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The contrast between the personal and the subjective is a central aspect of Polanyi's argument in Personal
Knowledge; this essay examines the way this distinction is developed and offers possible reasons Polanyi has been
misunderstood on this point. It also discusses some ambiguitiesin Polanyi's use of "subjective" and "subjectivity"
and comments on the general neglect of Polanyi's work by philosophers.

Thedistinction named in my titleisfundamental to Polanyi’ s philosophy of science and, moregeneraly, to
histheory of knowledge. Y et on the rare occasions when philosophers of science mention hiswork at all, they seem
to misunderstand thisbasic theme. Anhonourable exceptionisJohn Ziman, whoin hislittle book Public Knowledge
(Ziman, 1968) acknowledges hisdebt to Personal Knowledge. But Leo Bussin The Evolution of Individuality (Buss,
1987) seems to me more typical, when he celebrates the “fact” that Polanyi has shown scientific knowledge to be
subjective.? Since the contrast between the personal and the subjective forms one of several basic theses carefully
woven into the texture of Polanyi’ sargument in Personal Knowledge, it may beworth looking at that text again with
this central theme in mind, and also worth reflecting along the way on possible reasons for the misunderstanding of
what appears, or appeared, so plainadistinction. Inrereading Personal Knowledge, however, for thefirst time, | must
confess, intwenty yearsor more, | have a so found some difficultiesin interpreting Polanyi’ suse, not of the concept
of thepersonal, but of thesubjective. Soingoingthroughthetextinsearch of clear statementsof thecrucial distinction,
| will point out aswell, on the contrary, some ambiguitiesin the use of “subjective” and “subjectivity”, and also, as
| proceed, suggest reasonsfor the neglect of thiswork by the philosophical community in general -- eventhough some
of itsthemes are by now being independently rediscovered (and sometimes stolen, but that is not my topic here).

First, then, let’ slook at some of the passagesin which the personal and the subjectivearedistinguished. The
chief sourcesare chapters6 (Intellectual Passions), 8 (The Logic of Affirmation) and 10 (Commitment), but thereare
important, and also in part puzzling, statements along the way.

TheObjectivity chapter, to beginwith, explicitly deniesthealleged objectivity of atheory tobe* subjective”:
“Atheory onwhichlrelyis...objectiveknowledgeinsofar asitisnot I, but thetheory, whichisprovedright or wrong
when | usesuch knowledge” (PK, p. 4). Themagjor claim of thewholework isin fact stated at the close of thischapter
(and, indeed, of each chapter, except perhapsProbability, whichendswithaforwardreference, but alessinclusiveone).
At the close of Chapter One, Polanyi writes:

... the act of knowing includes an appraisal; and this personal coefficient, which shapesall factual
knowledge, bridgesin doing so the disjunction between subjectivity and objectivity. Itimpliesthe
claim that man can transcend his own subjectivity by striving passionately to fulfil his personal
obligations to universal standards’ (PK, p. 17).2



Although chapters 2-4 are intended to exhibit increasing degrees of the personal component in knowledge,
thereisnothing directly onour topicinthe Probability chapter (ch. 2). InOrder, aproposof thethoughtful station master,
Polanyi pointsout that orderly patternsare not subjective unlessthey are mistaken (p. 37). Thispassing remark really
raises, indirectly, the whole problem of self-set standards, and it also suggests a sense of subjectivity that will be
introduced officially only inPart IV. | shall returnto that point later.

Meantime, the chapter concludes:

We see emerging hereasubstantial alternativeto the usual disjunction of objective and subjective
statements, aswell asto the disjunction between anal ytic and synthetic statements. By accrediting
our capacity to makevalid appraisal sof universal bearing withintheexact natural sciences, wemay
yet avoid the sterility and confusion imposed by these traditional categories (PK, p. 48).

Atfirst sight thisstatement, likethe concluding statement of the Objectivity chapter, seemsto makethestatus
of thepersonal already plain; ontheother hand, if personal knowledgeispresented asevading thecontrast of subjective
and objective, the two seem to be fused rather than contrasted. So one can perhaps see how readers like Buss could
misunderstand the point. If we are fusing subjective and objective, everything might be said to be subjective in the
sense of containing a subjective component.

