Those Missing “ Objects’
Harry Prosch

| wasquitepuzzledwhen| read Maben W. Poirier’ s“Harry Prosch” sModernism” in Tradition & Discovery,
XVI (1988-89) pp. 32-39. As Socrates said when he heard the charges brought against him at histrial, they almost
made meforget who | was. | began towonder if it was| hewastalking about. | finally concluded that either | am not
very good at writing or Poirier isnot very good at reading--or we are both somewhat deficient. For he seemsto think
that | think that which | know | do not think.

1. 1 do not think that Polanyi attributed no reality to the“objects’ of “the arts, religion, and the humanities.”
Why Poirier did not alsoincludethe* objects’ of mathematicsin hislist | do not know, since Polanyi didincludethem
alsowiththoseof theartsand religion (asnon-empirical realities) in hisPersonal Knowledge. However, | must admit
that wemight findit difficultto say just what theterm* objects’ meansinthesearti culateframeworksof thought which
Polanyi included among the many he found inhabiting our noosphere. But whatever we wereto locatein these areas
(say, for example, the Pythagorean theorem or God) | think Polanyi certainly would have claimed they wereredl, in
accordance, of course, with what he expressly said he meant by “reality.”

2. | donot think that Polanyi devel oped his new epistemology primarily to handlethe problem of induction.
Hedid show, of course, that it can deal with thisproblem more ably than the others have been ableto do--asit should
beableto, if itisan adequate epistemology. However | must also add in this connection that histacit inference was
understood by himto belogical, not merely psychological. Hewrote specifically about the“logic of tacit inference,”
and | heard him oncerej ect acompliment madeby an admirer of thisthought, apsychol ogist, to theeffect that hiswork
on the tacit dimension was a very good way to show the psychological components of our knowledge. Polanyi
explicitly denied thison that occasion, insisting he was not explaining our acquisition of knowledge psychologically,
but logically.

3.1 do not think that Polanyi thought his personal knowledge was situated midway between subjectivity and
objectivity. To say that it bridges the gap between the two is merely to say that it includes both of them initself and
givesthem both more adequate meaning, not that it isanew separate thing “ situated” in between them. Histhought
isdiaectical, not serialistic.

| do indeed think that Polanyi held thereis no purely objective knowledge (i.e., knowledge unconnected to
aparticular person, and thuswholly lacking any tacit dimensionswhatever). But thisisnot to say | think he held that
there is no such thing as objective knowledge. What he understands to be objective knowledge is the personal
knowledge we obtain with universal intent--and so it must include our best works in ethics, art, religion, and
mathematics.
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4. Thus| do not simply equate explicit knowledge with objectivity. Polanyi thought he was battling those
whodid so. Hethought it was amisunderstanding to think that objective knowledgewould haveto be purely explicit
knowledge, i.e., knowledge not grounded in tacitly held clues--which is knowledge impossible to have. Thus he
rejected the notion that objective knowledge would have to be that which existed “ extra-personally.” That to which
we strive to make our personal knowledge adequate in empirical experience (and so in our empirical sciences) does
exist extra-personally, i.e., it hasits own existence aside from our thought of it. He claimed that thiswas anecessary
metaphysical position in science. But our knowledge of it never could exist extra-personally, since he steadfastly
maintained it must include the tacit knowledge in which we can only dwell, not know explicitly. Our knowledge, he
thusheld, may bewrong at some particular point, i.e., it may not be adequateto the being of the external reality which
it strivestoknow. Empirical verification isthereforerequired of al our knowledgein science, although what counts
for verification is also a personal judgement--with universal intent.

5.1 do not think that Polanyi made the“ humanitiesrealities’ contingent upon something el se, say, ahuman
mind. But for him to have supposed the “ objects’ of art, religion, ethics, and mathematics existed independently of
us before we discovered them, in the same way the empirical realities did, he would have had to have supposed them
all tobesimply someother empirical thingsamong empirical things, and then all of thevariousframeworksof thought
would have had to collapse into those of the empirical sciences. His opposition to such a reductionism of all our
articulate frameworks of thought iswell known. A sort of reality different from the empirical would be required to
bring off assigning these“ objects’ an existenceprior to our discovery of them. Hewasobviously intellectually acute
enough to see thiswhen he wrote Personal Knowledge.

All of thisleadsmeto think that perhaps everyonewoul d be happier with my viewsabout Polanyi’ sthought,
if 1 said that | think something may be missing in Polanyi’s thought that might possibly be supplied by Plato’s
philosophy--or perhaps Hegel’ s.

Michael Polanyi did admit once to being a Platonist “of asort;” but one who rejected the Platonic Ideas. |
think, however, hemight actually need theseldeas--or Hegel’ sBegriff--asthe* objects’ ableto serve assort of control
polesfor our thought, viz., asthat to whichthe* humanities’ arestriving to beadequate, much astheempirical realities
are those to which the sciences are striving to be adequate.

Maybel should haveincluded arecognition of suchaneed amongmy criticismsof hisviews. | was, however,
rightly or wrongly, intent on trying to find away of understanding all hisstatements, if possiblewithout any additions
or subtractions. But | must confessthat | alwaysfound it hard to make sense of hisnotion of the* progress’ heclaimed
had occurred historically inethics, law, art, religion, and mathematics, if therewerenothing (at | east nothing evendimly
seen, like Plato’ s I deas) by which to assess whether the changes taking place in them were improvements or not. It
seemed to me, perhapsfrom afew cryptic remarkshe made, that he may have thought that, buried deeply within these
activities, therewasasort of “ core” which, so to speak, guided them inthe minds of their most seriousand responsible
inquirers (or creative participants or servants) and which led these devoteesto ever greater and richer creations, that
seemed to appear to them mostly as “discoveries,” much asin Plato we discover more and more the meaning of the
Ideathrough our continual dialogue concerning it.

