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Ethical particularists allege that there are, on account of epistemological limitations, no such things as
general moral principles. This paper defends the existence of general moral principles by adapting and
appropriating Polanyi’ s epistemol ogy of science to this problemin moral philosophy.

Thereceived view of moral theory isthat morality has something of the universal about it. Giventhat
philosophersfrom Plato onward have almost uniformly affirmed the permanence and universality of important
truth, moral philosophers have, with few exceptions, until fairly recently, held that whatever truth there might
bein ethics must be permanent and universal.* Because philosophy, by and large, isaquest for the universal,
moral philosophers have typically tried to determine and codify what is universal concerning morality.

SinceKant, theuniversal inmoral philosophy haslargely beenconstruedina*“top-down” fashion. The
fundamental ideaisthat thereare principleswhich hold generally for all situationswhich havethesamemorally
relevant features. Onthisview, thetask of themoral agent isto correctly identify which principleisapplicable
to a specific situation and allow it to stipulate the course of action to be taken in that situation. If the correct
principleis selected and applied, then ipso facto the correct action will have been taken by the agent. On this
conception of moral theory aprincipleisgeneral if it canbesaidto apply to another situation which hasthesame
moral features, anditisuniversal inthat it will apply to all such similar situations. Theview that thereare such
general and universal principles has cometo be known as generalism. Generaliststypically argue that moral
principlesarenecessary for oneor moreof thefollowing: for hel ping usto seewhat actioniscalledforinagiven
case; for justifying our moral judgements; for explaining our moral judgements, and for assisting usin providing
moral instruction, especially to the young.

What and Why Particularism?

Thisreceivedtop-down understanding of moral theory hascomeunder fireinthelast twenty-fiveyears
or so. What might be called “ bottom-up” theorists have criticized generalism on a number of fronts. First, it
isthought that the top-down method lays too much emphasis upon the identification of codifiable rulesto the
detriment of alived, vibrant moral life. In other words, top-down strategiesresultintheover-intellectualization
of what isinvolved in being amoral agent intheworld. Such adry, emotionless, exacting approach to ethical
decision-making isthought to distort what isactually true about our moral experience.? Human beings are not
like machineswhich function algorithmically inastraightforward andinflexiblemanner. Rather, themoral life
involves the agent in aweb of considerations which are not capable of being codified into a simple rule or
principle. Bottom-up theorists contend that the attempt to reduce moral phenomenato such ruleswould beto
suck thelife out of agenuine moral experience of theworld. On the bottom-up view, afully human account of
themoral lifewill not bestifled by principleswhich precludecreativeinteractionwith thespecific circumstances
at hand. It will, instead, be vital and attuned to the particular features of the casein question. This bottom-up
approach has come to be known as particularism.
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Another major worry bottom-up theorists, or particularists, seem to have with respect to generalism
isthat it does not take adequate account of the complexity of the moral life. Theworry hereisthat principles
function like the bed of Procrustes, making moral experience of the world fit them rather than the other way
round. As might be expected, the bottom-up theorist alleges that this has resulted in many erroneous moral
judgments. Jonathan Dancy, one of the leading representatives of particularism, writes:

Particularism claims that generalism isthe cause of many bad moral decisions, madein the
ill-judged and unnecessary attempt to fit what we are to say here to what we have said on
another occasion. Weall know the sort of person who refusesto make the decision here that
thefactsareobviously callingfor, because he cannot seehow to makethat decision consistent
with one he made on a quite different occasion. We also know the person (often the same
person) who insists on a patently unjust decision here because of having made a similar
decisioninadifferent case. Itisthissort of looking away that particul arists see asthe danger
in generalism. Reasons function in new ways on new occasions, and if we don’t recognize
thisfact and adapt our practiceto it, we will make bad decisions. Generalism encouragesa
tendency not to look hard enough at the details of the case before one, quite apart from any
over-simplistic tendency to rely on afew rules of dubious provenance....?