Asamatter of fact, | now seethat weshoul d distingui sh heretwo conceptsof thesubj ectivethat areinterwoven
inPolanyi’ sargument. Ontheonehand, thesubjectiveisrecurrently thepassive, themerely minethat makesnoclaims
beyond immediacy, almost like Hegel’ shere and now. Such subjectivity contrastswith the objectivein the ordinary
meaning, what is out there, independently of me. On the other hand, if we take the personal asfusing subjective and
objective, then the subj ective becomes an aspect of commitment, hence of the personal. It seemsthat I, asasubject,
responsibly and actively make an assertion and also by the very same act submit myself to something beyond me -
- something objective -- that compels meto do so. Here also “ objective’ takes on its only self-consistent meaning:
itistheobjectiveof acommitment throughaimingatwhich| claimtocomeinto contact withreality: withwhatisobjective
inthe sense of being other than my self-centred little self. So subjectivity iseither 1) the passive and immediate or 2)
that component of commitment, at once active and passive, that marksit out as mine.

The Skills chapter makes two contributions. In itsaccount of tradition, it seemsto meto show clearly that
scienceisnot subjective, sinceit matterswhereresearch is carried on: geography issurely independent of subjective
whim. Ontheother hand, theneedtorely onauthority, theimportance of themaster-pupil relationin science, onwhich
the geographical point depends, would be taken by many as a “ subjective” matter -- if “subjective’ iswhatever is
decidable only by some means other than an algorithm: and of course that’s how, especially in this day of Al and
information processing, many peopletakeit. A standard view of the history of Western thought tells us that in the
Middle Ages every one relied on authority, and that was arbitrary, non-objective and bad, and then along came
Copernicus, Galileoand Newton and everythingwasscientific, objectiveandgood. Or, inreactiontothis: doyour own
thing. Thosearetheaternatives. Still, to athoughtful reader, the notion of tradition should convey ahermeneutical
thesis, which is social, historical and therefore involving an aspect of contingency, but surely not therefore
“subjective.” Traditionlimitstheindividual, evenwhileprovidingto him (her) ahomefor growthandfulfilment, even
for modification and rebellion. It alliesitself rather with the positive than the negative concept of freedom.



Second, theconclusion of thechapter again summarizesPol anyi’ spositionasfar ashehasgone, adumbrating
the development to come -- and here the contrast of personal with subjectiveis straightforward and emphatic: “Itis
the act of commitment initsfull structure,” hewrites,

that saves persona knowledge from being merely subjective. Intellectual commitment is a
responsibledecision, in submission to the compelling claimsof what ingood consciencel conceive
tobetrue. Itisan act of hope, striving to fulfil an obligation within apersonal situation for which
| am not responsible and which therefore determines my calling. Thishope and thisobligation are
expressed in the universal intent of personal knowledge (PK, p. 65).

That , of course, isthe whole work in anutshell, and its message could not be more clearly stated.

Part 11, The Tacit Component, exhibitsour distinction chiefly intheaccount of Intellectual Passions. However,
thereisonedisturbing statementintheArticul ation chapter: Polanyi refersto” our subjectiveself confidenceinclaiming
torecogniseanobjectivereality” (PK, p. 104). Thisstatement perhapsechoesthosequoted earlier fromthe Objectivity
and Order chapters. subjectivity and objectivity are here being blended; but this does, again, seem to obscure the
contrast between the subj ectiveand thepersonal. Doesanintellectual commitment combineobjectivewith subjective
or doesit ground objectivity in anew way in apersonal claim and so evade subjectivity? It seemstodothefirstif we
think of subjectivity (2), but the second in terms of subjectivity (1) -- and it isin that sensethat the subjectiveis most
clearly contrasted with the personal.

Onthewhole, it seemstome, itisthat contrast that isemphasi zedinthechapter on| ntell ectual Passions, which
surely makescrystal clear theother than subjective nature of thepersonal. It openswith aretrospectiveontheaccount
of exploratory activity that Polanyi hasfound pervasiveintheanimal kingdom. “Here,” hewrites, “inthe... structure
of such exploring ... wefound prefigured that combination of the active shaping of knowledge with its acceptance as
atoken of reality, which we recognise as adistinctive feature of all personal knowing” (PK, p. 132). What we find
anticipated here, inturn, isthe ecol ogical epistemology, aswemight call it, that Polanyi wasto developintermsof his
conception of knowledge as“from-to” instructure. Asl putitinmy introductionto Knowingand Being, “all knowing
...isorientation. Theorganism’ splacing of itself initsenvironment, the dinoflagellatein the plankton, thesalmonin
itsstream or thefox initslair, prefigures the process by which we both shape and are shaped by our world, reaching
out from what we have assimilated to what we seek.” Trying to find out where oneis, one may fail; but the effort is
surely not “subjective.” Ananimal in search of food ishungry; but thefood isreal, whether or not hefindsit. Even
if thereisnone, it isareal target of his search.

