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PREFACE

With Volume 51, Tradition & Discovery’s seriatim publishing moves to a new format, which we hope will 
improve its accessibility, its visibility on the Web to search engines and academic institutions, and the overall 
efficiency of publication. Each article of the 3 initial “tranches” of the volume will be published in HTML 
and a simplified PDF format, with the final complete volume being packaged and designed in a manner 
consistent with our previous volumes

In this issue of TAD are two contributions that encourage us to approach Polanyi’s thought again with 
fresh eyes and a different take.

First is Jon Fennell’s “Everyone a Sailor: Oakeshott’s Affinity for the Polanyian Vision of Human Activ-
ity”—an attempt to plumb deeper, unrecognized resonances between M.P. and the famous British skeptic, 
conservative, and Hobbes commentator, Michael Oakeshott.

Second is a review E. San Juan Jr.’s Peirce’s Pragmaticism: A Radical Perspective by new TAD contributor 
Paloma Pérez-Ilzarbe. Pérez-Ilzarbe’s review invites us to think of Pierce’s work a bit differently—from the 
direction of the concerns of the New Left and social activism.

Also in this issue of TAD, we take an extended look at Martin Turkis II’s recent book The Metaphysics of 
Michael Polanyi: Toward a Post-Critical Platonism (Palgrave Macmillan, 2024). In it, Turkis seeks to mutually 
illuminate and extend aspects of both Polanyian and Platonic metaphysics, and bring them into comparison 
with parallel schools of thought. Turkis’ thesis has sparked a very lively debate, earning responses from Dale 
Cannon, Graham Harman, Vincent Colapietro, and William M.R. Simpson.

Finally, we present two reviews and an interview. The first review, by Colin Cordner, is of the neo-Aris-
totelian Professions and Politics in Crisis by Mark L. Jones, Professor of Law (Mercer University). In it, Jones 
attempts to apply the comprehensive work of Alasdair MacIntyre to the challenge of enucleating the nature 
of the professional and existential crises affecting the legal community, and the pathways to health

The second review, by Damon Kutzin, is of Donovan Schaefer’s Wild Experiment. In it, Schaefer con-
structively builds upon Polanyi’s insights into the place of the emotions and passions in science and culture 
generally—as well as some pathological forms of intellectual passion, such as conspiracy theories.

We round-out the volume with an interview between Martin Turkis II and Musa al-Gharbi about the 
latter’s recent book We Have Never Been Woke, on the concept of “woke” and symbolic political gestures, the 
impact of Michael Polanyi upon his thinking, and the x-phi or experimental philosophy movement.

Colin Cordner, Ph.D.
General Editor
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SUBMISSIONS FOR TRADITION AND DISCOVERY FAQS

Does Tradition and Discovery charge article processing charges (APCs) or article submission fees?

No.

How do I submit an article to Tradition and Discovery?

All materials should be submitted as a Microsoft Word file attached to an email message.

Articles submitted for possible publication should be sent to Colin Cordner, at ccord077@gmail.com. 

Submissions should include keywords, abstracts, endnotes, and references. Articles should be no longer than 
6,000 words inclusive. Longer articles will be considered but shorter ones are preferred.

Proposals for book reviews and completed reviews (normally 1000-1500 words in length) should be sent to 
Colin Cordner at ccord077@gmail.com.

Submissions for articles and book reviews should include a 2-3 sentence biographical sketch that can be 
edited as needed for space.

What style should I follow?

We use Chicago’s parenthetical/reference style in which citations are given in the text as last name of author 
year, page number, e.g., (Mullins 2015, 23). Full bibliographical information should be supplied in the 
references section for all works cited, including Polanyi’s works, since we may draw from different editions 
of his writings. 

One exception to citations is that Polanyi’s major works may be cited parenthetically using the following 
abbreviations (note that the abbreviations for the titles are to be italicized):

CF 	 The Contempt of Freedom
FEFT	 Full Employment and Free Trade
KB 	 Knowing and Being
LL 	 The Logic of Liberty
M 	 Meaning
PK	 Personal Knowledge

SEP	 Society, Economics, and Philosophy
SFS	 Science, Faith, and Society
SM 	 The Study of Man
STSR	 Scientific Thought and Social Reality
TD 	 The Tacit Dimension

For example, “Polanyi argues that …. (TD, 56).” 

mailto:ccord077@gmail.com
mailto:ccord077@gmail.com
https://www.scribbr.com/chicago-style/author-date/
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Endnotes: Because of limits the limits of the software used to produce the journal, endnotes must be entered 
manually and placed before the reference section. They should therefore be used sparingly.

Spelling: Since the journal serves English-speaking writers around the world we do not require anyone’s 
“standard” English spelling and punctuation. We do, however, require all writers to be consistent.

Manuscripts that are not careful and consistent in style will be returned so that the author can make corrections, 
which will delay publication.

What are Tradition and Discovery’s publication ethics?

The Journal editors and Board have a zero-tolerance policy for research misconduct, including but not lim-
ited to plagiarism, citation manipulation, and data falsification/fabrication. 

In the event that the journal’s publisher or editors are made aware of any allegation of research misconduct 
relating to a published article in the journal, the publisher or editor shall follow COPE’s guidelines (or 
equivalent) in dealing with allegations. 

Are submissions peer reviewed? 

Unsolicited articles will first be editorially reviewed, usually within a few weeks. If the submission is not 
appropriate for TAD or is not in good order, it will be returned without further review. 

If a submission passes initial editorial review, submissions are sent to two readers for blind review. When 
those reviews are received, the editor contacts the author about possible publication and may provide sug-
gestions for revision of the article. Although we would like to promise that the blind peer review process will 
be completed in a month or two, extenuating circumstances may extend the time for reviewing an essay.

Solicited materials (book reviews, review articles, interviews, etc.) will be editorially reviewed.

How long does it take for an article to be published? 

This is not predictable for many reasons (such as place in the queue, time needed for peer review, and time 
needed for revisions). Any questions about the publication timeline should be directed to Colin Cordner 
(ccord077@gmail.com).

For more information on the history of Tradition and Discovery and our board members, see separate entries 
on the Society website (www.polanyisociety.org)

https://publicationethics.org/
mailto:ccord077@gmail.com
http://www.polanyisociety.org
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EVERYONE A SAILOR: OAKESHOTT’S AFFINITY FOR THE 
POLANYIAN VISION OF HUMAN ACTIVITY

Jon Fennel

Keywords: Oakeshott, moral relativism, justification, verification, the human enterprise, the human pros-
pect, maturity of perspective, human formation, Personal Knowledge, performative consistency

ABSTRACT

Among the most prominent reviewers of Polanyi’s Personal Knowledge, certainly in England, is 
Michael Oakeshott. The critical features of his review are well known. Less often noted is Oake-
shott’s overall approval of the book as well as his considerable enthusiasm for it. What accounts 
for this positive appraisal?

