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This essay treats Michael Polanyi’s post-critical philosophy and the contributions of post-critical thought to
ethics. It discussesthefrom/to structureof humanknowingand heurismand ethics. It arguesthat virtue, viewed
post-critically, isan achievement in community; post-critical thought callsfor movement beyond specializa-
tion.

1. Introduction

The twentieth century was not always kind to practitioners of religious, philosophical, and ethical
thought. Thisisespecialy so for Christian thinkers who let themselves become caught between the rational
empiricism of the Enlightenment turned into dogmatic scientism and the onslaught of historical relativism as
Western thought wrestled with the diversity of culturesand religions. Scholarsin the physical and biological
sciencesfared better aslong asthey avoided quasi-metaphysical claimsand shallow theological excursions. In
thehumanities, however, academicshaveoftentriedto become* scientific” and, asaresult, havewanderedeither
into wastelands of rationalism, thus becoming isolated from the wholeness of being human, or into post-
modernism, with its confusing array of meanings and individual fideisms.!

Inthiserainwhichfinal certaintieshavebeenundermined, wecan hopethat therewill bemorecautious
and modest claimsfrom personsof all persuasions, more adequate measures of clarity asto meaning, and wider
acceptance of the particularity of humanlocation and perspective. Asfor theology and ethics, itisprobablethat
anew eraisemerging, with aturn comparableto theabrupt onebrought on by thebiblical fundamentalism based
upon modern rationalism and the neo-orthodox challenge to Christian theology shaped by the Enlightenment.
Thereisthe possibility of recovery from dogmatic rationalism, from the erratic tendency to veer from onefad
to another, and from the insular theologies of Rudolf Bultmann and Karl Barth.

This essay makes no attempt to deal with the entire spectrum of issues emerging from the impact of
Enlightenment thought or the challenges to it. Instead, we shall explore contributions that the post-critical
philosophy of Michael Polanyi? providesfor anew eraof faith and ethicsin the 21* century, based on hiscreative
redefining of the problems of the post-Enlightenment era.

Before launching into the major focus of the essay, a brief account of how the present problems came
about may provide helpful background for the discussion. This sketch will be given from my own somewhat
jaundiced angle of vision.

2. Enlightenment Thought and Its Developing Problems

The triumph among 19" and 20" century academics of Enlightenment rationalism and scientism has
never been complete or without strong alternatives. Nagging doubtsemerging over theentire period caused the
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reigning confidencetorecedesharply duringthe20th century. Itisinstructivetonotetheintellectual movements
and academic fads that have been put forward to replace the Enlightenment and to examine briefly their
significance for Christian thought

The Enlightenment can best be understood as the culmination and triumph, at least among European
intellectuals, of the critical movement in philosophy initiated by Descartes, the view of the natural world
formulated by Newton, and the articulation of these views in the philosophy of Kant. The critical period of
Westernthought coincided withtheriseof modern science. Boththecritical movement and modernsciencewere
made possible by the hard-won increases in religious, poalitical, and economic freedom initiated during the
Renai ssanceandtheReformation. Major sectorsof Westernsociety, previously restrictedinthought and action,
could read the Bible, become educated, and engage in research with far fewer restraints. In turn, increasing
knowledge and diverse perspectives strengthened the political economies and educational systems emerging
from the growing liberation. The philosophes of the Enlightenment liked to regard themselves as solely
responsiblefor the freedom they had inherited aswell asfor the critical philosophy and scientific method they
nurtured. They also believed that critical rationalism could now discover “ objectivetruth.” Truth asit emerged
would become, they thought, asufficient basisfor rejecting the pre-critical past of traditional cultures. AsCarl
Becker suggests, however, they resembl ed thinkersof the past morethanthey realized, evenwhilebelieving that
history was a success story because it had culminated in them. In their own eyes, Becker writes:

They arecitizensof theworld, theemanci pated ones, |ooking out upon auniverseseemingly brand new
because so freshly flooded with light, auniversein which everything worth attending toisvisible, and
everything visibleis seen to be unblurred and wonderfully simple after all, and evidently intelligible
to the human mind—the mind of Philosophers.®

Theclaimsof Enlightenment rationalism did not, however, receive universal agreement, even among
theintelligentsia. David Hume, for example, showed the problematic character of rational empiricismif taken
asafinal understanding of theworld as experienced, and suggested that we still must come out of laboratories
and scholarly studiestoliveinaworld of tradition and belief. Immanuel Kant carefully |eft roomfor faithin his
philosophy and, whilerejecting thetraditional proofsfor the existence of God, confessesthat, if he must choose
between equally undemonstrable aternatives, would opt for belief in an ensrealissimum as a necessary basis
for rational thought, an endorsement in hisway of the ontological argument for deity.