Particul arists are concerned that principles do more to mislead than to assist in making good moral judgments
about agiven case. I norder to makegood judgementsabout agiven casetheparticul ar featuresof that casemust
be allowed to determine the judgement rendered by the agent without recourse to principles. Principles will
either miss or obscure the unique features of the case at hand, and that will result in bad judgements made on
the part of the agent.

Thisworry that principles are to blame for much error in moral decision-making isclosely related to
the frequently aired particularist concern about the complexity of the moral life. Thereisaworry, asstatedin
the quotation from Dancy above, that principlesengender an “ over-simplistic tendency torely onafew rules.”
Rules, or principles, itisthought, areinherently incapable of accounting for thevirtually limitlesscomplexities
of a specific case. Dancy, for example, approvingly quotes George Eliot, whom he affectionately dubs the
“Patron Saint of Particularists,” as saying:

All people of broad, strong sense have an instinctive repugnance to the men of maxims;
because such peopl e early discern that the mysterious complexity of our moral lifeisnot to
be embraced by maxims, and that to lace ourselves up in formulas of that sortisto repressall
the divine promptings and inspirations that spring from growing insight and sympathy.*

Particul aristsworry that adverting to ready-made principleswill frustrate the producti on of the necessary moral
insight and creativity whichis called for in the case before us.

What makes the moral life so complex? Part of the plexiformity which particularists contend is part
and parcel of themoral lifeisdueto the nature of moral propertiesthemselves. Particularistsreject thealleged
generalist practice of insisting that if a property makes a difference of a certain kind here, it must do so
everywhere. They prefer, instead, to allow that reasons are holistic; moral properties can switch polarity and
asaresult function very differently in different contexts. For example, my doing something which causesyou
pain might be thought, in many circumstances, to be areason against the performance of the action. But there
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may be circumstances, such as when you need your dislocated shoulder re-set, when my causing you painis
not areason against the performanceof theaction. Furthermore, theremay even becircumstanceswhen causing
someone pain isnot only not areason against the performance of an action, but isactually areason in favor of
performing it, such asin disciplining achild. Inshort, the moral lifeisnot simple and straightforward; it does
not easily lend itself to general principles such as“It iswrong to cause someone pain.” Dancy writes:

Theonly objection we makedirectly to the possibility of general moral principleswasbased
ontheholismof reasons.... But thisisjust asharper way of makingthefamiliar pointthat given
the complexity of moral lifeitisgoing to beimpossibleto codify any moral maximinaway
that will render it invulnerable to the vagaries of future situations.®

From the particularist’s point of view, then, the top-down construal of moral decision-making isinadequate.
Particularism supposesthat thecompl exity of themoral lifeasencounteredin concretesituationsisnot reducible
to principleswhicharegeneralizable. Moreover, when such attemptsat generalization arecarried out, they very
often result in agents making bad moral decisions.

Finally, particularists, making use of Wittgenstein's insights in the Philosophical Investigations,
object to generalism on thegroundsthat the generalist’ spropensity for followingrulesis, intheend, ultimately
renderedotiose.® For,ifitisarule, call itrulel, whichisto determinewhat | should dointhiscase, thenit would
seem that | require another rule, rule2, in order to guide mein the application of rulel, and then afurther rule,
rule3, in order to guide mein the application of rule2, which will guide the application of rulel, and so on ad
infinitum. Onecan posit rulesfor following rulesiteratively, and there appearsto be no way out of theregress.
Rulefollowing, alathegenerdlist, is, according totheparticularist, indeterminateand, consequently, ultimately
unhelpful. On account of these concerns, the bottom-up methodology of the particularist has been suggested
as acorrective replacement for the historic top-down method of the generalist.

Inwhat follows| would liketo try to show that the thought of Michael Polanyi may help to shed some
light on what is at stake in this debate between particularists and generalists and try to offer a sketch of how
Polanyi’ s thought might provide the theoretical framework for a rapprochement.