The thesis of this study is that Oakeshott is attracted to Polanyi’s magnum opus due to an 
affinity for its portrayal of the human condition of which he is not fully and explicitly aware. 
Although Oakeshott is a skeptical idealist and Polanyi a hopeful realist, their positions converge 
in regard to justification. In fundamental respects, Polanyi and Oakeshott are in concert.

Oakeshott is sometimes alleged to be a moral relativist. Polanyi scholars understand that 
he at times has been similarly accused. In Personal Knowledge, Polanyi responds effectively to 
this accusation. Because Oakeshott on relevant matters agrees with Polanyi, he is immune to 
the charge of relativism as well. While Oakeshott offers his own defense against this indictment, 
he is drawn to Polanyi because he tacitly grasps that, in Polanyi’s personalist expansion and 
enrichment of the concept of experience, there is a deeper and thereby more effectual response to 
the charge. In sum, if Oakeshott is a moral relativist, so too is Polanyi. But Polanyi is not, and, 
for the very reason we say this, neither is Oakeshott. The inclination to assert the opposite, in 
addition to maligning Oakeshott, comes at the cost of overlooking Polanyi’s primary contribution 
to intellectual history.

Everything actually in experience is already infected with the possibility of being unsatisfactory, and yet 
nothing save what is in experience can serve as a criterion for experience. —Michael Oakeshott1

Soon after its publication in 1958, Michael Oakeshott wrote a thoughtful review of Michael Polanyi’s 
Personal Knowledge. Immediately capturing the reader’s attention is Oakeshott’s criticism of Polanyi: that 
his writing is “disordered, repetitive, digressive, and often obscure,” that his propensity to cover too much 
ground “makes the book like a jungle through which the reader must hack his way,” and that, due to defi-
cient “scepticism” (Oakeshott’s hallmark), there is reason to suspect “philosophical innocence.”2 But equally 
notable is the review’s overall (if standoffish) approval and cautious respect for the book. That the arguably 
premier British political philosopher of the twentieth century should be sufficiently interested in Polanyi to 
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read and review this long and difficult volume, and then register his regard for it, is noteworthy and provoc-
ative. Students of Polanyi as well as Oakeshott are understandably curious to know more about what lies 
behind this perhaps puzzling fact.

There is an additional reason to investigate. As we explore what scholars familiar with Polanyi have 
written about Oakeshott, we find the accusation of moral relativism. This too is a curious fact: could it be 
that Oakeshott’s amicable disposition toward Personal Knowledge is the consequence of his finding in the 
book useful support for a relativistic account of moral life? Interestingly, Oakeshott in his review of Per-
sonal Knowledge comments on the “dilemma” posed for Polanyi by his emphasis on the personal: how can 
Polanyi authoritatively establish the place of the personal in scientific and other modes of knowing without 
falling into subjectivism? Oakeshott, after noting that Polanyi labors mightily to maintain a sharp distinc-
tion between the personal and the subjective, remains uncertain that Polanyi in doing so proves successful. 
Oakeshott, however, is not the moral relativist he sometimes is alleged to be. Rather, he contends that, while 
moral guidance not defined through and bound by tradition (human practices) is a chimera, relativism in 
moral life is not a necessary consequence. And Polanyi would agree. It will be necessary in what follows to 
show that Oakeshott has in Polanyi an ally whose rejection of subjectivism and an affiliated moral relativism 
is stouter than it might initially appear. Oakeshott’s not unfriendly reception of Personal Knowledge is the 
result of an affinity with Polanyi of which he seems not entirely aware.

In carrying out our project, we will, after a brief introduction, proceed in the following manner. First, 
drawing from a wide range of Oakeshott’s writings, we will dwell on the key concepts through which he 
characterizes the human enterprise. Second, we will plumb in some detail aspects of Polanyi’s thought that 
(1) arrest Oakeshott’s attention and (2) ought to capture Oakeshott’s attention but are not in the review 
mentioned by him. Guiding this investigation is the question of whether Oakeshott has read Polanyi ac-
curately and comprehensively. Finally, in the third and final section, we will see that Polanyi is not a moral 
relativist and, for the very reasons we definitively affirm this, neither is Oakeshott. Oakeshott is drawn to 
Personal Knowledge precisely because the book offers substantial support for the conception of human activ-
ity and political life that he has outlined and defended over the course of a long career.

Introduction: “Oakeshott’s Moral Relativism”

Students of Michael Polanyi have had occasion to study Michael Oakeshott. Walter Mead, a noted 
Polanyian scholar, in 2004 sought to clarify the importance of Oakeshott for those seeking to strengthen 
their understanding of Polanyi.3 In what will strike readers sympathetic to Oakeshott as a brutally harsh 
assessment, Mead opens his essay with the assertion that Oakeshott “offers an understanding of values as 
essentially relative—the circumstantial ‘prejudices’ of tradition, denies any meaning to the concept of ‘tran-
scendence,’ and advances an essentially Hobbesian/Humean perspective that human motivation is explain-
able in terms no loftier than the pursuit of ‘desire,’ ‘delight,’ and ‘satisfaction.’” Later he adds, “Oakeshott 
understands moral values and meaning from a Hobbesian perspective. They are mere servants of the task 
appropriate to the world of practice…. The values of a society are relative to the circumstances of each par-
ticular society and usually the established traditions of a society will suffice for its moral compass.”4 Earlier, 
in an essay not mentioned by Mead, Mark Mitchell stated that “Oakeshott’s theory of knowledge does not 
seem able to avoid sliding into a form of moral relativism.”5 Mitchell’s argument begins by accurately noting 
that, for Oakeshott, there is no higher standard than coherence. He then adds, “coherence alone as a test 
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for truth is inadequate.”6 Strikingly, Mitchell in his defense at this point cites Polanyi: “Coherence as the 
criterion of truth is only a criterion of stability. It may equally stabilize an erroneous or a true view of the 
universe.”7 A page later, Mitchell drives home his point: in the absence of a standard superior to the coher-
ence of individual traditions, “there is no way to evaluate which of two stable moral traditions is preferable,” 
and “we are left with, at best, a relativism between apparently stable traditions.”8 Of considerable impor-
tance, and setting the stage for much of the analysis that occurs later in this study, is the fact that Mitchell, 
when he returned to Oakeshott in a book-length study just five years ago, observes that the allegation that 
Oakeshott’s denial of a transcendent moral authority (that would trump mere coherence) entails moral rel-
ativism between traditions “simply miss[es] Oakeshott’s point.”9 A fair and penetrating grasp of Oakeshott’s 
account of human activity, he now asserts, shows that on Oakeshott’s premises it is senseless to posit the bar 
in whose absence moral relativism supposedly ensues. “Thus,” he writes, “the question of relativism between 
traditions is simply not a relevant question for Oakeshott.”10 The emphasis on “between,” however, is of 
course significant. Mitchell posits that Oakeshott’s understanding of a tradition, beyond which there is no 
appeal, allows for conflicting, equally authoritative moral “intimations,” and thus concludes that relativism 
within traditions appears inescapable. A primary burden of the analysis that follows is to demonstrate that 
being bound by tradition no more entails moral relativism within traditions than it does moral relativism 
between them. In doing so, Polanyi’s insight will prove of considerable value to Oakeshott.