Y et asthechapter proceeds, withitsrich examplesfrom the history of science, an unsympathetic reader may
again be given theimpression that the activity involved in the epistemic claims of scientistsis* subjective’, when he
(she) reads, for example, that “ (t)raditions are transmitted to us from the past, but they are our own interpretations of
thepast, at whichwehavearrived withinthecontext of our ownimmediateproblems’ (PK, p. 160). True, astheargument
develops, it should be plain that such interpretations are not arbitrary or whimsical. For onething (p. 163), they are
social, thusinterpersonal and not in each case subjectively “mine.” And then the section on “ Passions, Private and
Public” setsout inthe most emphatic termsthe contrast between appetitesand intellectual passions: appetitesdie (for
the moment) with their satisfaction, while intellectual passions “leave behind knowledge, which gratifies apassion
similar to that which sustained the craving for discovery. Thusintellectual passions perpetuate themselves by their
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fulfilment” (PK, p. 173). And of course appetites, satisfied, gratify only the individual; the knowledge that satisfies
anintellectual passionistherefor any onetoshare. Thatisacorollary, | suppose, of the* universal obligation” aseeker
after mental excellence believeshim (her)self to befulfilling. Purely subjective desire or satisfaction carriesno such
component of universal intent.

The next sections of this chapter expand the perspective to mathematics, the arts and religion -- in the last
two casespresumably, to tough-minded scientific types, adoubleforay intothemerely subjective! Asamatter of fact,
| regretfully find by now thethei stictheme so carefully woveninto thetexture of thewholemisguided and misleading;
I'll return to that question when | cometo the chapter on Commitment. Asfar astheimpression of subjectivity goes,
however, at this point Polanyi himself, in speaking of “a personal component, inarticulate and passionate, which
declares our standards of values, drives usto fulfil them and judges our performances by those self-set standards,”
explicitly stresses*the paradoxical structure’ that prevailsin al the practices he has been examining (PK, p. 195).

Theparadox isdeepened, moreover, inthe section on“ Dwellinginand Breaking Out”, both by theincursion
into religious mysticism and by the ambiguity, or almost interchangeability, of the concepts of interiorization and
indwelling. Whenam| assimilating somethingintomeandwhenam| “ pouring myself intoit” ? “ Sincetheimpersonality
of contemplation is a self-abandonment,” Polanyi writes, “it can be described either as egocentric or as selfless,
depending onwhether onereferstothe contemplator’ svisionary act or tothe submergenceof hisperson” (PK, p. 197).
Nowonder somereaderstakehimtobea“ subjectivist.” Indeed, sofar headmitsthat “ (@) personal knowledgeaccepted
by indwelling may appear merely subjective” (PK, p. 201). Theimplicationisthat thisdanger will bedealt withlater;
| shall returnto that question in connection with the chapter on Commitment, and also Part IV, whereitispresumably
overcome.

Evenhere, however, thethemewearefollowingisnot only reiterated, but stabilised, inthethreefolddistinction
that concludesthis chapter: between verification of other systems, such as mathematics, art stylesor religiouscreeds
and authentication of experiences that make no claims beyond themselves. As Polanyi putsit:

Our personal participationisingeneral greaterina validationthaninaverification. Theemotional
coefficient of asertionisintensified as we pass from the sciences to the neighbouring domains of
thought. But both verification and validation are everywhere an acknowledgement of a commit-
ment: they claim the presence of something real and external to the speaker. Asdistinct from both
of these, subjective experiences can only be said to be authentic, and authenticity doesnot involve
acommitment in the sensein which both verification and validation do (PK, p. 202).

Surely nothing could be clearer than this. Admittedly, Popperians and other classic philosophers of science
(alas, therearestill afew extant) will decry theuseof “ verification” ; but thisisneither averificationtheory of meaning
nor of truth. Itissimply areminder of theimportanceof verification proceduresinordinary lifeaswell asinthesciences.
We are aways doing what J.J. Gibson calls “reality checking” in our perceptions and in the context of more
intellectualized readings of reality. Theintent of “validation” for logic and mathematicsis clear, and the concept
“authentication” seemsto me an excellent innovation to mark out the merely subjective from both the major areasin
which personal commitment takes place.