Polanyian Per spectiveson Particularist Objections
Objection 1—The Unspecifiability of Principles

Itisimportant to notethat the generalist tendency to employ rulesor principlesalgorithmically seems
to be acharacteristic of the modern mind, acharacteristic of modern culture which Polanyi stridently opposed.
Thegeneralist, it seems, wantsto keep all knowledge of particularsin front of himself focally all at onceinthe
form of an explicit principle; he wantsthe right-making or wrong-making features of any particular caseto be
formally spelled out by way of ageneral principle upon which he can focus in an attempt to garner guidance
concerning the case at hand. Here, | am suggesting, iswhat Polanyi might contend isan error on the part of the
generalist: he wants to keep the grounds for his judgement about the particular case clearly in his focal
awareness, hewants all the features of the caseto be clearly specified in aformal principle. But discovery, if
Polanyi iscorrect, doesnot happenthisway. Accordingto Polanyi, whenthescientist’ simaginationis*“sallying
forth” in an attempt to find the solution to a problem she has set for herself, sheisrelying upon avast domain
of unspecified knowledge, knowledge of which she can have only asubsidiary awareness. Indeed, according
toPolanyi, it would beimpossiblefor her to explorethe p5r(1)bl emat handfocally if shewerenot at the sametime



relying upon, and making use of, awholerange of subsidiary knowledge about which sheis confident and upon
which she can draw, but without having to focus upon it directly. The generalist, however, seemsreluctant to
permit knowledgetofunctionsubsidiarily inthisway. Refusal to admit of thissubsidiary knowledge, however,
is, according to Polanyi, a characteristic error of the modern mind. He writes, “ The modern mind refuses to
accept the necessity for tacit assumptions and wants to keep the grounds of its beliefs clearly in focus, as one
doesin an explicit deduction. Our whole culture is pervaded by the resolve to avoid unspecifiable commit-
ments.”” The Polanyian corrective for generalists, if my account is correct, isto acknowledge at least some
reliance upon unspecified subsidiary knowledgein our discovering the correct judgment to make concerning a
particular moral case.

To put afiner point on the matter, the generalist’ sinclination to draw explicit inferences about what
todoinindividual cases by subsuming them under general principlesis doomed to failure on account of the
unspecifiability of principles. Jonathan Dancy has pointed out that particular cases cannot be subsumed under
genera principles for epistemological reasons. If one has, asis plausible on a generalist scheme, a conflict
between principles—such aswhen, for example, my neighbor asks me how | like her hideous new hat, and my
principles “Never tell alie” and “Never be rude’” come into conflict®—how is one to resolve the matter by
recourse to principle? | can either avoid lying by being rude, or avoid being rude by lying, but not both. The
generalist might respond herethat principles can belengthenedin order to account for the casewhich, initially,
seemsawkwardor recal citrant. Consideredjudgmentsconcerninglying and rudenessmay prompt thegeneralist
toadjust oneof her purported principlesto moreclosely approximatethetrueprinciple. Sotherevised principle
may be something such as” Never tell alie, unlessitisamatter of trivial politeness’ or “ Alwaysbepolite, unless
itwouldinvolvetellingalie.” Dancy, however, preemptsthisgeneralist move. Hewrites, “[t]herearejust too
many defeaters for the absence of each oneto count among our original reasons, and the general absence of a
defeater isnot to bethought of asoneof thereasonswhy wejudgethefirstactionright.”® In other words, Dancy
isasserting that if there were no other moral considerationsinvolved besides, say, truth-telling, we would not
havebeeninclinedtotell thetruth whilebeing explicitly aware of the moral rightness of doing so becauseit did
not involveinsulting someone, or jeopardizing national security, or putting someone’ slifein danger, etc. That
isto say, wedid not read through, in our minds, so to speak, along principlewhich took into account al of the
possible defeaters, determine that none of them were present, and then proceed with telling the truth. Dancy’s
conclusion, then, is that we could not have access to knowledge of all of the possible defeaters prior to
encountering specific caseswhereinthey areactually present; and becausewedo not haverecoursetosuchlong,
and perhapsdisjunctive, principles, wearenot, then, appropriating these principlesasgeneralitiesunder which
we have subsumed individual cases. In short, we cannot subsume individual cases under general principles
because such principles cannot be specified a priori.