Oakeshott’s Conception of the Human Enterprise

In the endeavor to show that Oakeshott is not a moral relativist and that Polanyi has an important role 
to play, we unavoidably enter deeply into Oakeshott’s complex yet fascinating account of the human enter-
prise. This account exercises a controlling background influence in everything Oakeshott writes throughout 
a lengthy and prolific career. But it is elaborated explicitly and forthrightly in 1933 by the remarkably young 
Oakeshott in Experience and Its Modes.11 In the summary that follows, we will draw on Experience and Its 
Modes as well as the subsequent extensions of these early premises that appear in the many essays published 
since then. Throughout his writings, Oakeshott speaks in what he calls in that work a “voice.” A central 
principle of Oakeshott’s account is that a voice is defined, and necessarily expressed, by an “idiom.” As he 
will say in 1975, “We must defend our position with reasons appropriate to it.”12 Thus, Oakeshott will 
employ an idiom as he outlines the central role played by idiom (and hence voice) in the human enterprise. 
There is, then, in Oakeshott a performative consistency reminiscent of that which characterizes the heart 
of Polanyi’s intellectual edifice (especially as it is fully explicated in Personal Knowledge). This fact will prove 
significant indeed. For present purposes, however, the important point is that the appropriate manner for 
approaching Oakeshott’s thought is through examination of the idioms (i.e., the central concepts) he uses 
to express himself. To that task we now turn.

Relevant Key Principles from Experience and Its Modes

Experience and Its Modes, though intended to be a clear and precise account of human experience, will, 
ironically, strike most readers as strange and abstract. Oakeshott likely would attribute this reaction to the 
fact that so many of us are in the grip of powerful misunderstandings and thus, in our confusion, predict-
ably face difficulty in seeing the truth. Be that as it may, we need a concise, accurate account of the central 
argument of this challenging book, and we are in the debt of Neal Wood for providing such:
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A fundamental unity exists between the subject and the object of perception. Between what 
is given in experience and what is achieved by the perceiver there is no divorce that would 
imply an external physical world as a fixed sensory datum. All perception is judgment, and 
all experience which arises from perception is thought. Experience, therefore, constitutes a 
given world of ideas which the individual attempts to make more of a world of ideas, i.e., a 
more satisfactory and less irrational world of ideas. The criterion of reality, rationality, and 
truth is coherence and not correspondence. The degree to which our experience is rational 
and truthful depends upon the degree to which it is coherent. The essence of this coherence 
is the satisfaction resulting from the cohesive interrelations of our experience as a world of 
ideas.13

Moreover, as suggested by the title of the book, experience exists in “modes.” Oakeshott in this volume 
discusses three such modes: the historical, the scientific, and the practical. (There are others, including the 
poetic.) Each of the three modes is distinguished and fundamentally defined by its (system of ) “postulates” 
(what we might label “presuppositions”) that, viewed from the outside, are, respectively, “the organization 
of the totality of experience sub specie praeteritorum”;14 absolute communicability and stability (which is to 
say, “under the category of quantity”);15 and orientation toward production or prevention of change (i.e., 
subordination to willful goal-directed activity).16 Each mode of experience has, as its end, to achieve an ev-
er-increasing degree of coherence in light, and under the influence, of its system of postulates.17 Moreover, 
due to the determinative influence of the system of postulates (each of the modes is “unassailable”—“so 
long as it is content to mind its own business” [254]), a critical thrust from one mode of experience toward 
another speaks past its target (there is no “direct relationship” between the modes) and thus the attempt to 
do so is flagrantly incoherent.18

We know from Wood’s summary of Experience and Its Modes that in the world as described by Oake-
shott it is coherence, as opposed to correspondence, that is the criterion of reality, rationality, and truth. 
Oakeshott, however, concedes “the plausibility and attractiveness of the view that in experience what is 
satisfactory is achieved only when the correspondence of a given world of ideas with some other world of 
ideas has been established” (EM, 30). We should pause to illuminate this statement, for in doing so we will 
encounter what Oakeshott has to say regarding the nature of knowledge.

Oakeshott attributes the plausibility of the erroneous correspondence position to “the confusion of a 
genetic standpoint with the standpoint of logic” (30). Many of us are misled by the fact that “genetically 
my world of experience has been built upon a foundation which, at times, I have taken to be absolute” (30). 
But this assumption is flawed: in none of the modes of experience is there a touchstone beyond doubt (i.e., 
something that agreement with which is the mark of legitimate acceptance). Correspondence “certainly 
exists,” but it “is a genetical, and consequently a partial, defective, abstract representation of the character of 
experience [that] tells us something of the genesis of satisfaction, but nothing of the criterion of satisfaction 
in experience” (31). Granted, it is common for us to take an idea as absolute and then judge a candidate in 
terms of its correspondence, or lack thereof, with it. This sense of absoluteness, however, is a delusion. That 
with which the candidate is to correspond is never “established or fixed for more than a limited time or a 
specific purpose,” and, consequently, “the final satisfaction in experience can never lie in mere correspon-
dence” (31). Rather, “[t]he only absolute in experience is a complete and unified world of ideas, and for 
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experience to correspond with that is but to correspond with itself; and that is what I mean by coherence” 
(31).

This sets the stage for examination of the meaning of knowledge. Oakeshott begins by noting that it is 
commonly and naively believed that knowledge is the product of bringing into experience something that 
previously lay outside of experience (“the conversion of ‘things’ into ideas or facts” [31]). But for Oakeshott, 
the notion that something lies outside of experience is nonsense. In response to it, Oakeshott sets forth his 
alternative: “knowledge consists in whatever in experience we are obliged to accept, whatever in experience 
we are led to and find satisfaction in” (31). That which is the occasion for knowledge, then, is present in 
experience. And that which gives rise to the obligation out of which knowledge arises is the coherence of 
what is now experienced. He adds, “Whatever we know, we know as a whole and in its place in our whole 
world of experience. And knowledge as something apart from that which affords satisfaction in experience 
is an idle fancy” (31). Although Oakeshott does not in this context mention the matter, it is useful to note 
that the meaning of satisfaction (and thus the sense of obligation) is a function of a continuum of experience 
that precedes the advent of such knowledge and will in a somewhat more coherent form exist beyond it. 
The image of an active agent within context is further suggested by Oakeshott’s use of the phrase “process of 
knowledge” (31, emphasis added). Since “we know as a whole,” it is unsurprising to find Oakeshott stating 
that the growth of knowledge is not a “mere accretion” but rather a modification of a preexisting whole 
leading to a new whole: “a gain in knowledge is always the transformation and the recreation of an entire 
world of ideas. It is the creation of a new world by transforming a given world” (31).19

For Oakeshott there are two sorts of knowledge, namely, knowledge of direct acquaintance and knowl-
edge about things (a fact recognized by some European languages—in French, for example, by connaître 
and savoir, respectively). Oakeshott warns, however, that the distinction, while genuine, is often taken too 
far. In the case of both, “[t]here is no knowledge of ‘things’ apart from concepts” and “[t]o see, to touch, to 
taste, to hear, to smell is, always and everywhere, to judge and to infer” (39). That is, knowledge of direct 
acquaintance is not immediate in the sense of dispensing with concepts and the judgment and inference 
involved therein. Both sorts of knowledge are of fact, the sole mode of what we know.