Infact, apropos of the notion of the“subjective” here, it isworth remarking that in Polanyi’ sview, contrary
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tothechief philosophical tradition, itisonly thesubjectivethat providescertainty. Whatever isobjectiveisuncertain,
sinceobjectivity can beclaimed only withinacommitment, apersonal act that carriesrisk, fallibility, initsvery nature.
PacePart IV and chapter 13, of which morelater, acommitmentisat best, in Cartesianterms, “morally certain,” never
metaphysically so. Again, for athought style dominated by the subject-object dichotomy, where everything iseither
just mine and in here, or irrelevant to myself and really out there, this is a paradoxical thesis and likely to be
misunderstood.

Since | am wandering through thetext in avery informal way, | may also suggest here that perhaps another
ground for the misunderstanding of Polanyi’ s thought may liein hisinsistence, asin the beginning of the passage |
have just quoted, on the emotional component of commitment, or, as he putsit there, “the emotional coefficient of
assertion” (PK, p.202). Ithasbeen, inmy view, oneof thetragicerrorsof our traditiontodemand asharpdivision between
reason and passion. One need not, in Humean fashion, make reason the slave of the passionsin order to understand,
on the contrary, that all reason must bein some senseimpassioned if it isto function at all. For those who persistin
what Polanyi called critical thinking, however, only reason devoid of emotionisworthy of thename. Thepassionate
istheirrational, the unthinking, the non-cognitive. It isprecisely that false and fatal distinction that the doctrine of
commitment seeksto overcome.

Beforewe go on to the two further major sourcesfor the subj ective-personal distinction, the chaptersonthe
Logicof Affirmationand on Commitment, let’ slook briefly at somepassagesinthelast chapter of Part 11, theConviviality
chapter, that add some evidence for our theme, in making more explicit the structure of the personal as distinguished
fromthe merely subjective. Inthe section on the Transmission of Social Lore, Polanyi writes:

Thisassimilation of great systems of articulate lore by novices of various gradesis made possible
only by aprevious act of affiliation, by which the novice accepts apprenticeship to acommunity
which cultivates this lore, appreciates its values and strives to act by its standards (PK, p. 207).

In speaking of the learner, afainter image of the discoverer, he says:

Such granting of one's personal allegianceis-- like an act of heuristic conjecture -- a passionate
pouringof oneself intountriedformsof existence. Thecontinuedtransmission of arti culatesystems,
which lends public and enduring quality to our intellectual gratifications, depends throughout on
these acts of submission (PK, p. 208).

Thisisapassivity inextricably tied to an activity, scarcely resembling those subjective, “ secret inner somethings,” to
borrow Wittgenstein' sterm, that empiricist philosophers were long in search of.

The chief theme of this chapter, of course, isthe social character of science -- now atoo fashionable topic
insociologically oriented philosophy of science. Indeed, most of thewritersinthisnew tradition stressso exclusively
the sociality of science, that they missits existence as science, that is, asaunique family of practices, whoseaimis,
not winning games or getting rich or enlarging one’ s ego, but coming to understand how something in thereal world
really works. Polanyian personal knowledge, rooted in society and demanding active submissionto atradition, even
if sometimesin partial rebellion against it, isneverthelessknowledge: aclaimto beintouchwith areality beyond and
independent of the claimant. The account of the administration of science, or more generally of what Polanyi calls
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“individual culture,” repeatedly stressesthisdouble character of scienceasasociety whoseraison d’ etreisthe search
for understanding some aspect of nature. L et mejust quote here apassage from the concluding section of the chapter:

The reception granted in a free society to the independent growth of science, art and morality,
involves a dedication of society to the fostering of a specific tradition of thought, transmitted and
cultivated by aparticular group of authoritative specialists, perpetuating themselves by co-option.
To uphold theindependence of thought implemented by such a society isto subscribe to akind of
orthodoxy which, thoughit specifiesnofixedarticlesof faith, isvirtually unassailablewithinthelimits
imposed on the process of innovation by the cultural leadership of afree society (PK, pp. 244-5).

There is no need, for this audience, | should think, to comment on this expression of our personal commitment;
commitmentsby membersof other societieswill involveother premises. Butthoughall “virtually unassailable,” they
areadll equally fragile. For traditional thinkersin search of simon-pure objectivity, of course, that won't do -- andin
addition, the position is elitist, so bad in every conceivable way.