Now, | think Polanyi would agreethat parti cularismiscorrect in maintaining that principlescannot be
explicitly known and specified in thisway in advance. Dancy’s objection to generalism succeeds because he
isassuming that generalism entail sthat generali zationsintheform of principlesbeexplicitly known by theagent
in order to servetheir aleged function. But, from aPolanyian point of view, imaginative moral agents might
well be capable of anticipating tacitly or intuitively what moral properties, including defeaters, might be
relevant. Inhisessay “ Geniusin Science” Polanyi heralds C.F.A. Pantin as offering “abrilliant description of
anticipation.” He quotes Pantin as follows. “[Intuition] does not only suddenly present solutions to our
conscious mind, it also includesthe uncanny power that somehow we know that a particular set of phenomena
or aparticular set of notionsare[sic] highly significant: and we are aware of that long before we can say what
thatsignificanceis.”® Toapply thisideato the present matter, we might parody Pantin asfollows: “[Intuition]
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does not suddenly present solutions to our conscious mind, it also includes the uncanny power that somehow
we know that aparticular defeater or set of defeaters has no bearing on the case at hand: and we are aware of
that long before we can specify what precisely those defeaters are.” It is subsidiary knowledge, not explicit
knowledge, whichisrequired by an agent in order to correctly subsume aparticul ar case under the appropriate
generality. Thesubsumption of particularsunder generalitiescannot beexplicitly specified, becauseit requires
intuition and reliance upon the tacit dimension. Hence, Polanyi’s thought may help to make consistent and
intelligible the intuitions of both generalists and particul arists regarding this objection to generalism.

Objection 2—The Unformalizability of Following a Rule

Thisintroduces asecond reason why particularists deny that individual cases can be subsumed under
general principles. Theissue here goes back to Wittgenstein on following arule. If, according to generalists,
an agent will receive direction on how to judge a particular case by virtue of subsuming it under a general
principle, thenit must be clear to the agent that thisparticular caseisan instance of “ going oninthe sameway”
indicated by the alleged general principle of which the casein questionispresumed to beaninstance. Inother
words, wecan group thiscase before ustogether with similar casesinthe past, and how wejudged the past cases
will help determine how we should judge in the present instance. In thisway the generalist holdsthat we can
“gooninthe sameway” applying ageneral ruleto specific cases.

However, as Wittgenstein has shown us, it is not possible to formalize what it meansto “go oninthe
sameway.” If weask an agent tofollow therule, “add two,” and she counts by adding two, we have no way to
show her that sheis not following the rule if she reaches, say, one thousand and begins to count, 1004, 1008,
1012, etc., al thewhileinsisting that sheis continuing to follow therule, “add two.” Thelesson here seemsto
bethat, although shemay have perfect grasp of therule, “add two,” shemay not havethe conceptual competence
to apply therule correctly. Rulesdo not act as“rails’ which keep us engaged with reality. Graspingarule,in
other words, will not guarantee a given agent’ s ability to apply aconcept competently. Particularists seemto
want to employ thisasadefeater for the notion that general principlesaretruth-makerswith respect to thetruth
of given moral instances. If Wittgenstein is right, the notion of rules acting as rails is bankrupt, and so,
consequently, isthe notion that rules are truth-makers.** Itisonly if we are confident that we aregoing onin
the sameway in our application of ageneral principleto specific casesthat the idea of the principle qua truth-
maker will beintelligible. So, how isit that anagent can have confidencethat sheis*going oninthesameway” ?

Onceagain, Polanyi’ sthought, by weaningthegeneralist from hispositivistinclinations, might enable
the generalist to respond to this particularist challenge.  First, Polanyi is keenly aware that rules require
interpretation (and sometimesreinterpretation) and that theinterpretation of arule cannot be madeonthebasis
of another rule, on pain of regress. Hewrites, “How can we ever interpret arule? By another rule? Therecan
only beafinitenumber of tiersof rulessothat such aregressionwould soonbeexhausted.” 2 In*“Reconstruction”
Polanyi contends that the application of rules requires subsidiary indwelling. He writes:

[A]gain aswe have seen, our rulesfor establishing true coherences. . . are and must remain
indeterminate. Any ruleswe have must be applied, of course; and, to do this, we may have
additional rules for their application. But we cannot go on having specific rules for the
application of specific rulesfor the application of specific rulesad infinitum. At some point
we must have “rules’ of application (if we can call them that) which we cannot specify,
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because we must simply dwell in them in a subsidiary way. They are part of our deepest
commitments. But for this reason they are not specifiable.’