Given the distinction between the two sorts of knowledge, might we say that one or the other is defec-
tive or that one is superior to the other? One might, for example, allege that direct acquaintance afforded 
something essential that is absent in (mere) “knowing about.” Oakeshott responds by observing, “We ought 
not to confuse intensity of sensitive affection with adequacy of experience” (40). He then complicates the 
picture with this fascinating extended comment:

Knowledge about a thing cannot properly be said to be defective because it falls short of 
direct acquaintance. But there is another sense in which mere knowledge about things may 
be considered inadequate. It may mean knowledge which falls short of definition, and 
in that case it is certainly defective. But it is not an independent kind of knowledge; it is 
merely defective knowledge. And to make good its defects it does not require to become 
more direct or immediate, but more complete. Knowledge about things is, then, taken by 
itself, defective knowledge, but it is not defective because it fails to be direct knowledge. The 
knowledge of direct acquaintance, on the other hand, because it cannot mean immediate 
knowledge, seems to mean such knowledge as comes nearest to being immediate. But the 
peculiarity of this knowledge is the isolation and incoherence of its contents. Not that they 
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are absolutely isolated or incoherent, for that is impossible. They are merely as isolated and 
incoherent as elements in a world of experience can be without falling outside that world. 
Direct knowledge is not an independent kind of knowledge, it is a certain degree of knowledge. It 
is knowledge presented in the form of a world of ideas expressly characterized as mine. And 
I need scarcely urge that it is also a defective form of knowledge. And it is defective for the 
same reason as mere knowledge of things is defective; it is knowledge which falls short of 
definition. (EM, 40; first emphasis added)

Oakeshott’s conclusion is that there is, strictly speaking, only one kind of knowledge and only one kind 
of experience, and it is only through such experience that we know reality. But the single sort of knowledge 
exists in degrees. Oakeshott is willing to entertain the possibility that these degrees are a measure of the ex-
plicitness (or implicitness) in the judgment of which knowledge consists, where explicitness or implicitness 
is a function of the completeness or coherence (i.e., the “definition”) of the knowing in question. This ac-
counts for the apparent two sorts of knowledge.20 And if knowledge can be more or less explicit or implicit, 
this would seem to be true of experience as well.21 

So what for Oakeshott is truth? What is the measure of objectivity? The answer to the first of these 
questions has the following preface: “A truth which is or may be outside of knowledge is no less arbitrary 
and has no more meaning than an unknowable which is inside reality” (36–37).22 Truth and knowledge are 
“inseparable.” And all knowledge of course comes through experience. Indeed, “Whatever is satisfactory in 
experience is true, and it is true because it is satisfactory” (37). Oakeshott then states, “Nothing save what is 
true can…be known. Truth is a correlative of experience. Without experience there can be no truth; without 
truth there can be no experience” (37). But that which is satisfactory in experience, and what in fact con-
stitutes experience, is coherence. So, for Oakeshott, truth is the result of the achievement of coherence: “a 
world of ideas is true when it is coherent and because it is coherent” (37). And, lest the temptation to allege 
correspondence as the measure of truth is even by now not altogether exorcised, Oakeshott adds, “there is 
no external means by which truth can be established; the only evidence of truth is self-evidence. Veritas nullo 
eget signo” (37).23 

What, then, is objectivity? Oakeshott begins by forcefully separating himself from the widespread and 
influential view that the objective consists of that which is uncontaminated by consciousness. This for Oake-
shott is nonsensical. As we have seen, to be known is to be within experience, and experience necessarily 
exists for someone, i.e., for a subject.24 There is no existence outside of experience. Oakeshott could scarcely 
be more forthright: “An event independent of experience, ‘objective’ in the sense of being untouched by 
thought or judgment, would be an unknowable; it would be neither fact nor true nor false, but a nonentity” 
(71). But if freedom from the alleged contamination of consciousness is not the measure of objectivity, what 
is? The answer resides in what we have already learned about Oakeshott’s position: the objective is whatever 
in experience we are obliged to accept, and the mark of the obligatory is coherence. Although all knowledge 
is experience, not all experience is equally satisfactory. “Objectivity” is the label appropriately employed for 
experience that is markedly coherent, i.e., experience that is so complete that its authority is conscientiously 
undeniable.25 Oakeshott, it would appear, ranks among those figures (both St. Augustine and C. S. Lewis 
come to mind) for whom the known is a function of personal character and that of which it consists.

Finally, what within Oakeshott’s schema is verification? Given what we have so far seen, we would in 
response expect a reference to coherence. We are not disappointed. Within his penetrating account of sci-
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ence (and, significantly, reminding us of Polanyi), Oakeshott states that “Experiment…is never a process of 
verification, in the sense of the reference of an idea to an ‘objective’, ‘physical’ world, because observations 
have not (and are never in practice held to have) an absolute, validating authority of this kind” (153). Point-
ing in a very different direction, Oakeshott then adds, “The verification of an hypothesis is a matter solely 
of ascertaining how far it is coherent with the entire world of scientific ideas, the world conceived under 
the category of quantity” (153). Two elements of this statement are especially noteworthy. First, science, as 
does any of the modes of experience, operates under the influence of, and within the world defined by, its 
postulates (in its case, the category of quantity). Second, any instance of verification takes place within the 
existing dimensions of the larger enterprise of which it is a part. The actor within such an enterprise has 
no choice but to employ the instruments and practices afforded by that enterprise, and whatever such an 
actor offers in the way of knowledge or truth is subject to the authoritative assessment of the world out of 
which he arose and to which through such activity he aspires to contribute. To employ an image that will 
soon command our attention, verification in its entirety takes place “on the ship at sea.” For Oakeshott it is 
inconceivable that it could occur anywhere else.

Some Important Implications

We have in this summary of Experience and Its Modes barely tapped the rich complexity and compre-
hensiveness of Oakeshott’s account of the human enterprise. Let us further illuminate Oakeshott’s thought 
by exploring central elements of his philosophical anthropology that were implied in this early analysis and 
then straightforwardly set forth in key essays published decades later. We will do so under five headings: 
educational dimensions; human self-reliance; contingency and denial of teleology; the mature response to 
the human condition; and the human prospect.

There is good reason why Oakeshott wrote extensively on education. In an address from 1974, he states, 
“[The] inseparability of learning and being human is central to our understanding of ourselves. It means that 
none of us is born human; each is what he learns to become…[and] the important differences between human 
beings are differences in respect of what they have actually learned.”26 This claim about human nature is 
further elaborated by a statement from a somewhat earlier essay: “Human beings are what they understand 
themselves to be; they are composed entirely of beliefs about themselves and about the world they inhabit.”27 
Consequences of the first order follow.