Yet there it is. To put the thesis bluntly and briefly: conviviality is a necessary condition of personal
knowledge. Conviviality, however, transcendstheindividual and hencethe subjective (sense 1). Butlet memoveon
to Part Three, the Justification of Personal Knowledge, especially thefirst and third chaptersof thispart. Themiddle
chapter, the elegant Critique of Doubt, which | heard Polanyi present in London at ameeting chaired, withinimitable
rudeness and no understanding, by Karl Popper, is perhaps especialy liable to such amistaken reception. It ishard
to say what distinguishes this argument from adefence of relativism. The Zande' sintent is as universal as ours, so
how can we accredit our own use of evidence and discredit theirs? The answer liesonly in the larger context of the
work, and, as| seeit, especialy in this part, in the establishment of the fiduciary programme (in chapter 8) and its
solidificationin the concept of commitment (in chapter 10).

First, then, theL ogicof Affirmation.* Thefallibility of confident utteranceishereconfirmed, asisthenecessary
reliance of “ precise” termson atest that cannot be precisein the same senseastheword it servestotest (pp. 250, 252).
The section on the Personal Mode of M eaning, moreover, whileinsisting on the self-contradiction of an alleged total
objectivism, reiterates the appearance of subjectivity that the program of personal knowledge may assume for those
who fail to grasp its force: “It might seem that we have saved the concept of meaning from destruction by
depersonalization, only to exposeit to being reduced to the status of dogmatic subjectivity” (PK, p. 253). Thisdanger
will bemitigated, presumably, intheaccountsof thefiduciary programmeand of commitment, but of courseit cannever
beradically eliminated, at least as| believe. Later inthe chapter, Polanyi pointsout that in the critical tradition, ashe
calsit, “al belief wasreduced to the statusof subjectivity” (PK, p. 266). If wenow “recognize belief oncemore asthe
source of al knowledge,” (loc. cit.) we accept by that very act the danger that those still committed to the “critical”
thought style will see our claimsto knowledge, or to knowledge about our knowledge, as subjective. Indeed, there
isalwaystherisk that weourselves, in somemoods, will so seeit. “Whoisconvincingwhomhere?’ Polanyi asks(p.
265), and answers, “1 am trying to convince myself.” “This,” hewrites,

isour liberation from objectivism: to realize that we can voice our ultimate convictionsonly from
withinour convictions-- fromwithinthewhol e system of acceptancesthat arelogically prior toany
particular assertionof our own, prior tothehol ding of any particul ar pieceof knowledge. If anultimate
logical level isto be attained and made explicit, thismust be adeclaration of my personal beliefs. |
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believethat thefunction of philosophic reflection consistsin bringing to light, and affirming asmy
own, thebeliefsimpliedin such of my thoughtsand practicesas| believetobevalid; that | mustaim
atdiscoveringwhat | truly believeinand at formul ating theconvictionswhich | find myself hol ding;
that | must conquer my self-doubt, soastoretainafirmhold onthisprogrammeof self-identification
(PK, p.267).

Thisisadelicatepositiontomaintain. | recall that when| wasworkingwith Michael onPersonal Knowledge,
and most deeply committed to my commitment to commitment asacentral concept in the philosophy of science, the
whole fabric would sometimes just seem to dissolve, like adream in daylight. If everything isacommitment, from
perception to the understanding of awork of art, to worship, what doesit mean to use the concept? It’ shard to keep
the right focus to maintain the fiduciary programme, and one can understand why those unsympathetic to the effort
seeit asstressing the arbitrary, theirrational -- asaflight from scientific objectivity, not an explanation of it.

It is obvious, too, by the way, why the philosophical establishment in general, not only philosophers of
science, wanted nothing to do with awork filled with such pronouncements. Philosophy issupposed to be conceptual
analysispureand simpleand to have nothing to do with beliefsof any kind whatsoever, let alone“fundamental” ones.

There are other passagesin this chapter that are worth reflecting on, particularly the brief account of mind
and the knowledge of mind (pp. 262-264), which isone of Polanyi’ sbest statements of thisproblem, contradicting as
it doeshisflatly dualistic pronouncement in hislecture to the American Psychological Association someyearslater.®
But this question is beyond the range of my present concern. Let us move on to Commitment.