Nevertheless, the critical perspective carried the day generally inintellectual circles, and its embodi-
ment in the academic programs of the Humbol dt University (founded in Berlinin 1810) becamethe model for
graduate education in the universities of Europe and America. The undoubted achievements of the critical
method, inits brilliant discoveries about nature and its technological achievements, obscured for its devotees
itsdeficienciesasatotal view of theworld. In spite of its contributions to modern society, the Enlightenment
had also produced, it gradually became clear, adogmatic “scientism” that, following the triumphalist pattern
found in much Western religion, sought to discredit other perspectives, in particular pre-critical views of the
world held by communities of religious belief, and to convert people to this Enlightenment way to Truth.*

On the basis of the critical premises of the Enlightenment, religion was expected to fade away, a
prediction on which such different disciples of scientistic objectivism as Auguste Comte and Karl Marx could
agree. Religion, however, bothinitsorganized formsandin spontaneousmovements, did not disappear during
thetimewhen critical thought and modern sciencewere emerging, nor did it diminishinthe 19" century except
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perhapsin strongholds of established Christianity. Instead, from the time of the Renai ssance and Reformation,
religious groups have become a major force for freedom and have kept on growing during the zenith of
Enlightenment influence, much to the dismay of many of the intelligentsia. Indeed, religious communities—
leaders and members—have often played significant rolesin science and critical scholarship, in political and
economic democratization, and in social reforms such as the abolition of davery and increasing rights for
laborers, women, and children, changing the complexion of western society and laying the groundwork for
continuing reform. Quite clearly, religious belief and communities of faith, far from disappearing, have
remained alive and well, to the consternation of those for whom the scientific method had become atotal view
of redlity, i.e. their religion.

At thesametime, problemsdevel oped withinthecritical rationalism of the Enlightenment throughout
the19" century and multiplied sharply inthe20". A seriesof eventsand movementsundermined critical thought
astheultimate arbiter of Truth. Existentialism convinced many that rationality isinadequate for the anxiety of
living without a leap of faith. Phenomenology retreated from the task of dealing with noumenal reality and
contented itself with analysisof phenomena, except for Heidegger, who, inabrilliant reversal of Kant, declared
the phenomenol ogy of human existence asthe way back into being. Nietzschean thought sneered at the weak
mediocrity of Western Christian culture and proclaimed the possibility of transcendence into a superior level
of existence. The emergence of cross-cultural awareness and historical relativity undermined confidence in
Westernrationality for thehumanities. Theideaof relativity, however, produced aquantumleapforwardinthe
physical scienceswith Einstein’ stheories. In philosophy, theattempt of logical positivismto bol ster confidence
in rational empiricism collapsed from internal contradictions, while the withdrawal into linguistic analysis
provided for many attracted to this Oxford/ Cambridge movement an interesting evasion of the challengesto
critical rationalism.® Thefrontal assaults of “deconstructionism” sent critical thought into retreat, except where
dogmatic scientism and variations of pre-critical religious faith had become firmly entrenched.

Along with philosophy, Christian thought shaped by critical thought hasfaced all these challenges, as
well asthe powerful reactions of neo-orthodoxy and therise of fundamentalism, thelatter amodern byproduct
of the critical method. Asaresult, theology, especially Protestant Christian varieties, has endured a series of
errant fads such as “ demythologizing,” “honest to God,” “secularization” and the death of God.” Ethics has
moved through what has been called a“wasteland of utilitarianism” into a“wasteland of rationalism,” aswell
as an amazing ploy by Western ethicists to deny the existence of ethicsin other religions and cultures, in an
attempt, it would seem, to shape and control the emerging field of comparativeethics. A recent fad in theology
andethics, aswell asinvirtually every other disciplineand cultural activity, hasbeentheshiftintotheambiguous
language of “post-modernism.” Its central thread of meaning, amid its confusing variety, is the rejection of
“modernism.” It has spread out into a“vague, oblong blur” across awide swath of those who might be called
the intellectual masses of Western society. Though this reaction to modernism has undoubtedly produced
creative work, it has failed to achieve cohesiveness, clarity, or strength as a response to the critical period of
Western thought.

Thereisan alternativeto post-modern pandemonium. That alternativeisthe post-critical philosophy
of Michael Polanyi. Inthemidst of hisachievementsin physical chemistry, Polanyi perceived early inhiscareer
problems of thecritical method that the post-modernistsdiscovered much later and attributed to “ modernism.”
Further, in the view of many, he provided more cogent resolutions of these problems than did the post-
modernists, and did so without post-modernism’ srejection of the achievements of the Enlightenment. Polanyi
combines appreciation of both critical method and pre-critical faith ashe devel ops hispost-critical philosophy.
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While not directly dependent upon them, histhought exhibits kinship with the work of Plato, Charles Sanders
Peirce, and Josiah Roycein philosophy, and of H. Richard Niebuhr intheology and ethics. Inwhat follows, after
asketch of Polanyi’ spost-critical thought, thefocuswill be onitsimplicationsfor ethics, adding insightsfrom
H. Richard Niebuhr and federal/covenantal theology.

3. A Sketch of the Post-Critical Philosophy of Michael Polanyi®

The philosopher Marjorie Grene declaresthat Michagl Polanyi’ stheory of tacit knowing is* grounds
forarevolutioninphilosophy” andinvolves*thethesisthat all knowledgenecessarily includesatacit component
on which it reliesin order to focus on its goal, whether of theoretical discovery and formulation or practical
activity.”” | agree with her but propose a more inclusive hypothesis: Polanyi’s post-critical thought, based
especially on hisnotion of tacit knowing, opensthewaytoanewerain humanthought, arevol utionassignificant
asthe earlier turn from the Ptolemaic to the Copernican perspective. Scholarsin disciplines across the entire
spectrum of learning have been slow to recognize that thisrevolutionistaking place. Theinsightsof Polanyi,
nevertheless, are gradually seeping into and modifying the methods and tenor of human thought today. The
critical period of Westernthought, opened by Descartesand brought toitszenithinthe Enlightenment, isending,
and the post-critical eraisemerging. Thisnew perspective, aswe shall see, hasimportant meaning for ethics.
Here are the major points of post-critical thought:

A. Combination of Critical and Pre-Critical Reason. Polanyi’ spost-critical philosophy doesnot reject
theachievementsof critical thought, asisgenerally the case with post-modernists, but instead combinescritical
reasoning with the fiduciary dimension of pre-critical thought in a way that affirms both. He exposes the
pretensions of those who suppose they have found the sure path to universal truth either through rationality or
by means of scientific method. Polanyi holdsthat thinkersof thecritical erahave pursued a“ mistaken ideal of
objectivity.”® He pointsout that the critical method has not escaped human |ocation and personal commitment.
“Thus, when we claim greater objectivity for the Copernican theory, we do imply that its excellenceis, not a
matter of personal tasteon our part, but aninherent quality deserving universal acceptanceby rational creatures.
Weabandon thecruder anthropocentrism of our senses--but only infavor of amoreambitiousanthropocentrism
of our reason.”®

With this insight, Polanyi proposes an advance in human thought as significant as that initiated by
Copernicus four centuries earlier. The Copernican Revolution shows that humanity is not the center of the
universe. The Polanyian Revolution unfol ding around us showsthat we still occupy the particularity of human
location in our knowing and action. Polanyi provides a method that combines critical rigor and impetus for
discovery with the pre-critical respect for tradition, culture, community, and faith into post-critical thought. In
post-critical perspective, uncritical adherenceto critical method leads toward an objectivism in knowing that
does not take account of the tacit coefficient upon which it depends, and is as inadequate as the post-modern
rejection of the modern that leaves itself adrift without connection to a context of tradition, community, and
commitment. Post-critical thought disclosesthe pre-critical passion and faith underlying critical rigor and the
potential of pre-critical traditionalism asaspringboard for discovery, thusproviding fiduciary rootsintradition
and community for post-modern creativity.

B. The From/To Structure of Knowing. In Western thought, Polanyi points out, attention has been
given to the focal dimension of knowing, the “to” of knowing, and has neglected the “from” component of
knowing that makesthe“to” of knowing possible. Withthe“from,” Polanyi offersaninclusive account of that

9




uponwhichtheknower reliesinorder tofocusonthe“to.” Knowing, hearguespersuasively, hasaninescapable
“from/to” pattern, the “from” including the embodied, physical basis of observation, the existence of
consciousness and the ability to think and interpret, and the context of presuppositions, faith, tradition, and
cultureshapingtheinterpreted“to.” Inthisfrom/tostructure, knowingconsists1) inthat part that wefocusupon,
of which we have focal awareness, and 2) in that part that we rely upon in order to focus, of which we have
subsidiary awareness. Knowing cannot be reduced to the explicit dimension of knowing but must includealso
thetacit dimension, without which theexplicit dimension could not exist. Thus, the process of human knowing
movesfrom aproximal context, of which we are subsidiarily awareto adistal context, of whichwearefocally
aware. By dealingonly withthefocal aspect of knowingandignoringthetacit dimension, Western epistemology
hasbeenindividualisticandinsufficiently awareof thebodily and communal context of knowing. By uncovering
thetacit dimension, the Polanyian Revol utionremindsusthat knowingispersonal, occurringwithinand relying
upon human location, understood so asto include both the from and the to dimensions of human understanding
andaction. Polanyi succeedsindelineatingwith precisionthecentral problem of thecriti cal method and showing
the need to re-appropriate the pre-critical perspective, thus opening the way toward a post-critical philosophy.

FromAristotleonward, themajor linesof Western philosophy havegiven primary attentiontothefocal
elementsinknowing and littleattentionto the subsidiary elementsuponwhichthefocal relies. Thisiscertainly
the case with Descartes, who initiates the critical era of Western thought, and with Whitehead, the greatest
metaphysician of the 20" century, who expresses directly his reliance on Descartes; “ The positive doctrine of
these lectures [Process and Reality] is concerned with the becoming, the being, and the rel atedness of ‘ actual
entities” An‘actual entity’ isaresverain the Cartesian sense of that term.”° In no way does this aspect of
Whitehead’ sthought negatethegreatnessof hisorganic, processivesystem, but it doesplaceit decisively within
theboundsof critical philosophy. Though Whitehead acknowledgeshisdebt to Plato, hedoesnot giveattention
toPlato’ ssuggestionsof atacit dimensioninhumanthoughtinthe Meno andinthedial ogical method that makes
clear the human location of philosophical exploration.

Atonepoint, Polanyi offersasuccinct summary of thediscovery that takeshim beyondthecritical into
the post-critical without rejecting the importance of critical thought:

We have seen tacit knowledge to comprise two kinds of awareness, subsidiary awareness and focal
awareness. Now we seetacit knowl edge opposed to explicit knowledge; but thesetwo are not sharply
divided. While tacit knowledge can be possessed by itself, explicit knowledge must rely on being
tacitly understood and applied. Hence all knowledgeis either tacit or rooted in tacit knowledge. A
wholly explicit knowledgeis unthinkable.'*

The recognition of the tacit dimension, the background in subsidiary awareness for human knowing,
appears to be a resounding defeat to al those gripped by the critical desire to attain absolute, objective
knowledge of Reality or Truth and for whom the particularity of human location is a scandal to be overcome.
Polanyi regardsthe post-critical perspective asanimportant discovery, opening up theignored tacit dimension
of human knowing, an achievement rather than adefeat. Hewrites: “1 suggest we transform thisretreat into a
triumph, by the simpledevice of changing camp. Let usrecognizethat tacit knowing isthefundamental power
of the mind, which creates explicit knowing, lends meaning to it and controlsits uses.” ?