But, at any rate, it seemsrather clear that he thought of these non-empirical “cores’ (if indeed he thought of
themas" cores’ at all) asshowing moreand moreof themselvesonlyinthefurther devel opmentsof themwhich became
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establishedinhistory by thosewhowereparticipantsin (or servantsof) them (perhapsthereforehecould alsobecalled
an Hegelian--without Hegel’ s Begriff). So herestrained himself from providing them with some“place” to be, prior
totheir concrete developments. Moreover he appeared to think that philosophy was not equal to thetask of telling us
what these “cores’ were, before those who served them showed us more and more of their natures as time went on.

So | |eft the problem as open-ended as it seemed to me he had.

Polanyi did remark several timesthat he had |earned some things from Heidegger, though, asfar as| know,
henever spelled out just what they were. Washereally prepared to accept asthetrue* objects’ of the humanities(and
mathematics) whatever established itself existentialy in time (i.e., whatever disclosed being) by becoming more
ascendant and powerful inthe minds of the members of these various communitiesof “ experts’? Somehow | doubted
that he was wholly prepared to do so, for he had not done so in his own science, chemistry.

| wasafraid, whenit cametothe” objects’ of religion, that someoneinthereligiousframework would accuse
me of being among those who have “taken away my Lord and | do not know wherethey havelaid Him.” And of such
| havebeenaccused, ineffect. Butthetruthis| don’t know for surejust where Polanyi haslaid Him--if indeed hecould
besaidto havelaid Him anywhere. Sol did not try tosay. | leftit asheleftit, asfar as| could tell where he had left
it.

But thissurely doesnot mean that | think Polanyi thought Godwasnot real. Itistruein Personal Knowledge
he said that God existed “in the sense that He is to be worshipped and obeyed, but not otherwise; not as afact--any
morethantruth, beauty or justiceexist asfacts. All these, like God, arethingswhich canbeappreciated only inserving
them” (279).

What did hemean by this? From thewaysinwhich he had dealt with these kindsof “ objects’ throughout his
worksit seemed to mehe could not have meant they were only projectionsof our subjective psychological needs, with
their real roots only in our minds. But the words themselves clearly also could not mean that God is an empirical
reality--a“fact.” Besides, if hereally meant to affirm Hewasafact (somehow in spite of the clear words he used) he
would have been making God out to be a mere thing among things, and he would have had to understand himself to
be an idolator.

What is left is, it seems to me, the very Polanyian position that the reality of God is an item of personal
knowledge (with universal intent and thus with objectivity) established by our creative imagination in the religious
framework of thought--that is, fromthewealth of subsidiary cluesprovided by the history, myths, worship, doctrine,
rites, etc. of our religion, inwhich Heexists* to beworshipped and obeyed.” Godisnot establishedintheframeworks
of science, art, ethics, or mathematics. They each have their own “core,” or trgjectory of meaning. And none of the
frameworks of thought provide us with merely “second-rate” knowledge. Nor are any of their own realities
second-rate. Thereality of God, asfounded uniquely inreligion, could only be denigrated as asecond-ratereality by
those whose attitude of mind makes them regard empirical realitiesasthe only “real” ones, thetruly first-rate ones.
Neither Polanyi nor | (nor Plato), | submit, ever thought such athing. If we thought there were any “lower-place”
realities, I'm sure the three of uswould think that this*“honor” belonged rather to the empirical sort. | invite Poirier
tojoinus--and anyone el sewho acceptsthisopen door which Polanyi hasshown usswingsinall thedirectionsinwhich
our thought with universal intent may lead.
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Plato has suggested that all the eternal realities, among which would surely be included the non-empirical
realitiesof ethics, religion, art and mathematics, are best called | deas, which have abeing of their own and which most
resembl e, but are not simply, theideaswe havein our heads. For weretheseldeas only theideaswe havein our own
minds, they could not be used asthetouchstonesof thetruth or adequacy of theideaswhich arein our ownminds(see
his Parmenides and his Seventh Epistle). He proposed they thus must have an extra-personal existence of avital and
real sort--asHegel also provided for usin his Begriff--although even for these philosophersthese“ existences,” these
realities, do not exist asthings alongside other things. They, as universals, have concrete existence only asgivenin
their supposed embodiment (or “imitations”) in concrete things and actionsin our world.

Hegel obviously thought this. He specifically maintained that only the concrete universal existed, not the
abstract universal (even though it wasreal); and the existing concrete universal, he held, alwaysfell short of all that
was"in” theuniversal Begriff. Thispositionisnot alwaysrecognized asalsotruefor Plato. However, Plato explicitly
rejected, in his Sophist, the notion that the Ideas or Forms could exist in awful, frozen inactivity, excluded from life
and soul. Their necessary togetherness with the world of becoming and soul is also expressed mythically in his
Timaeus.

So--if | supposethat Polanyi did not assign aseparatething-likeexistencetothese” objects,” assimply things
beside other thingsin our empirical world, our cosmos, | am supposing him to bein good philosophic company. Nor
can | think he* changed hismind” about these matterslater inlife. Inmy book | havecarefully shownthisview to have
been in his Personal Knowledge.

Thus, in espousing dialectical views similar to those of Plato and Hegel, in order to try to make sense of all

of Polanyi’s statements, | think | have clearly exhibited how far my views are from anything that could be called
“modernism.” No “modernist” would claim me, I'm sure.
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