Recognizing at the start of the chapter that the fiduciary programme as so far formulated “threatensto sink
into subjectivism” (aclear sign, of course, that that is not its author’ sintention) (PK, p. 299), Polanyi distinguishes
explicitly, insection 2 (pp. 300-306), between the subjective, thepersonal andtheuniversal. Of thefirst two hestates:

wemay di stingui sh between the personal inus, whichactively entersinto our commitments, and our
subjective states, in which we merely endure our fedlings.

Here it isthe first sense of subjectivity that is referred to; this plainly makes the subjective and the personal quite
different; but then they are merged again, as*“ subjectivity” takeson again its second meaning, or perhapstheinverse
of it. “Thisdistinction”, Polanyi goes on,

establishes the conception of the personal, which is neither subjective nor objective. In so far as
the personal submits to requirements acknowledged by itself as independent of itself, it is not
subjective; but in so far asit isan action guided by individual passions, it is not objective either.
It transcends the disjunction between subjective and objective” (PK, p. 300).

Or, aswe noticed earlier, we could say aswell, it is both subjective and objective at once: as non-subjectiveit tends
to objectivity; as not objective, it belongsto the subject. Thusthe two meanings are blended in this single passage.

Some such fusion isindeed demanded if we areto overcome what Plessner called the Cartesian alternative;
but to a thoroughgoing objectivist, there then remains no distinction: the person isin a sense subjective, and is not
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wholly objective. Thereforeitissubjective! Itiscleartous, | hope, what Polanyi meanshere, but one can understand
the misunderstanding of others. Yet | don’t see, at thisjuncture, how hisformulation could have been bettered. The
subjective, asjust my passiveexperience, isother than the personal ; but the personal containsan aspect of subjectivity,
of mineness, in fusion with objectivity, the thrust toward something other than myself.

And of course the account of the impersonal aspect of the personal, the component of universal intent, in
the first section on the Structure of Commitment, further articulates the transsubjective character of the person, in
particular, in the argument of thiswork, the personin search of truth. A desirefor truthismy desire, but sinceitisa
desire for something impersonal, it has“an impersonal intention” (p. 308). The chapter on Intellectual Passions has
already madethisclear. AsPolanyi statesit here, “ (t)hefreedomof the subjectiveper sontodoashepleasesisoverruled
by the freedom of the responsible person to do ashe must” (PK, p. 309). The next section stresses the active aspect
of commitment, and the concept of “ competence” isintroduced in order to eliminate the merely arbitrary:

To accept commitment as the framework within which we may believe something to betrue, isto
circumscribethehazardsof belief. It isto establishthe conception of competencewhich authorizes
afiduciary choice made and timed, to the best of the acting person’ sability, asadeliberate and yet
necessary choice. The paradox of self-set standardsiseliminated, for in acompetent mental act the
agent doesnot do ashepleases, but compel shimself forcibly toact ashebelieveshemust (PK, p.315).

Thecompetent, whichisexpressedin personal performance, isheredistinguishedfromthe"illusory andincompetent,”
whichisclassed with passivemental states, “aspurely subjective’ (p. 318).cCompetent mental acts, commitments, are
tobefound, Polanyi argues, all theway from perceptionthroughthemost complexintellectual practices. Eventhough,
necessarily, given the date of hiswriting, hisaccount of perception isinadequate, this extrapolation of perception to
other forms of knowledgeissignificant.

Finally, the last section stresses the contingent, historical location of commitment: “Our believing is
conditioned at itssourceby our belonging” (p. 322), and it identifiesour acceptance of the accident(s) of our existence
“asthe concreteopportunitiesfor exercising our personal responsibility” (p. 322). “ Thisacceptanceisthe senseof my
calling.” (p. 322) Again, and moreemphatically than ever, the contrast between thepersonal and the subjectivecomes
tothefore:

Commitment offers to those who accept it legitimate grounds for the affirmation of personal
convictions with universal intent. Standing on these grounds, we claim that our participation is
personal, not subjective. ... Our subjectivecondition may betakentoincludethe historical setting
in which we have grown up. . ... Our personhood is assured by our simultaneous contact with
universal aspirations which place usin atranscendent perspective (PK, p. 324).