What doesthismeanfor thecritical claimthat it canarriveat objective Truthand uncover final Reality?
Thefrom/to structure of knowing makesit impossibleto accept the detached objectivism of critical thought as
10



the path to Truth. A new understanding of Reality emerges:

To hold anatural law to betrueisto believe that its presence will manifest itself in an indeterminate
range of yet unknown and perhaps unthinkable consequences. . . We meet herewith anew definition
of reality. Real isthat whichisexpectedtoreveal itself indeterminately inthefuture. Henceanexplicit
statement can bear on reality only by virtue of thetacit coefficient associated withit. Thisconception
of reality and of thetacit knowing of reality underliesall my writing.®

In this way, Polanyi dissolves the dichotomy between subjectivity and objectivity in knowing. He
writes:

| think wemay di stingui sh between thepersonal inus, which actively entersinto our commitments, and
our subjective states, in which we merely endure our fedlings. This distinction establishes the
conception of thepersonal, whichisneither subjectivenor objective. Insofar asthe personal submits
to requirements acknowledged by itself asindependent of itself, it isnot subjective; but in so far asit
is an action guided by individual passions, it is not objective either. It transcends the digunction
between subjective and objective.’*

In no way does Polanyi reject the importance of the critical method, he only deprivesit of what | call
the “Imperial Mood” of discourse and the assumption that it describes Reality “objectively” from an
“ontological peak” outside historical, social location.

C. TheHeuristic Shapeof Post-Critical Thought. Polanyi’ srecognition of theimportanceof tradition,
culture, and community, i.e. theinclusion of thepre-critical, fiduciary rootage of knowing, doesnot leadtoviews
of knowledgeasstatic and chainedtothepast. Wedwell inapast inherited from our community of interpretation,
not in order to repeat it, but in order to break out into the newness of the future hidden withinit. Thisdwelling
inand breaking out arisesfrom*theessential restlessness of thehuman mind, which callsever againin question
any satisfaction that it may have previoudly achieved.” %

For Polanyi, fiduciary knowing regards faith not as an unchanging platform but rather as a heuristic
springboard that placesusin arestlesstension between theknown and theunknown. Reality becomesaprocess
under way, a problem not yet completely solved, that engages our entire being and draws us further into the
mystery of being. What we believe we know leads us to focus on what we do not yet know. Referring to the
mathematician Polya’ sadvicefor solving problems, Polanyi writes. “How can we concentrate our attentionon
somethingwedon’tknow?. .. ‘ Look at the unknown—saysPolya—'L ook at theend' . .. Look at the unknown.
Look at the conclusion.” Polanyi continues:

The seeming paradox isresolved by thefact that even though we have never met the solution, we have
a conception of it in the same sense as we have a conception of aforgotten name. By directing our
attention on a focus in which we are subsidiarily aware of al the particulars that remind us of the
forgotten name, we form a conception of it; and likewise, by fixing our attention on afocusin which
we are subsidiarily aware of the data by which the solution of a problem is determined, we form a
conception of thissolution. The admonition to look at the unknown really meansthat we should ook
at the known data, but not in themselves, rather as clues to the unknown; as pointersto it and parts
of it.’
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Far beyond mathematics, the post-critical philosophy of Polanyi has meaning for the entire spectrum
of knowing and action. Thisisthe case no lessfor ethics than other academic disciplines. Polanyi enables us
to accept and use critical thought without either absolutizing it into scientism or rejecting it as do the post-
modernists. His post-critical thought reaffirmsthe meaning of the pre-critical, with its emphasis on tradition,
community, commitment, and the reaches of human spirituality and faith. In Polanyi’sbrilliant reformulation
of the meaning of redlity, thereisapartial affirmation of the critical method with its precise probing of human
experienceand al so of theindeterminatenatureof thefuture. Thereisstability inhumanthought and actionbased
upon commitment and faith as the human location in which we dwell in order to break out toward a not-yet-
known, unthinkable consummation. The heuristic tension relates the dwelling in and breaking out. Thus, we
believe, know, and act, not withtherigidity of absol ute, univer sal assertion, but withtheconfidenceof universal
intent that believesin order to understand but al so anticipates, indeed longs for, afuture of unfolding insight,
knowledge, and faith.

4. Contributionsof Polanyi’s Post-Critical Thought to Ethics

With this overview of post-critical philosophy in mind, we can examine the perspectives on ethical
reflection and action in the contemporary world that the Polanyian Revol ution provides. Theseinsightswill be
illuminating for ethicswithinthe Christian community, for ethi cswithin other communitiesof interpretation, and
also for the emerging context of global ethicsin which diverse communities are meeting, at timeswith violent
results and at times with creative interchange that may prove beneficial to the world. Some of Polanyi’s
contributionscomefromtheoverall pattern of post-critical thought, and othersareparticular insightsof hisabout
ethics. In both ways, Polanyi helps move us beyond contemporary forms of ethicstoward ethicsfor the post-
critical age of human history.

A. Implicationsfor Ethics of Combining Critical Reason with Pre-critical Faith. Asnoted above, the
post-critical thought of Polanyi continues rather than rejecting critical reasoning but placesit within the pre-

critical context of presuppositions, commitments, and faith. Inthisway, Polanyi affirms the achievements of
the critical period but overcomesits pretense of objectivism that threatens human values and vision.