According to Polanyi, an agent can have confidencethat sheisgoing oninthe sameway—but not because such
aprocedure can be formalized all the way down, so to speak. Rather, knowledge of how to go on in the same
way inthe application of rules entails atacit coefficient. The knowledge of how to do this, although genuine,
issubsidiary.

Objection 3—The Construction of Universal Terms When No Two Tokens of a
Type Are Exactly Alike

Onageneralist account, certainindividual cases—although differentin somerespects, tobesure—are
thought to be similar enough that they can be grouped together under ageneral classification. For example, if
| kill an innocent person on Monday while wearing green shoes and kill another innocent person on Tuesday
whilewearing blueshoes, thegeneralist will likely want to say that both instances can begrouped together under
the general heading ‘ murder’, even though there are differences between the cases, viz., the day of theweek on
which the killings took place and the color shoes | waswearing while doing the killing. Generalism, that isto
say, entail sthat moral agentsbe ableto maketaxonomic judgments; generalistswant to say that casesinthepast
have had certain featureswhich are similar to this case, and thus by taxonomically grouping this case together
withthosepreviouscaseswecaninfer fromwhat it wasthat wefelt compelled to say about those casesconcerning
what it isthat we should say here about this case now beforeus. Particularists, however, are proneto point out
that any differences between cases cannot be judged ahead of timeto beirrelevant. After all, if onetellsarich
enough story, any feature of a case may be deemed morally relevant. No two cases are really alike. Hence,
according to the particularist, the generalist isincapabl e of making |egitimate taxonomic classifications.

Polanyi is aware of this sort of problem. In his essay, “Reconstruction,” Polanyi notes how
indeterminate all taxonomic classificationsare. He writes, “Plato and his school were thefirst to be troubled
by thefact that in applying our conception of a classof thingswekeep identifying objectsthat aredifferent from
oneanother ineveryparticular.”** Plato offersthe classification of “man” asan example. If | may be permitted
to use sometermsanachronistically, if tokens of thetype“man” can be distinguished from one ancther on the
basis of particular features, how isit, Plato wantsto know, that there can be an archetype for the kind “man”?
The archetype cannot at the sametime be young and old, as particular men are, or hirsute and bald, or fair and
swarthy, etc. But neither can he have any one of these properties as opposed to its alternative; for then those
“tokens” with the alternative property could not rightly be said to belong to thetype“man.” Plato’ s purported
solutiontotheproblemistoholdthat theeidon of “man,” the perfect man, hasnoneof theseparticul ar properties.
Particular properties areinstantiated only inimperfect copies, but not in the archetype. Polanyi notesthat this
purported solution merely “ embodiesinstead of eliminatesthe paradox of identifying different individuals.” 1t
doesnot really beginto solvethe problem of how itisthat weidentify individual sasmembersof aclass. Polanyi
thenfurther notesthat thisproblem of taxonomic indeterminacy getssolved neither by nominalism (becausethe
problem simply reassertsitself whenweinquireastowhy it isthat we should apply the samelabel toacollection
of different individuals), nor by the use of the notion of open-texturedness (because to have an open-textured
term merely means that there are differences in the instances in which the term will apply. But still the term
appliesto someobjects, and not others. How thisisdeterminedisstill left open.)'> So, taxonomic identification
isdifficult, indeed. For the particularist, thisfact of taxonomic indeterminacy givesriseto the claim that there
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are as many principlesasthere are cases. Each case hasitsdistinctive, particular features and, thus, is unable
to be subsumed under a generality. Any principle general enough to apply to another case, likewise, will fail
to take account of the particular features of theindividual case. Hence, particularists allegethat talk of general
principlesis mistaken, at worst, or unhelpful, at best.