Let us begin by examining what is meant by saying that each of us is what he or she learns to become. In 
explaining the significance of early formation, Oakeshott employs the metaphor of the mirror. The school, 
and the culture generally, by acquainting the individual with a range of possibilities (actual events and ac-
tions as well as imaginary ones), forms an identity in terms of which a person understands oneself, other 
beings, and the surrounding world. This “inheritance of human understandings,” conveyed and established 
by educational activity (by which in modern societies we largely, if not primarily, mean schooling), “is the 
mirror before which [the individual] enacts his own version of a human life.”28 This “mirror” is what we 
imagine the world and ourselves are and can possibly be. Ultimately responsible for what we believe and 
thus what we do, this picture is the product of initiation via stories, broadly understood.29 This is made pos-
sible by the fact that human beings “inhabit a world of intelligibles, that is, a world composed, not of phys-
ical objects, but of occurrences which have meanings….”30 The most important elements of this initiation 
are transmitted tacitly, as we see in the learning of one’s native language: “When it is said that a child should 
learn a foreign language as he learns his native language, ‘by hearing it spoken’, what is being overlooked is 
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that in the educational engagement of ‘School’ what he learns of his native language is primarily what never 
could be learned by ‘hearing it spoken’.”31

Oakeshott is reminding us that any number of human outcomes are in principle possible, but what 
in fact emerges, individually and hence socially and culturally, is a function of the imagination cultivated 
through educational activity, i.e., of an intelligible world as we understand it to be. “A human life is com-
posed of performances, choices to do this rather than that in relation to imagined and wished-for outcomes 
and governed by beliefs, opinions, understandings, practices, procedures, rules and recognitions of desir-
abilities and undesirabilities….”32 If, then, we genuinely care about what our fellow citizens believe and how 
they act, and about the civil consequences thereof, it is incumbent to attend carefully to what the young 
see and hear and thus come to understand. Conversely, if little or no mind is paid to these matters or (even 
more alarming) if the activity of cultivating the imagination and forming the understanding of the young 
has been seized by subversive elements, one ought not to be surprised by the disturbing, possibly world-eras-
ing, result.

Education as envisioned by Oakeshott is “learning to perform humanly.”33 Of course, what constitutes 
“humanly” is, while traditionally defined, in the eye of the beholder. The success (or failure) of education 
(a transaction between generations designed to effect inheritance) is a judgment executed by an observer 
who is the product of that inheritance. Under healthy circumstances, the choices made by members of later 
generations will be instances of self-disclosure and self-enactment understood and respected by the authority 
of earlier generations. Principled behavior follows from a disposition that is itself the product of a particular 
sort of rearing, that is, of initiation into a tradition conveyed via illustrations and exemplars that in their 
appeal and repugnance inform the imagination. It is because the stakes are so high, and because the chain 
of inheritance, once broken, may be lost forever, that Oakeshott refers to the alarming prospect of “the 
abolition of man” (a phrase we must believe was borrowed from C. S. Lewis).34 In this connection, Oake-
shott refers to contemporary efforts to reform schooling through focusing on local and topical concerns as 
a “project to destroy education.” This is because such an initiative “is an enterprise for abolishing man, first 
by disinheriting him, and secondly by annihilating him.”35

Oakeshott’s stark assertion that human beings “are composed entirely of beliefs about themselves and 
about the world they inhabit” sets the stage for discussion of our second topic: human self-reliance, a fea-
ture of human existence that for Oakeshott exists at two levels. The first of these is captured by Timothy 
Fuller when he notes that for Oakeshott “the scepticism of philosophical reflection emerge[s] as the means 
of eliciting openness to the possibilities of human existence as may be discovered by individuals on their 
own, not as laid down by him or anyone else.” Fuller labels this “[t]he responsibility of self-definition.”36 
We might call this self-reliance at the personal level. But there is as well a parallel at the anthropological lev-
el—for “man” understood generically. This is poetically suggested by Oakeshott when he states, “The starry 
heavens above us and the moral law within are alike human achievements.”37 The matter is more powerfully 
and disturbingly expressed when he observes, “And nothing survives in the world which is not cared for by 
human beings.”38 For Oakeshott humanity is on its own. There is no force or tendency in the universe that 
can be trusted to carry us along in a direction in which we would like to go. Should we cease to maintain 
the human edifice, it will decay and ultimately collapse, in the end leaving no trace behind. Because even 
the self is a human achievement, this vision is, if possible, more disturbing than that offered by C. S. Lewis 
in The Abolition of Man: “if man chooses to treat himself as raw material, raw material he will be.” We thus 
understand the emphasis in Oakeshott on our “man-made inheritance” that “contains everything to which 
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value may be attributed.”39 In the ongoing struggle that defines being human-in-the-world, our resources 
consist solely of what was earlier achieved and survives for our use now. This inheritance is a treasure that is 
vital to our continuance both personally and collectively. The important work must be done by you and me, 
here and now, and such remains the case in perpetuity. It is folly, and indeed an offense to the majesty of the 
inheritance itself, to believe that anything above and beyond our own efforts, informed by those who came 
before, exists to guide and take care of us. We inhabit “a wholly human world.”40

It comes as no surprise, therefore, to learn, third, that for Oakeshott the universe contains no trace 
of teleology (there is no implicit perfection unfolding over time) and, moreover, that human existence is 
altogether contingent (as individuals and as a species, we just happen to find ourselves here). Statements to 
this effect permeate the essays on education, given that the human self-reliance entailed by our accidental 
appearance in a world absent purpose issues in the sense of responsibility that is the occasion for systematic 
educational activity. But Oakeshott’s vision is most powerfully communicated in On Human Conduct where 
he states that each of us is an agent that

has a ‘history’, but no ‘nature’; [one] is what in conduct he becomes. This ‘history’ is not 
an evolutionary or teleological process. It is what [the agent] enacts for himself in a diurnal 
engagement, the unceasing articulation of which continues until he quits the diurnal scene. 
And although he may imagine an ‘ideal’ human character and may use this character to 
direct his self-enactments, there is no ultimate or perfect man hidden in the womb of time 
or prefigured in the characters who now walk the earth.41

Should we find this portrayal troubling, we can in compensation enjoy the comfort of knowing that the 
agent is free, within the intrinsic restrictions of contingent circumstances, to make of himself what he will. 
The most important aspect of such freedom is to more fully understand the world of which we are a part. 
Drawing on the inheritance that, also, just happens to be there, one can to a considerable extent turn cir-
cumstances in the direction of his own purposes.42

Let us now, fourth, turn to Oakeshott’s conception of the mature response to the human condition. In 
On Human Conduct Oakeshott states that “[a] morality…is neither a system of general principles nor a code 
of rules, but a vernacular language.”43 He then goes on to note that there is a “plurality” of such languages, a 
fact, he says, that many find intolerable and thus are prompted, in order to satisfy an appetite for “something 
more substantial,” to imagine and take comfort in a morality that allegedly is absolute (i.e., free from mere 
contingency). For Oakeshott, the various languages are not, as this maneuver suggests, variations on some 
discernible central eternal truth but instead just what they appear to be: independent contingent manners of 
thinking. Oakeshott then points to an alternative response to this plurality of languages: the plurality “will 
reassure the modest mortal with a self to disclose and a soul to make who needs a familiar and resourceful 
moral language…to do it in and who is disinclined to be unnerved because there are other languages to 
which he cannot readily relate his own.”44 In this description, both “mortal” and “modest” are significant. 
Oakeshott offers a portrait of maturity in which human finitude (individual as well as collective) and the 
plurality of incommensurate understandings are recognized and, liberated from an urgent yet inappropriate 
desire for “something more substantial,” the individual nevertheless composedly and productively carries on. 