1. A basic contribution of post-critical thought to ethics is to affirm its importance for the entire
spectrum of humanthought and action. Faith, commitment, and val uing arepresent inthephysi cal and biological
sciences no lessthan in the humanities and social sciences, no lessin the building of bridgesthan in home and
family. Pre-critical elementsof humanlife can besubjectedto critical thought and modified but not eliminated.

2. Post-critical thought must bedi stinguished carefully from post-modernismand theproblemsitraises
for ethics. A theme present amid the bewildering diversity of post-modernismisitsdecisiverejection of what
it callsthe “modern,” meaning by this the objectivist rationality of the critical period of Western thought. In
rejecting the narrow, limiting certaintiesof modernism, post-modernism al so eliminatesany firmgrounding for
human thought and action, ethicsincluded. Deconstruction takes the matter further and rejects the possibility
of grounding for any view of reality and value.

The post-critical view ismore discriminating and, | believe, more accurate. While it does not accept
the overconfident claims of critical rationalism as doorway to reality, the post-critical perspective through its
discovery of thetacit coefficient disclosespre-critical roots(rather that ground) of human thinking in particular
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communities and traditions. After al, the critique of epistemology and ethics by deconstructionistsreliesfor
itsforceontheir tacit dimension, withitscommitmentsand presuppositions. Further, theaffirmation of absolute
relativisminvolves amajor contradiction.

Thetacit dimension providesfirmrootsfor human commitment and action but not absol utegrounding.
Polanyi rejects the claim of critical thought to make universal statements about what is real, but affirms the
possibility for humans informed by their communities and traditions to take responsibility for committing
themselves to statements about reality and value with universal intent. In this way, Polanyi’s post-critical
philosophy combinesthecritical andthepre-critical, thusproviding rootsfor ethical reflectionand action, rather
than setting humans adrift in a post-modern, deconstructed world.

3. Post-critical thought discloses the weakness of rationalism asthe basisfor ethics. Reason is useful
in the process of ethical reflection but inadequate as its frame and focus, as, for example, when rationalism
reduces ethicsto ethical theory.

Most obviously, in post-critical perspective, the questions must be posed: “Whose reason? In what
tradition and community of interpretationisthereasoning rooted?’ Oneexamplethatillustratestheinadequacy
of reason astheground of ethicsiswhat can be called the postul ation method of rational individualismin ethics
found in thewidely acclaimed work of John Rawls, whose major work is A Theory of Justice.’® Rawl’ s ethical
theory isbased onindividual definition and sequential postul ation, with theunexamined presupposition that the
author’ sreason is congruent with arationality present in all rational individuals. Thus Rawls can make such
assertionsas: “1 have distinguished the concept of justice,” “ The concept of justice | taketo be defined by” (p.
10), “the social contract as found, say, in Locke, Rousseau, and Kant,” “each person must decide by rational
reflection” (p. 11), “ The choice which rational personswould make” (p. 12), “It seemsreasonabl e to suppose”
(p- 19), “ Let usassumethat each person beyond acertain age and possessed of therequisiteintellectual capacity
develops a sense of justice” (p. 46), and so on. The structure Rawls builds has its interesting aspects as a
theoretical, individual performance. Fromapost-critical perspective, however, hiswork hasabasisno stronger
than Rawls' individual assumptionsand stipulationsand will appeal only to thosewho share hisview or merely
enjoy the performance.

In speaking of the rational ethics of English academicsin the 20" century, Mary Warnock offers a
succinct comment: “ One of the consequences of treating ethics asthe analysis of ethical languageis. . . that it
leadsto theincreasing triviality of the subject . . . We do need to categorize and to describe, evenin the sphere
of morals, but we should still exist as moral agents even if we seldom did so, and therefore the subject matter
of ethicswould still exist.”*°

Rationalism as practiced by Rawls and as observed by Warnock reduces and trivializes ethics as the
result of ignoring the tacit coefficient of persons engaging in ethical reflection. The embodied traditions,
communitiesof interpretation, commitments, and passionsmust also beincluded. Polanyi observes, “To speak
of moral passionsis something new. Writers on ethics, both ancient and modern, have defined morality asa
composed stateof mind. .. Thereis, admittedly oneancient record of moral admonitionswhichwere outbreaks
of moral passion: the sermons of the Hebrew prophets.” %

The post-critical perspective widens ethics beyond rationality by making us aware of the tacit
coefficient of humanthought shaping moral reflection. Theimportanceof critical reasonisaffirmedwithinpre-
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critical context. The rational premise is questioned that reason operates the same way in all humans and is
independent of culture and tradition. Further, post-critical method goes beyond the notion of ethics as coolly
detached andincludesthe elements of commitment and passion that characterizethemoral life of humanity. As
Polanyi putsit, “for the sakeof precision declaratory sentencesshould beformulatedinthefiduciary mode, with
thewords' | believe' prefixedtothem” thuseliminating“ any formal distinction between statementsof belief and
statements of fact.” This admission that statements, when understood carefully, are “intentionally circular”
expressing one’ s intellectual responsibilities’ and“ personal beliefs’ makesit clear that faith and commitment
arecrucia elementsin thetacit dimension of knowing and action; “the fiduciary modewill have to be merged
inthewider framework of commitment.”2 Such an understanding isasimportant for ethicsasfor epistemol ogy.

