemyself. My adherenceto thecommunity, if given, isan act of ultimate conviction
and remai nssowhether resulting from mature choiceor mainly determined by early education
(SFS81).

To embracefreedom of consciencein full seriousnessisto commit oneself to risk, hazard, and conflict. Itisto
give up al hope of compelling assent, either by force or by demonstration. Nonetheless, where we cannot
compel, we may yet persuade. Recall that what marksfanaticism asan exceptionally dangeroussocial forceis
the inaccessibility of the agent’s moral motives to reason and examination, eval uation and persuasion.

3.3. PERSUASION AS A HEURISTIC PASSION

Persuasion, one of theformsintellectual passionstake, isanart of persistent hope. Near thebeginning
of The Sudy of Man, Polanyi says, “Tonight | shall try to transmit this convictionto you” though “all | haveto
say may not convinceyou” (SM 13). Itisal soanadmission of thefundamental limitswefaceasfallibleknowers
and socially located self-determining beings:

| shall not argue with the sceptic. It would not be consistent with my own viewsif
| expected him to abandon a complete system of beliefs on account of any particular series
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of difficulties. Besides, by thistimeit should beclear how far-reachingareinmy ownopinion
the changes in outlook that are required in order to establish a stable alternative to the
objectivist position. | cannot hopeto do morein thisbook than to exhibit apossibility which
like-minded people may wish to explore (PK 315).

Y et the strategies of persuasion that Polanyi employsin his defense of afree society display both how
hard-nosed the practice of thisart can be and how deeply any effort at persuasion requires usto penetrate both
into our own framework of belief andintothe conceptual system of the personwhoseviewsweaspireto change.

Persuasion requires self-knowledge and honesty. A person unaware of her commitmentsor unwilling
to examine and acknowledge them can only engage in mani pulative propaganda. Polanyi believes he hasbeen
open and honest about the grounding of his moral judgments in a particular tradition; he believes that his
adversary, incontrast, hasbeen deceptiveinwaysthat prevent thetacit dimension of hisknowing (i.e., hismoral
passions) from being recognized and taken into account.

Polanyi believes he can account for features of his adversary’s position that the adversary cannot
account for—namely, theinconsistencieswithinit. Totheextent that thisistrue, hisisthemorecomprehensive
account of the adversary’sown belief and activity. Thisiswhy he repeatedly returnsto the work of exposing
contradictionsin his adversary’ s position, making the case that the alternative that he himself defends avoids
similar discrepanciesbetween, among other things, the personal witnessof thetheorist andthetheory itself. This
is so because the views with which he is engaged can be shown, he believes, to represent a pathological
development within hisown tradition, adevel opment that can beidentified and analyzed. We confront not two
competing traditions but one tradition in healthy and unhealthy forms. He thus believesthat hisviewshave a
coherence that the competing viewslack. A coherent system of beliefsis superior to an incoherent one—this
is why our powers of critical analysis are great alies in sorting out truth from error. Nonetheless, he
acknowledgesthat coherenceitself isno guarantee of truth. Ashe saysin Personal Knowledge, coherence, by
itself, isacriterion of stability, not truth. “It may equally stabilize an erroneous or atrue view of the universe”
(PK 294).

Accordingly, Polanyi builds a case that his views have a heuristic value lacking in the views of his
opponent, that hisviews, if embraced and acted upon, will befruitful wherethose of hisadversary have proved
destructive. To some extent, then, helooksto the future for validation of hisviews and requiresaleap of faith
inthetesting of hisviews. However, itiscertainly his suggestion that the defeat of fascism, the witness of the
anti-Soviet strugglesin Eastern and Central Europe, and the severe deprivationsand extremeviolencerequired
to uphold totalitarian governments ought to count powerfully against the validity of these social arrangements
and the theories that |legitimate them.