Oakeshott’s conception of intellectual and moral maturity is most effectively captured in a 1951 meta-
phor, the ship at sea, that is perhaps the most enduring and telling feature of his entire corpus.45 He states,
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In political activity…men sail a boundless and bottomless sea; there is neither harbour for 
shelter nor floor for anchorage, neither starting-place nor appointed destination. The enter-
prise is to keep afloat on an even keel; the sea is both friend and enemy; and the seamanship 
consists in using the resources of a traditional manner of behaviour in order to make a 
friend of every hostile occasion.

There are many significant features of this powerful image. To begin with, whatever an agent wishes to do, 
the only resources available reside on the ship. One resource not available is knowledge of one’s destination. 
Moreover, the agent lacks any sense of the ship’s origin.46 The ship and our being on it just happen to be the 
case. In short, the end and the beginning in any ultimate sense, being delusional, is simply irrelevant. What 
those on the ship do know (the clear-minded ones, at least) is that their immediate and ongoing responsi-
bility is, perpetually, to keep the ship afloat. There are no guarantees. In the face of this uncompromising 
condition, a variety of responses is possible. One of these is to deny the truth through affiliation with unreal 
conceptions of meaning, direction, and purpose (that are, of course, ironically the product of what is already 
present on the ship). A more useful and mature response is to acknowledge our predicament, assess the 
challenges, inventory our resources, and take appropriate action. Appreciating the vital importance of exist-
ing assets, we will institute measures to preserve them for use in a future whose character must ever remain 
largely unknown. In addition, properly prepared members of the crew will enjoy not only the confidence 
arising from knowing that the ship has up to now sailed a good long time but also the courage required to 
carry on indefinitely in the future. Unlike their less astute, less candid, and less intrepid mates, they neither 
hide from the truth nor are paralyzed by it. Always at the ready to keep the ship afloat, they realize that the 
essential element in doing so is preserving the beliefs and practices that have secured our survival thus far by 
arranging for sailors like themselves to be replicated through the initiation and apprenticeship of the young 
who follow.

We now arrive at the fifth of our themes: Oakeshott’s view of the human prospect. Given what we have 
learned so far, the reader will perhaps have anticipated what we discover here. Among the most observant of 
Oakeshott scholars is Timothy Fuller, who, in the introduction to The Voice of Liberal Learning, states that 
for Oakeshott “[t]he human condition is a predicament, not an itinerary.”47 Fuller’s statement is a reminder 
that to be human for Oakeshott is to be locked in an eternal struggle that is anything but a predictable 
excursion with a likely satisfying outcome. “Predicament” is in fact a characterization of the human condi-
tion found throughout Oakeshott’s work. It often occurs in conjunction with kindred jarring terms as, for 
example, in this passage from “A Place of Learning” (1975): human life

is, in the first place, an adventure in which an individual consciousness confronts the world 
he inhabits, responds to what Henry James called ‘the ordeal of consciousness’, and thus 
enacts and discloses himself. This engagement is an adventure…[that] has no pre-ordained 
course to follow: with every thought and action a human being lets go a mooring and puts 
out to sea on a self-chosen but largely unforeseen course. It has no pre-ordained destination: 
there is no substantive perfect man or human life upon which he may model his conduct. 
It is a predicament, not a journey. A human being is a ‘history’ and he makes this ‘history’ 
for himself out of his responses to the vicissitudes he encounters. The world he inhabits is 
composed not of ‘things’, but of occurrences, which he is aware of in terms of what they 
mean to him and to which he must respond in terms of what he understands them to be.48
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Again, the nautical metaphor is telling. Each of us, through no choice of one’s own, finds himself at 
sea with a consciousness he just happens to have that is coincidental with a responsibility that may through 
inebriation, delusion, or other mechanism be veiled but in fact cannot be escaped. As noted earlier, human 
life is an “ordeal” in which no particular outcome is fated and the individual in the final analysis is on his 
own. On the positive side of the ledger, it is possible for such experience to be an “adventure” that is exciting 
precisely for being unconstrained by the distraction of immediate destination. But there is no concealing 
the intrinsic loneliness and ongoing difficulty of the human condition. The one thing that is “in the cards” 
is a lack of certainty and the corresponding burden of self-definition. If one is fortunate—and this depends 
on assimilation of and transformation by the traditional treasures in principle available to all but historically 
fully appreciated by only the few—one in the process learns to be human (that is, to possess a traditionally 
esteemed character and identity). Such an outcome is a historic achievement that is not in any sense “in the 
nature of things.” With such, it is possible to experience momentary short respite from the ongoing struggle. 
But there is no prospect of permanent relief. And, in response to those tempted to lament this condition, 
Oakeshott would remind us that to characterize this condition as tragic would be a mistake, for in making 
such an assessment one necessarily posits a perfection alien to human experience and for which history offers 
no support.

Oakeshott’s Assessment of Personal Knowledge

There is much in common between Oakeshott’s portrayal of the human enterprise and what is set forth, 
over more than 400 pages, by Polanyi in Personal Knowledge. Some of these common features are reported 
by Oakeshott in his review of the book. Oddly, however, most of them, including elements central to Oake-
shott’s account, are not. These will occupy our attention in the sections that follow.

Frequent readers of Oakeshott are accustomed to, and likely enjoy, an amused authorial detachment 
that often grows into subtle, if sometimes biting, criticism. The review is markedly reportorial in its detach-
ment, and thus we suspect there exists more or less veiled censure as well. As we shall see, Marjorie Grene, 
finding this to be the case, vents considerable ire in a subsequent amendment to and correction of Oake-
shott’s analysis.

Let us begin with a survey of those aspects of Polanyi’s book that are noted by Oakeshott and, in light 
of what we have come to understand about his conception of the human condition, we know are embraced 
by him too. This begins with Oakeshott’s observation that, for Polanyi, human beings are creatures-in-the-
world who experience a “drive” to be at home there that is manifested, above all, in an urge to intellectually 
understand their condition. Oakeshott accurately adds that for Polanyi the sense of satisfaction accompa-
nying one’s claim to know is necessarily connected to the degree of assent to it (ideally, universal) that we 
experience on the part of others. We are reminded of Polanyi’s insightful discussion of “the persuasive pas-
sion”49 and his startling observation that, in the conflict between incommensurable frameworks of thought, 
competitors “are contesting each other’s mental existence.”50 Oakeshott thus finds in Polanyi recognition of 
what he has earlier established on his own: to be alive is to exist in situated struggle; moreover, differences in 
understanding sometimes go all the way down, and while there are resources capable of resolving conflict, 
none of these is itself an authority independent of framework. 