B. Implications for Ethics of the From/To Structure of Human Knowing. Polanyi reminds us that
“thinkingisnot only necessarily intentional, as Brentano taught; it isal so necessarily fraught with therootsthat
it embodies.”? Thisisjust astruefor ethics as for the physical sciences, epistemology, or learning toride a
bicycle, though speciaistsin religious, philosophical, and theological ethics are as prone as scholars in other
specialtiestooverlook thishasicinsight and concentratefocally ontheanal ysisof ethical languageand/or ethical
concepts.

1. Ethical reflection hasitsfocus on moral judgment and action, individual and communal. That focal
awarenessemergeswithinatacit dimension, a“from,” uponwhichthe“to” relies. Ethicsprovidesguidancefor
themoral agency of humansand isrooted in the traditions and commitments shaping the subsidiary awareness
of individuals and communities. Ethical reflection is neither objective reasoning about moral issues nor isit
subjective preferences. Instead ethical judgment and action arise from what humans believe to be real,
meaningful, and of value, what areright principlesand rules, and what isresponsibleand appropriatein human
relations. Ethical reflection and action are seen in their wholeness only when the tacit coefficient isincluded.

2. The tacit coefficient in ethics has sometimes been dealt with under the heading of character.
Polanyi’ sperspectivehel psenlargethe understanding of character by including the embodi ment of humansand
their immersion in tradition and community, so that character directs attention to much more than “virtues”
inhering inindividuals. The communal rootage of character is given more adequate attention in post-critical
perspective, and the character of communities as well as persons in community becomes clearer. Parallel to
Plato’s view of justice, we may say that personal character becomes more virtuous as communal character
embodies virtue, and communal character becomes more virtuous as the character of the persons in the
community embodiesvirtue.

3. Thefrom/to pattern helps show the inadequacy of “ situation ethics,” and may clear up some of its
problems. As presented by John A. T. Robinson and Joseph Fletcher,® “situation ethics’ focuses too
exclusively on response to the immediate context and too little on the larger context opened up in the tacit
coefficient shaping human interpretations of the situations and what is regarded as appropriate responsein a
particular context. In this situation ethics, the criterion of action becomestoo simply the “principle of love,”
overlooking thetacit coefficient understood through the Christian community of interpretation, thetradition of
Christian love, and faith in aGod of love, which provide the basic context of Christian commitment.

4. Another view elides ethicsinto “obedience” in the moment of existential decision and ignoresthe
tacit dimension that includestherootsof obediencein tradition, community, and meaningful relationships, thus
giving attention to faith and commitment.>*  Without subsidiary awareness, obedience remains a concept that
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is, at worst, vagueand, at best, remains highly ambiguous. Thereliance onacontext of tradition and community
for interpreting the meaning of obedienceis obscured if no attention is given to the tacit coefficient of human
thought and action.

5. Thefrom/to structureof post-critical thought providesthetacit dimension necessary for understand-
ing the ethics of one's own faith community as well as the ethics of other communities. In thisway, Polanyi
contributesmoreinclusiveawarenessto Christian ethics, liberatesit fromashall ow bondagetotheethicist’ sown
culture that is a present threat to the development of comparative ethics, and may prove midwife to the birth
of global ethics as diverse cultures meet and interact.

Attempts at formulating a global ethic have shown tendencies to emerge from lowest-common-
denominator reduction rather than from the height of commitment present in diversefaith communitiesaround
theworld. Theresult isalist of principles that produce weak agreement but not the basis of strong common
action. A genuine global ethic must begin by understanding divergent tacit coefficients in which communal
commitments are rooted and work at discovering areas of strong agreement providing grounds for common
commitments and effective action.

6. Most obviousand direct of al, Polanyi’ sfrom/to pattern di scloseswhat could be called thedilemma
of “DilemmaEthics’ and rendersthiskind of ethical thought a primary casualty of post-critical thought. The
focus of dilemma ethicsisthe notion that the need for ethics arises when amoral problem confronts uswith a
dilemmarequiring moral judgment and decisions about alternative courses of action. Overlooked is the tacit
coefficient in human agents within which adilemmaarises and makesit possibl e to recognize the existence of
adilemma. The from/to structure of post-critical thought both underminesthe basisof “dilemmaethics’ itself
and alsoilluminesthe subsidiary element of focal ethical awarenessand action. Without the“from,” thereisno
“to,” without abackground of moral commitments, thereisno dilemma. Inthisperspective, dilemmaethicsis
truncated and incompl ete, existing in avacuum of non-explanation, unlessthe crucial dimension of believed-
in meaning and value is included. Not only does the tacit coefficient explain the appearance of an ethical
dilemma, but al so makesit clear that theresourcesfor dealingwith ethical i ssuesoncerecognized will be shaped
by the fiduciary character of the tacit coefficient.

C. Post-Critical Heurism and Ethics. At no point is Polanyi’ s thought more important for ethicsina
post-critical erathaninitsheuristic core. Humans dwell in the traditions of the community in which they are
born and to which they are apprenticed from birth. But there isthe strong heuristic impul se to break out into
new insightsthat extend the past. Theteleological, goa-oriented, character of ethics must wrestle constantly
with theburgeoning of meaning of such endsasloveandjustice. Asonelevel of meaningisattained, new levels
emerge. In deontological ethics, focused upon principles, rules, and laws to be followed, the same heuristic
phenomenon of development and change can beobserved. AsChief Justice Earl Warren observed, “ Law floats
inaseaof morality,” and changesasmoral insight unfolds. Andmorality existsinacontext of ethical convictions
and faith that have heuristic impul sestaking humanity forward into afuture of newness. Weber seescharisma
emerging and subsiding into routinization, institutionalization, and stasis, but Polanyi viewsthe dynamicforce
of charismastill present, dwelt in and waiting to break out anew. The heuristic core of post-critical thought
appears especialy in the Polanyi’ s notions of moral inversion, virtue as achievement, and liberation.