Note: “Commitment offersto thosewho acceptit...” (PK, p. 324). Tothosewho do, such statements, and the chapter
asawhole, present afirmfoundationfor reflection onknowledge, and morewidely, onthenatureof theperson. | don’t
know how to persuade those who do not. The paradox of self-set standardsis eliminated for those who find it so --
or else it becomes at most an uncomfortable tension; others will still persist in pushing the paradox into self-
contradiction and resolving responsibility into information processing or some such mechanical procedure.
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Before looking sketchily at Part Four, and particularly at the treatment of subjectivity in those chapters,
however, | must say with regret -- and regret for my past credulity here-- that | find thelast paragraph of this chapter,
inwhich Polanyi likensthe setting of the scientist’s commitment to the “ Christian scheme of Fall and Redemption,”
(p. 324) triply unfortunate. First, thetheistic themewoven through thetext and stressed again at the cl ose of thework,
aswell asat the close of thisdefinitive chapter, wasboundto alienate any philosophers of sciencewho may haveread
it. Surely, they would say, 'tisnot timetotalk of Godyet. Second, although| still recognize, very loosely, an anal ogy
between aquasi-Augustinian faith and the scientist’ sfaith in hisheuristic groping toward acoming discovery, aswell
as between the concept of grace and the fact that a successful discovery is given, not violently wrested from nature
-- despite that recognition, | believe by now (and thisis now my commitment) that religion does so much more harm
than good intheworld that it isdifferencesfromit rather than similaritiesthat need stressing in practiceswewish to
accredit. Third, moreover, and most important: the analogy with the Fall | now see to be utterly misguided. “The
historically given and subjective condition of our mind” as Polanyi putsit -- that is, finitude and contingency -- are
not to be equated with sin. And the doctrine of original sin, of human beings as suffering from a disease of which an
all-powerful and all-good (') God may seefit to curethem through any conceivabl e or inconceivableform of suffering
-- that doctrine find to be morally repugnant, aswell (in terms most famously stated by Hume) asincoherent. If one
wantsananal ogy for thescientist onthevergeof discovery, | much prefer Jacob’ sstatement that the situation resembles
that of French soldiers (like himself) in North Africaduring theWar: onefeltinstinctively, he says, that somehow one
would get back to Paris! (Jacob, 1987) In my present agnostic if not atheistic frame of mind, that’ smorelikeit.

Purged of its Christian over- or undertones, however, the Commitment chapter with theargument that builds
up to it still seems to provide an appropriate foundation for a philosophy of science, a theory of knowledge, and a
perspective on the nature of responsible personhood. Asl havealready noted, it isa precarious foothold rather than
afirm foundation, but in our situation | believe that isthe best we can do. Polanyi believed, however, that in the last
part of hisargument hehad provided amore sweeping ontol ogical | ocationfor theact of commitment. Itisnot germane
to the topic of this essay to consider this question; | need only say in passing that while these chapters raise some
important points against reduction in biology, the effort to locate homo sapiensasthe apex of evolutionishopelessly
mistaken. Theontological aspect of tacit knowing, proposedin The Tacit Dimension, being morelimitedinitsimport,
ismuch more convincing. Commitment, however, has, | should think, to retain its precarious ontological position as
thestance of agiven embodied person, cast ephemerally intotheflow of history, and pre- and posthistory, self-obliged
to obey acalling that takes him (her) beyond the confines of subjective preference.

Bethat asit may, it isthe distinction of the personal from the subjective that concerns me here, and | must
look, in conclusion, at the meanings of “subjective” that we have met along the way and that are complexified in the
last part of Polanyi’ sargument. Ontheonehand, hemaintainstotheend -- or againat theend -- thedistinction between
the subjectiveasthe merely passiveand the personal asactive: activein submissionto ademand that takesmebeyond
myself, but active nevertheless (p 403). And here we meet again the fusion of subjective and objective as of active
and passiveinasinglenexus. Atthesametime, Polanyi now introducesathird concept of subjectivity, thatis, correct
usewithin anincorrect system: thisis* subjectivity” allied, perhaps, to the sense of mistaken self-confidencethat we
met in passing in the Articulation chapter.

Tobeginwith, inworking through the application of “rulesof rightness” to aseriesof levelsof organisation
intheliving world, Polanyi introduces subjectivity asdistinct fromerror (pp. 361-362). Thusarat drinking saccharin
solution is undergoing a subjective experience while afish taking the angler’ sbait is committing areasonable error.
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Thisseemstofit the concept of the subjectivethat we have metin most of the passages cited so far: it iswhat belongs
tomy“inner” life, withnoimplicationsof universality and sowithlittleinterest for morethan my momentary satisfaction.
But matters are complicated by the “ classes of appraisal” introduced in the same section and restated in reference to
human knowledge. Inthelatter context, Polanyi lists

(2) Correct inferences reached within atrue system.
(2) Erroneousconclusionsarrived at within atrue system (like an error committed by acompetent scientist).