Oakeshott goes on to summarize, again quite accurately, the heart of what, on the surface, is Polanyi’s 
argument. The reigning conception of science (among philosophers, at least) is bogus. It is not true that 
scientists aim for unalloyed objectivity by rigorously rinsing their activity of any trace of personal passion 
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and moral judgment. Detachment in this sense is an illusion that, if it were in fact realized, would destroy 
science. Oakeshott then leads us through Polanyi’s insider’s correction of the bogus characterization: (1) 
the empiricist conception of science is false: discovery does not begin with observation but instead with 
illumination, and hypotheses are not routinely jettisoned in the face of alleged falsification; (2) scientists are 
typically characterized by moral conviction, not neutrality; and (3) the “personal” plays an essential role in 
scientific knowing (and, indeed, in knowledge of all sorts). Oakeshott is impressed with Polanyi’s “relentless” 
(might we say “personal”?) assault on empiricism—the object of which is “annihilation” of the foe. But, 
again, all of this is conveyed as a report that we must suspect is propelled by an implicit amused irony.

At the core of the review, and not so susceptible to the suspicion of ironic amusement, is Oakeshott’s 
paraphrasing of Polanyi’s account of science as an ongoing activity of discovering—an activity characterized 
by a consensus that is perpetually under modification and therefore in the making. Scientists, too, are sit-
uated. In their activity they respond to the professional conditions within which they find themselves, and 
through this activity they continually alter the conditions within which they, and other practitioners, must 
later operate. It is true that at any given time scientists are bound by authoritative rules and principles. But 
these are always personally interpreted and understood. Sometimes they are conscientiously overlooked or 
even overruled. During myriad decisions, scientists bring to bear a wide range of commitments, themselves 
the product of training, apprenticeship, and other forms of character formation. The activity of the scientist 
is a function of the sort of person he or she is. Much of what is responsible for this behavior is not readily 
apparent, not even to the practitioner in question. Oakeshott notes that for these reasons belief and trust 
(that is, submission to standards, explicit and otherwise) are, for Polanyi, at the heart of science. This is a far 
cry from the bogus empiricist conception in which “doubt and distrust” are central.

Echoing Polanyi, Oakeshott therefore emphasizes the “personal coefficient” in science. But Oakeshott is 
even more impressed by what Polanyi refers to as the “civic coefficient.” Given what we know about Oake-
shott, we cannot be surprised by this. By “civic coefficient,” Polanyi is referring to the surrounding social and 
political conditions that are required if science is to be supported and thrive. Viable science is the fruit of 
allegiance to principles and ideals the pursuit of which defines the enterprise and makes it possible. If these 
principles and ideals are not respected within the larger social and political context—a respect manifested by 
educational measures, both explicit and implicit, that secure their authority over time—then science will be 
impeded and perhaps thwarted altogether. This brings to mind the dismal fate of genetics in Soviet Russia 
(though, as pressure on science in our own time to avoid “disparate outcomes”—in which the racial and 
sexual profile of the professoriate trumps application of professional standards—demonstrates, old-school 
Marxism is scarcely the only source of such destruction). This reminder of the fragility of traditional activity, 
and of the need, if it is to survive, for unceasing attention to its educational prerequisites, is perfectly Oake-
shottian. As we shall see, whatever for Grene may be the shortcomings of Oakeshott’s review of Personal 
Knowledge, he accurately recognizes Polanyi’s corrective to a fanciful rationalist conception of science.

While we therefore detect in Oakeshott’s summary of Personal Knowledge considerable sympathy for 
Polanyi’s remedial account of science, he nevertheless remains guarded and cautious in approval and, in his 
reluctance straightforwardly to endorse the book, even goes so far as to suggest that Polanyi suffers from 
“philosophical innocence.” This judgement alone would have sparked a response by Marjorie Grene. But 
considerably more, as we shall see, sticks in her craw.
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Grene’s Response to Oakeshott

Grene’s response to Oakeshott’s review, in its clarification of the contribution made by Personal Knowl-
edge, is itself a philosophical statement of the first order. She begins by noting that the book, despite Oake-
shott’s evident doubts on this score, does offer a theory of scientific knowledge. Indeed, in doing so, Personal 
Knowledge constitutes one of the three primary twentieth-century responses to Descartes and the critical 
tradition.51 Oakeshott’s greatest failing is not to recognize that Polanyi’s central concern in the book is jus-
tification (justification of the knowledge, now shown by Polanyi to be “personal,” claimed by scientist and 
philosopher alike). What Oakeshott believes is problematic—viz., Polanyi’s claim to have rescued the “per-
sonal” from the taint of subjectivity (see the introduction above)—is in fact a monumental achievement. In 
short, Oakeshott is singularly blind to the significance of what lies before him. It would seem that it is he, 
not Polanyi, who suffers from philosophical innocence.

But Grene’s critique pierces even more deeply: although Oakeshott prominently displays the banner of 
skepticism, Polanyi is the superior skeptic. What Grene means by this assertion is that Polanyi’s ingenious 
response to the critical tradition proceeds from the acknowledgement that all claims to knowledge, even 
personal knowing itself and the corresponding philosophical position, are dubious. And yet, for Polanyi, we can 
and should carry on. Justification remains possible. In fact, the distinctive manner in which Polanyi secures 
a performatively consistent (albeit circular) rational justification via reference to the concept of commitment 
is the philosophical heart of Personal Knowledge. Polanyi shows us a positive post-critical path out of the 
ruins of Descartes and the corresponding hitherto supremely victorious critical tradition.

Of lesser significance, but still important, are several other observations offered by Grene. She notes, for 
example, that despite the magnitude of Polanyi’s achievement, he remains fundamentally modest. That is, 
Polanyi recognizes that the justification of knowledge is never finally secure. Rather, “the freedom won in 
the concept of commitment is a Faustian freedom, to be earned only by daily winning it again.”52 Achieving 
(which is to say, maintaining) a justifiable rational order is an eternal challenge. Grene adds that Polanyi’s 
focus on the personal nature of such struggle, indicated by his use of the first-person pronoun throughout 
Personal Knowledge, is a reminder of an ultimately lonely inner intensity, redolent of Kierkegaard’s Unscien-
tific Postscript, that, due to Oakeshott’s inclination toward the Hegelian “concrete universal,” is insufficiently 
appreciated by him. 

Moreover, not explicitly noted by Grene but implied by what she does say, there are two additional 
points. With Oakeshott’s pronounced emphasis on the human “predicament,” the eternal challenge to es-
tablish rational justification is an aspect of Polanyi’s account that should be well understood by Oakeshott. 
Further, and above all, it is Oakeshott, the philosopher of experience, who should recognize the significant 
amendment to the meaning of experience, as well as to the associated concept of reality, that is resident in 
Polanyi’s fruitfully elaborated notion of the “personal.” This personalist expansion of Oakeshott’s vision is a 
central theme in what is to follow.