1. Moral Inversion.. Among the most interesting and original contributions of Polanyi to ethicsisthe
notionof “moral inversion.” Whenweunderstand that ethicsisnot based oninner peaceor theabsenceof passion
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but rather on commitment and moral passion, the ambiguous character of morality emerges. Ethical aspiration
may open the way to coercion or violence to achieve the goal to which it is committed. This commitment to
violence as a means may be transformed into agoal. Polanyi calls this “transformation a process of moral
inversion.”? One aspect of moral inversion arises from excessive intensity of moral expectations, which can
bedestructiveof ethical thought and action. A second aspect of moral inversioniswhat Polanyi calls* dynamo-
objective coupling.”

a. ThePeril of Perfectionism. Inthe opinion of many observersof themoral scenetoday, thelanguage
of moral discourseis chaotic; that human ethical thought, concern, and action are disappearing; and that moral
standards and behavior arein sharp decline. Evidencefor all theseopinions, intheview of those holding them,
can be found in abundance. Polanyi has a different perspective.

First, the view that ethics and morality havefallen into chaosand decline can be seen as evidence that
the standards for judging have been raised. As some observers have noted about the rising tide of complaint
about the ethics of business corporation, the situation when viewed carefully does not reveal that the behavior
of corporationsand business|eadersisworsethan wasthe casefifty or one hundred yearsago; indeed the actual
behavior has improved—in many areas quite markedly; the real change isthat society (through government,
through theactivity of theincreasing number of protest groups; and the devel opment of ethicscodesin business
and trade associations and in al varieties of corporation) has dramatically elevated the ethical standards by
which business corporations are judged. Theintensity of ethical concern has become deeper, and the areas of
ethical interest in society has widened immensely throughout the 20" century.

Second, themore serious problemtoday istheintensification andincreasing breadth of moral concern,
asit movestoward standard of judgment approaching perfectionism. The publicisbeginningto demand ethical
perfectionin all areas of moral concern and to want compl ete fulfillment of moral expectationsimmediately.
Thisraisesthepossibility of “moral inversion,” areactiontofailuretoattaintheseultimateexpectationsresulting
inwidespread cynicism, despair, nihilism, and an opennessto immoral actionsresulting from excessive moral
passion. Not declining moral concern, but rather the reverse —theintensity of moral expectations—may lead
to an endemic collapse of ethics.

Those “chicken-little” ethicists, who are declaring that the ethical sky isfalling, may be victims of
historical amnesia and social myopia.® |In their focal awareness on contemporary moral outcry, they have
missed the hel ghtened standards and the increasing number of areas of concern in ethics and contributed to the
looming peril of moral inversion viaethical perfectionism.

b. Dynamo-Objective Coupling. Polanyi finds illustrations of this kind of “moral inversion” in
Marxismand Freudianism. Thedynamo-objectivecoupling occurswhen“Moral passionsare. .. castintheform
of a scientific affirmation.” For example, “both branches of Marxism operate by denying to morality any
intrinsic moral force of itsown . . . yet both appeal in thisvery act to moral passions. . . Any criticism of the
scientific part isrebutted by the moral passions behind it, while any moral objectionsto it are coldly brushed
aside by invoking the inexorable verdict of its scientific findings.”#

Polanyi suggeststhat Freud carries out asimilar bit of moral inversion. Morality asviewed by Freud
in others has Oedipal roots, yet Freud'sown “ scientific” views are justified by the moral passions underlying
them for curing patients of neuroses. Polanyi writes, “A society affiliated to such a network [Marxist or
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Freudian] may be said to maintain a certain standard of ‘factuality’—provided that one acceptsits methods of
fact-finding.” 2

2. VirtueasHuman A chievement in Community. When ethi csisunderstoodintheheuristic perspective
of Polanyi’s post-critical thought, it becomes apparent that virtue asit should be understood in ethicsis not a
static form of goodness or a power for doing the good that residesin individuals or an aspect of character that
inheresin habitual behavior. Whatever virtue humanity is capable of exhibiting isrooted in tradition, human
community, and emergesin the heuristic context of dwelling in and breaking out. Virtueisan ongoing social
achievement.

Polanyi doesnot have adoctrine of original sin but rather aconviction that humanity hasadimension
of incompletenesswithreferenceto moral aspirationaswell asknowing. Reality hasmorality interwovenwithin
it. Virtue, wemay say, isalsorootedinreality. Thepassion for fulfillment resultsin arestlessnessof humanity
that participates in aprocess toward an unknown consummation.

Just asinthe community of science, thereisacheck onwhat individualsmay regard asreal and valid,
so also in palitical and economic community that are checks and balances on power that contribute to moral
development. Boththerestlessness, the aspiration, and theimportance of virtue asdependent upon community
for pervasivewaysof checking and limiting power and sel f-aggrandi zement show thekinship of Polanyi’ spost-
critical philosophy with the federal or covenantal tradition in theology and political thought as found, for
example, in The Federalist Papers, especially those written by James Madison, who studied federal theology
and political philosophy with John Witherspoon at the College of New Jersey.® Thereisalso similarity with
the ethics of Plato asfound in The Republic, in hisnotion of the Good asthe goal of human and divine striving
and also in histreatment of virtue asreflected in “ The Ring of Gyges,”* asresting on the visibility in society
of humans.