(3) Conclusionsarrivedat by thecorrect useof afallacioussystem. Thisisanincompetent modeof reasoning,
the results of which possess subjective validity.

(4) Incoherence and obsessiveness as observed in the ideation of the insane, especially in schizophrenia.

Now it isimportant to notice that under (3) Polanyi refers usin afootnote back to the Zande, whose reasoning now
turn out, therefore, to have only subjectivevalidity. Thisappearsto provideuswith anew sense, and anew reference,
for subjectivity: itiswhatever isout of accord with the canonsof our modern, liberal, science-sponsoring and science-
grounded society. Indeed, intermsof thefinal chapter, on the Rise of Man, itisthat particul ar society toward which,
sincetheoriginof life, thewhol ecreation can said to havemoved. Allegedly, the personal issaved fromitsprecarious
statushy anontology that placesour commitment uni quely within auniverse somehow meant to culminateinthisvery
society, with these very fundamental beliefs. Then, from within our commitment to commitment, we can class the
objectivist’ sarguments as subjective, since his systemisfallacious and so hisreasoning has only subjective validity.
We can understand why he sees our commitment as merely subjective, and why he cannot understand the more-than-
subjectivity of our position. Andwe need worry no more about Zande or supportersof apartheid or Arab or Christian
or Jewish fundamentalists or anybody we happen to disagree with. That sounds fine on the face of it, perhaps. But
where has historical contingency, where has fallibility gone? At the very close of the work Polanyi describes our
intellectual heritageas* everythinginwhichwemay betotally mistaken.” (PK, p. 404) Thatisasaying| cherish; but,
despitethat remark onthepenultimate pageof thebook, theontol ogical dogmati smand thehopel essly anthropocentric
evolutionism of the final chapter, as well asits closing Christian apologetic, must be discouraging, in my view, to
supportersof themodel of commitment for epistemol ogy and the philosophy of science. Polanyi’slatework ontacit
knowledge, being cosmologically less ambitious, may help to correct thisimbalance. That is not my theme here,
however, | havejust been trying to search through Personal Knowledge for clues both to the distinction between the
subjective and the personal and to the sources of the misunderstanding by others of that distinction. That distinction
itself, sometimesinvolving two conceptsof thesubjective, ismorecomplex than | had thought. If inaddition onemust
take seriously the ontological tenor of Part IV, with itsthird concept of subjectivity, my whole reading may proveto
be mistaken and the responses of other readerswould also haveto bereread inthat light. Commitment is precarious.

Endnotes

!Editor'sNote: Thisessay wasoriginally deliveredasthekeynoteaddresson April 12,1991 at theK ent StateUniveristy
Polanyi Centinnial Conference. Subsequently, it appeared in Polanyiana: The Periodical of the Michael Polanyi
Liberal Philosophical Association2:4/3:1(1992): pp. 43-55 and isreprinted with permission.
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2 srael Scheffler isoneof themost conspicuousintotally misreading Polanyi’ sargument inthisway (Scheffler, 1967).
*Thereisonedlipinthischapter. Inclaiminggreater objectivity for the Copernicantheory, Polanyi says. “Wedoimply
that itsexcellenceis, not amatter of personal tasteon our part, but aninherent quality deserving universal acceptance
by rational creatures’ (PK, p. 4). “Personal” hereisamisnomer; matters of tastein thiscontext, onewould think, are
indeed subjective and not personal. | don't believe the central term “personal” is misapplied in thisway again.
“Thistitle, | fear,isamisnomer. Itisaquestion of structure, not “logic.” | wasput right about thisusagewhen | gave
atalk at Queen’ sBelfastinmy first year there, under thetitl e, if | remember rightly, “ TheL ogic of Biology.” Therewas
atimewhen theterm “logic” could refer rather vaguely to any relatively formal account of any structure -- not even
then to the structure itself. One of the problemsin Personal Knowledge isthat it sounds amateurish to professional
philosophers; I'm sorry | didn’t know enough to correct this easily corrigible error.

SEditor'sNote: Thisis*“Logic and Psychology,” The American Psychologist, 23 (January 1968) pp. 27-43.

In anote here, Polanyi anticipatesthe further subdivision of subjectivity (or of incompetence) whichwewill haveto
look at inskimming briefly through Part V.
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