Polanyi makesthe strongest case he canin support of hisown convictionsastowheretruth and falsity
lie, and he does thisin the hope of inducing conversion. Human judgment being what it is, we all must make
choiceswithout any guarantee that we have chosen rightly, and we can all only lay out our interlinking beliefs
and commitments on the authority of our own conviction. Polanyi has made his casefor liberalism; let others
make their case for what they believe. Their listeners must decide who is right, and the decisions and actions
of thoselistenerswill constitutethesocially constructed future. But that constructionwill necessarily takeplace
within the limits of the human condition, which it cannot violate. Writing, in Meaning, of Anglo-American
liberalism, hesays, “ Itsprogram wasto let everyone state hisbeliefsand to allow othersto listen and form their
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ownopinions; theideaswhichwould prevail in afreeand open battle of witswould be ascl ose an approximation
to the truth as can be humanly achieved” (M 7).

Abbreviations

bn “Beyond Nihilism”

kb “Knowing and Being”

LL The Logic of Liberty

M Meaning

mhr “Message of the Hungarian Revolution”
mm “On the Modern Mind”

PK Personal Knowledge

SFS Science, Faith and Society
SM The Sudy of Man.

tc “The Two Cultures’
TD The Tacit Dimension
ts “Transcendence and Self-transcendence”

Endnotes

Theterm “moral inversion” was not used in the text of Science, Faith and Society (1946), but thelogic of moral
inversion was nonetheless explored in section 3, in which he considered the origins of “the modern crisis,” instantiated in
both totalitarian states and metaphysical nihilism. Theterm “moral inversion” appeared in 1951 in The Logic of Liberty;
see chapter 7, pages 93-110 (much of this reappears word for word in Meaning, chapter 1, “The Eclipse of Thought”).
Najder asserts that this was the first use of the term (Najder 1968, 365). In 1958, Personal Knowledge offered a well-
developed consideration of moral inversion (227-45), aswell asthe arguments on which thetheory rested. There Polanyi
referred to the discussion in The Logic of Liberty as“atentative study” of the principle of moral inversion, and noted that
he had first “outlined” the mechanism of the inversion in Science, Faith and Society (PK 232, 233 n. 1). In 1959, moral
inversion was discussed in “ The Two Cultures,” and in 1960, it was explored extensively in “Beyond Nihilism” (both of
which are reproduced in Knowing and Being; see especially 14, 16-18, 21-22, and 44-45). When Science, Faith and
Society was republished in 1964, he added new prefatory material, “Background and Prospect,” in which he further
elaborated the notion of moral inversion (17-18). In 1965, the topic was again explored in “On the Modern Mind” (see
especially 12-13, 18-20). Chapter 3 of The Tacit Dimension belonged to the same line of development, though the term
was not used (see especially 55-63). In Meaning, in 1975, he once again discussed moral inversion explicitly, though the
relevant passages occurred, for the most part, in chapters drawn from previously published works (see 17-18, 28, 63, 116,
213).

2“Todeny “any intrinsic power to thought” isto deny “any groundsfor claiming freedom of thought” (TD 3-4).
Or again: “If thought and reason are nothing in themselves, it is meaningless to demand that thought be set free” (M 14).

SEven so, true, complete, or actual moral inversionis not perfectly stable—the contradiction between theory and
witnessis till there, though it is even more obscured.

“Itis, of course, the burden of Polanyi’slarger argument that thisreduction isamistake. For especially concise
statements of the alternative, see SM 67ff., 86, and M 214-15.

SInanumber of the placeswhere hediscussesthelimitationsreality placesupon therealization of our aspirations,
he ends with runic allusions to unspecified “religion” (see especially thelast paragraph of The Tacit Dimension). Itisnot
clear to mewhether heisthinking of the means by which Judaism and Christianity have combined adeep sense of fallenness
and imperfection with an abiding, though chastened, hope, or whether he hasin mind, instead, some sort of recovery (“once
religious faith is released from pressure by an absurd vision of the universe” [TD 92]) of the Christian confidence in
transcendent, eternal perfection.
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SMoreover, Najder suggests that Polanyi’s unrepentant liberal individualism makes it impossible for him to
appreciate the actual meaning and implications of the social constructionist viewsthat he voices but does not instantiatein
hiswork. Thisisan exceptionally interesting criticism that | hope to explore in another essay.

"Here and elsewhere | have used “tradition” and “community” in the singular for smplicity’s sake. Weall, of
course, participate in multiple articulate systems, traditions, and convivial orders.
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