3. Liberation. Polanyi’ sview of reality in processof unfolding knowledge and moral developmentis
related to notions of evolution, but not in sense of chance natural selection but rather asaheuristic field luring
all forms of living toward commitment and achievement. More than process, there is, for Polanyi, an
eschatological element present inreality, notinthe senseof “doctrineof last things,” butinthe sensethat Jirgen
Moltmannmeansthat thereisahopeful tel eol ogy builtinto human, historical existence, aswell asnatural reality:

For the emergent noosphereiswholly determined asthat whichwebelieveto betrueandright; itisthe
external pole of our commitments, the service of which isour freedom. It definesafree society asa
fellowshipfostering truth and respecting theright. 1t compriseseverythinginwhichwemay betotally
mistaken.®

Aswereview theentirepast embodiedin our universe, Polanyi suggests, werealizethat therehasbeen
purposive power shaping it, a power we identify with what we ultimately believe, a power bearing the world
toward liberation. The ethics of Polanyi’s post-critical philosophy emerges not with a view of values and
morality rooted merely in human preferences but rather in tradition, culture, community, commitment, and
believed-in reality. The final paragraph of Personal Knowledge displaysthisincredible vision:

So far aswe know, the tiny fragments of the universe embodied in humanity are the only centres of
thought and responsibility inthevisibleworld. If that beso, theappearance of thehuman mind hasbeen
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so far the ultimate stage in the wakening of the world; and al that has gone before, the striving of a
myriad of centresthat havetakentherisksof livingandbelieving, ssemtohaveall been pursuing, along
rival lines, theaim now achieved by usuptothispoint. They areall akintous. For all these centres—
those which led up to our own existence and the far more numerous others which produced different
linesof whichmany areextinct—may beseen engagedinthesameendeavor toward ultimateliberation.
Wemay envisagethenacosmicfieldwhichcalledforthall thesecentresby offeringthemashort-lived,
limited, hazardous opportunity for making some progress of their own towards an unthinkable
consummation. And that isalso, | believe, how a Christian is placed when worshipping God.*

D.Beyond Specialization. Most philosophershave been wary of Polanyi, the majority reluctant even
to grapple with histhought. Not a member of any particular faith community, he felt adeep kinship with the
Christian community. His thought erases the sharp lines of specialization between fields of study. Humans
become participants in a world already underway. Redlity, as he believes in it with universal intent to be
inexhaustible, has ethical meaning at its core. This cosmic processis characterized by an eschatological drive
toward ultimate liberation. And the empowering factor isthe heuristic lure of dissatisfaction:

Theindwelling of the Christian worshipper istherefore acontinued attempt at breaking out,
at casting of f thecondition of man, evenwhilehumbly acknowledgingitsinescapability. Such
indwelling isfulfilled most . . . in the heuristic upsurge which strives to break through the
accepted frameworks of thought, guided by intimations of discoveries still beyond our
horizon. Christian worship sustains, asit were, an eternal, never to be consummated hunch:
aheuristicvision...[and] command: ‘ L ook at theunknown!” Christianity sedulously fosters,
andinasensepermanently satisfies, man’ scraving for mental dissatisfactionby offeringhim
the comfort of a crucified God.*

In this context of commitment and acceptance of responsibility liesthe human sense of calling, with
an understanding including the whole being of humanness. Polanyi affirms the roots of faith and ethicsin
tradition and community, not bound to past dogmasor animpossibleideal of objectivity, but directing humanity
toward an unfolding futurefilled with creativity and anticipation of newnessleading toward ultimateliberation
and unthinkable consummation.

Themostimportant contributionto ethicsof post-critical thought may well berestoring attentiontothe
wholeness of human action and responsibility, rather than having the primary focus on one part or another.
Specialization shatters the comprehensiveness of human living, so that, for example, the separated disciplines
of the university as based on the rationalism of the Enlightenment are ill-equipped to deal with any human
problem. Inasentencethat might have been used at the beginning of thisessay, Polanyi affirmsthat “the study
of man must start with an appreciation of manintheact of making responsibledecisions.”* He sees ethics, not
as an isolated specialty of philosophy or theology, but rather as central to the wholeness of human action in
achieving knowledge and seeking to act responsibly in every sphere of life. Themorality of personal knowing
and the commitments involved are not peripheral but pervade the historical, communal nature of human
existence.

5. Conclusion

Polanyi’ srevolutioninthought touchesevery disciplineand aspect of humanlife, and opensup anew,

comprehensive understanding of ethics. The tacit coefficient makes it clear that ethics pervades al human
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activity and involves commitment and passion aswell as reason. Ethics represents acomprehensive level of
reality as humans experienceit, not anarrow specialty giving rational ordering to categories of “goodness’ or
analyzing “moral language.” Post-critical thought provides a method for understanding diverse patterns of
ethicsin Western society and around the globe, respecting them without agreeing compl etely with them, and
making it possiblefor themtorelateto and learn from oneancther. Polanyi points out the dangers of excessive
moral passion, and, of central importance, the heuristic lurethat leads usto dwell in tradition in order to break
out into the unfolding, satisfyingly indeterminate, inexhaustible, faithful reality of God.
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