Polanyi’ s notion of tacit knowledge, however, may, again, shed light on how it isthat we are able to
maketaxonomic classifications. WithrespecttoPlato’ sproblem about how toestablish* man” asatype, Polanyi
admits, “This indeterminacy is irreducible.” He goes on, however, to claim, in spite of this irreducible
indeterminacy, that “its comprehension is safely controlled by tacit integration. Tacit knowing commonly
integrates particularsinto their joint meaning.”*¢ Polanyi writesin Personal Knowledge:

Y et it would seem impossibl e to devise adefinition which would unambiguously specify the
range over which human shape may, and beyond which it may not, vary; and it iscertain that
thosewho recognizethis shape are not in possession of any such explicit definition. Instead,
they have exercised their art of knowing by forming aconception of the human shape. They
have trusted themselvesto identify noticeably different instances of what—in spite of these
differences—they judge to be the same features, and to discriminate in other cases between
things which, in spite of some similarities, they judge to be instances of different features.
Sustained by the belief that a human type exists, they have continued to build up their
conception of it by noticing human beings as instances of thistype. In doing thisthey have
practised the kind of power used for generating afocal awareness of acomprehensive entity
from asubsidiary awareness of its parts.t’

If it is not already obvious, what | am suggesting is that Polanyi’s remarks here concerning the taxonomic
identification of the human speciesmight equally apply to moral casesand moral principles. For thegeneralist
whoiswilling to appropriate Polanyian categories, it istacit knowledge gai ned through asubsidiary awareness
of thepreviousfunctioning of propertiesasright-making and/or wrong-making that makespossibleajudgement
concerning how those propertiesarefunctioninginthispresent moral instance. By practicingthis*power used
for generating afocal awareness of acomprehensive entity from a subsidiary awareness of its parts,” amoral
agent might be able to develop a general principle, abeit one that is not completely specifiable, from his
subsidiary awareness of how therelevant moral propertieshavefunctioned in previous specificinstancesinthe
past. Asonemakestaxonomicjudgmentsabout human beings* sustained by thebelief that ahumantypeexists,”
so0 one makestaxonomic judgmentsabout moral i nstances sustained by the belief that ageneral moral principle
exists. If | am correctin holding that moral principlesarein somewaysanal ogousto Polanyi’ scomprehensive
entities,*® then knowing how to make taxonomic classificationsisan unformalizabl e act of personal knowledge.

So how does one build up an awareness of acomprehensive entity? According to Polanyi, it requires
experience; knowledge of comprehensiveentitiesisarrived at a posteriori. Heinsistsupon “thefact that valid
generalizationsarecommonly arrived at by empirical inquiriesbased oninformal procedures.”*® Furthermore,
technical, scientific comprehensive entitiesmust bearrived at, according to Polanyi, not only through practical
experience, but also through apprenticeship. In“The Scientific Revolution” Polanyi writes:

Thisiswhy zool ogy and botany cannot belearned from printed pages, any morethanmedicine

can. Thisiswhy so many practical hours of teaching in the laboratory hasto be given also

inmany other branchesof thenatural sciences. Wherever thishappens, theresomeknowledge
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of thecomprehensiveaspect of thingsisbeing transmitted, aknowledgeof thosethingswhich
we must acquire by becoming aware of a multitude of clues that cannot be exhaustively
identified. Wemust learn the physiognomy of such things by relying on clueswhich cannot
be exhaustively identified in themselves.?

What Polanyi says about mystery of discovery applies equally to the art of making taxonomic classifications:
“[T]acit knowing is able to make good sense of an aspect of science that hasflatly resisted all effortsto bring
it into the ambience of strict formalization.”? In short, the practice of making taxonomic classifications
necessitates reliance upon atacit coefficient.

Onefinal point might beworth making with respect to how we cometo understand universal terms. |If
my account is correct, it is hardly surprising that philosophers from Aristotle onward have emphasized the
necessity of practicing the virtues which are learned through imitation. Space does not permit meto explore
thisconnectionindetail, but the nexusbetween particularism, virtue ethicsand Polanyi, | believe, bearsfurther
investigation.

Unspecified and Unfor malizable, but Still General

Fromwhat | havesaid sofar it might appear that Polanyi’ sthought hasdonemoretojustify and enhance
particularism and to critique generalism than the other way round. Thisistrue up to now because | have used
Polanyi’s thought to challenge the notion, which seems to plague traditional generalists, that ethics is a
formalizable enterprise, which it seemsnot to be. Andif theimpulseto formalize ethicsstemsfrom adesireto
bemoreexact and morescientific, then, accordingto Polanyi, that motivation stemsfrom afal seand naivenotion
of what scienceis. AccordingtoPolanyi, scienceisinexact,? riddled withindeterminacy® and contains aspects
which defy formalization. So, should a moral philosopher following Polanyi’s thought adopt a full-blown
particularism?

| do not think so. The reasons | believe particularism does not follow from Polanyi’s thought are
several. First, while |l am unaware of any passage within the Polanyian corpus where he explicitly arguesfor
the existence of general principlesin science, he never denies their existence. Of course, an argument from
silence may not seem avery powerful argument, but it isimportant to remember that Polanyi’ s whole project
isan attempt to show that perfect codifiability and formalizability in science areimpossible; itisamyth which
helaborsto debunk. Hisgoal isto show that no rulesor principlesof sciencearefully determinateor infallible.
But hisvery eagernessto show that they are neither fully determinate nor infallible does seem to entail that he
thinksthat therearegeneral principles, albeit of thisqualified sort. Polanyi, whileacknowledging theexistence
and hel pfulnessof rules, isquick to point out that, “ V erification, even though usually more subject to rulesthan
discovery, rests ultimately on mental powerswhich go beyond the application of any definiterules.” Polanyi’'s
intent isto make it clear that heis not denying the existence of rules, but merely hoping to “put them in their
place,” soto speak: “Nor am | saying that there are not rulesto guide verification, but only that there are none
which canberelied oninthelast resort.”?* |n spite of the indeterminacy of scientific rules, however, they are
still necessary: “No scientific discovery can be strictly verified, nor even proved to be probable. Y et, we bet
our livesevery day onthe correctness of scientific generalisations, for exampl e those underlying our medicine
and technology.”? So, for Polanyi, generalizations there are, though they are neither infallible, completely
formalizable, nor fully specifiable.
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Second, scientific discovery for Polanyi is motivated by the scientist’s desire for a “deepening
coherence” in hisunderstanding and grasp of reality. Coherence seemsto imply generalities which organize
particular features of theworld. When ascientist believesthat he hasfound a solution to a problem he has set
for himself, he “return[s] to the quiescent state of mind from which the enquiry started, but return[s] to it with
anew vision of coherence and reality.”? Much like the example of conflicting moral principles above, the
scientist adjusts his view of reality in order to establish equilibrium. Kepler, for example, established the
principles of planetary motion asaresult of his determination to account for the discrepancy in the position of
Mars. Theresulting“laws’ aregeneralizationswhichyield greater coherenceand atightening grip onour grasp
of astronomical reality. Discovery yields generalizations.

Of course, just because Polanyi believes that generalities are possible in science does not entail that
henecessarily wouldthink they also existinethics. Margaret Little, for example, holdsthat moral particularism
ismuch moreviablethan scientific particul arism onaccount of thefact that contextualizationin ethicsisfar more
thoroughgoing thanitisinscience.” Little contendsthat thereisno ‘pure model’ in ethicstheway thereisin
physics. A pure model in scientific theory isonewhich it is believed actual situations can only approximate.
Boyle' slaw, for example, isapuremodel of how gassesbehave, becauseBoyl €' slaw doesnot specify how other
factors, inevitably presentinany actual situation, will effect gasses. It appliesonly toanideal, or pure, situation
of which any actual situation will only be an approximation.

| believe, however, that Polanyi would heredisagreewith Little. Polanyi seemstothink that the purity
of scientific modelsis no greater than those of the humanities. Indeed, much of what Polanyi was concerned
todowasto “bridgethegulf . . . [which] supposedly separates scientific from humanistic knowledge, attitudes
and methods.” At the end of hisessay, “Reconstruction,” Polanyi writes:

In view of what we have now seen, we can surely bridge this gulf [between scientific
knowledge and knowledge in the humanities| completely. We can now seethat not only do
the scientific and the humanistic both involve personal participation; we see that both also
involveactiveuseof theimagination. That thevarioushumanitiesareheavily entangledwith
the imagination has always been very clear to ailmost anyone; but that imagination has an
essential roleto play in science aswell hasrarely been glimpsed. . . . If, however, asthese
chapters havetried to show, personal participation and imagination are essentially involved
in science as well asin the humanities, meanings created in the sciences stand in no more
favored relation to reality than do meanings created in the arts, in moral judgments, and in
religion.... Tohave, ortorefer to, reality—in somesense—may then beapossibility for both
sorts of meanings, sincethedichotomy between factsand valuesnolonger seemsto beareal
distinction upon which to hang any conclusion.?

Given Polanyi’ slevelling of the traditional distinction between the sciences and the humanities, | believeitis
fair to maintain that hewould think that there are valid generalizationswhich can be madejust aswell in ethics
asin the natural sciences.

Inconclusion, particularismwill wintheday if generalismisweddedtoapositivistic paradigmwherein
it is thought that in order to count as genuine, knowledge must be completely specifiable and formalizable.
Contrary to what particularists aver, there is a place in ethics for generalizations which count as genuine
knowledge, if such generalized knowledge is recognized for what it is—personal knowledge.
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11nwhat follows| shall be assuming a cognitivist view of morality.

2 For adiscussion of the role of emotion in ethics see Nancy Sherman, “The Place of Emotion in Kantian Morality” in
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6 Dancy, pp. 83-4.
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8 This exampleis adapted from David McNaughton, Moral Vision (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988), p. 196.
9 Op. cit., p. 81.
10 « Geniusin Science” in Allen, op. cit., p. 271.

11 Thanksto Sean McK eever and Michael Ridgefor auseful discussion of thisissueintheir unpublished paper, “ TheMany
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16 |bid.

17 Op. cit., p. 348-9.

18 | say that principles are only in some ways analogous to comprehensive entities because, while they share with
comprehensive entities afundamental indeterminacy, thisindeterminacy doesnot, in the case of moral principles, produce
through subsidiary awareness aquiddity whichislogically distinct from the particularsof whichitisformed, asit doesin
thecaseof thesort of comprehensiveentity withwhich Polanyi isconcerned. Inhisessay “ Personal Knowledge” inMeaning
Polanyi makes a distinction between two different types of unspecifiability. He writes, “Thus subsidiaries are—for this
reason and not because we cannot find them all—essentially unspecifiable. We must distinguish, then, between two types
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of unspecifiability of subsidiaries. One type is due to the difficulty of tracing the subsidiaries—a condition that is
widespread, but not universal; the other type is due to a sense deprivation which is logically necessary and in principle
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2 “Reconstruction,” op. cit., p. 57.

22 po| anyi beginshisessay, “Geniusin Science,” by saying, “We accept the results of science, and we must accept them,
without any strict proof that they are true. Strictly speaking all natural sciences are
inexact.” Op. cit., p. 267.

23 pol anyi writes, “[A]ll meaningful integrations (including those achieved in science) exhibit atriadic structureconsisting
of the subsidiary, thefocal, and the person, and all are thusinescapably personal.” “ Reconstruction,” p. 64. Emphasishis.
In “Creative Imagination” Polanyi writes, “ The content of any empirical statement isthree timesindeterminate. It relies
on clueswhicharelargely unspecifiable, integratesthem by principleswhich areundefinabl e, and speaksof areality which
isinexhaustible.” Allen, op. cit., p. 264.

24 “science and Reality” in Science, Faith and Society, p. 29 and 30.

25 “Creative Imagination” in Allen, op. cit., p. 249.

26 |bid., p. 262.

27 Margaret OliviaLittle, “Mora Generalities Revisited” in Moral Particularism, Brad Hooker and Margaret Little, eds.
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 291, n. 5.
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