The Oakeshottian Character of the Polanyian Account

But much more remains to be said. Our earlier analysis of Oakeshott’s understanding of the human en-
terprise reveals numerous affinities between his views and Personal Knowledge that call for greater attention 
than is found in either Oakeshott’s review or Grene’s response to it. The first of these is the assertion that cir-
cularity in justification is unavoidable. Oakeshott, it will be recalled, emphasizes the role of the “postulate” 
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(the fundamental presupposition) in each of the modes of experience. This postulate not only defines the 
particular endeavor. Due to its pervasive influence, it also establishes an insularity that makes any purported 
rational conflict between modes of experience an instance of ignoratio elenchi. Postulate governs conclusion, 
and there is no higher-order context within which competing postulates may be evaluated. The postulate, it 
would seem, is a commitment as opposed to a claim to knowledge subject to rational assessment. Whatever 
justification may be summoned to support a claim to know (necessarily within a mode of experience) ulti-
mately refers to the postulate. That is, it is circular.

Compare this to what we find in Personal Knowledge. Paradoxically serving as the keystone to Polanyi’s 
entire project is the section of the book titled “The Fiduciary Programme.” Here, looking back on human 
history, Polanyi notes that “when the supernatural authority of laws, churches and sacred texts had waned or 
collapsed, man tried to avoid the emptiness of mere self-assertion by establishing over himself the authority 
of experience and reason” (265). But, as Polanyi illustrates through the metaphor of “the second apple” 
(268), this effort is now understood to have failed. He therefore asks, “What can we do?” His courageous 
and ruthlessly honest response illuminates his distinctive contribution to contemporary intellectual life 
noted by Grene: 

I believe that to make this challenge is to answer it. For it voices our self-reliance in rejecting 
the credentials both of medieval dogmatism and modern positivism, and it asks our own 
intellectual powers, lacking any fixed external criteria, to say on what grounds truth can be 
asserted in the absence of such criteria. To the question, ‘Who convinces whom here?’ it 
answers simply, ‘I am trying to convince myself.’ (265; emphasis added)

He adds, “we must accredit our own judgment as the paramount arbiter of all our intellectual performanc-
es” and refers to this as our “ultimate self-reliance” (265). Later in the book Polanyi confesses that such 
self-reliance is essentially circular. Opening chapter 10 (“Commitment”), under the heading “Fundamental 
Beliefs,” Polanyi states the following:

‘I believe that in spite of the hazards involved, I am called upon to search for the truth and state 
my findings.’ This sentence, summarizing my fiduciary programme, conveys my ultimate 
belief which I find myself holding. Its assertion must therefore prove consistent with its 
content by practising what it authorizes. This is indeed true. For in uttering this sentence 
I both say that I must commit myself by thought and speech, and do so at the same time. 
Any enquiry into our ultimate beliefs can be consistent only if it presupposes its own con-
clusions. It must be intentionally circular. (299)

He then adds,

The last statement is itself an instance of the kind of act which it licenses. For it stakes 
out the grounds of my discourse by relying essentially on the very grounds staked out; my 
confident admission of circularity being justified only by my conviction, that in so far as 
I express my utmost understanding of my intellectual responsibilities as my own personal 
belief, I may rest assured of having fulfilled the ultimate requirements of self-criticism, that 
indeed I am obliged to form such personal beliefs and can hold them in a responsible man-
ner, even though I recognize that such a claim can have no other justification than such as 
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it derives from being declared in the very terms which it endorses. Logically, the whole of 
my argument is but an elaboration of this circle: it is a systematic course in teaching myself 
to hold my own beliefs. (299)

It is a further indication of Polanyi’s commitment to consistency that, in making these extraordinary state-
ments, he speaks passionately in the first-person singular. 

Polanyi, then, no less than Oakeshott, dispenses with any “external means by which truth can be estab-
lished” (EM, 37). Yet the personal assessment outlined by Polanyi in their place is conscientious, and, in the 
name of conscience, one must take into consideration the claims to truth made by other persons (as well as 
what one already takes to be true—including, notably, the legitimacy of rule by conscience). The central role 
played by conscience in Polanyi’s account reminds us of Oakeshott’s definition of knowledge as “whatever 
in experience we are obliged to accept, whatever in experience we are led to and find satisfaction in” (EM, 
31). In Oakeshott’s terms, and as indicated in the epigraph to this study, a claim to truth succeeds only when 
it coheres in a satisfying manner with existing facts (which are the residue of prior and ongoing learning). 
Polanyi usefully illuminates the personal character of this process. It is important to note that “reality,” cor-
respondence with which some Polanyi scholars maintain is his criterion for truth, is no more external than 
is the authority of existing facts that is central to the coherence criterion advanced by Oakeshott. As we shall 
see, “reality” is as indigenous to Oakeshott’s ship at sea as are the existing facts (ideas, actually) that are at 
the center of his account.

Readers of Polanyi will recall that Personal Knowledge is a sustained critique of a false but seductive ideal 
of objectivity. This is clear from the outset where Polanyi in the preface declares that “I start by rejecting 
the ideal of scientific detachment” and highlights instead “the personal participation of the knower in all 
acts of understanding” (vii). Yet “[c]omprehension is neither an arbitrary act nor a passive experience, but a 
responsible act claiming universal validity” (vii). Objectivity is thus not abandoned by Polanyi but instead 
associated with both the aim and product of (personal) discovery, namely, “contact with a hidden reality, 
contact that is defined as the condition for anticipating an indeterminate range of yet unknown (and per-
haps yet inconceivable) true implications” (vii–viii). It is this “fusion of the personal and the objective” that 
for Polanyi constitutes “Personal Knowledge” (viii).

As we saw earlier, Oakeshott also rejects a false ideal of objectivity. In opposition to the view that the ob-
jectively known is distinctively free of contamination by the knower, Oakeshott emphasizes that the objec-
tive arrives in the form of experience and experience presupposes a subject (i.e., consciousness).53 Moreover, 
any instance of knowing (including the experience of objectivity) is the product of an (active) inference by a 
subject. As for Polanyi, passivity is alien to knowing, and to eliminate this personal dimension would be to 
eliminate experience as well, along with whatever is meant by “objectivity.”

We also know from the earlier analysis of Oakeshott that for him the mark of objectivity is the degree 
of coherence present in such an experience. When one is “obligated” to accept an instance of experience as 
knowledge, this is due to the “satisfaction” associated with doing so. But the satisfaction is itself a function 
of appreciation of the coherence of the resulting unity, a unity consisting of a melding of the new experience 
with what was already understood to be the case. Could Polanyi possibly endorse this assertion? What of 
his forthright criticism of coherence as the criterion of truth that was cited by Mitchell?54 We are required 
to probe more deeply.
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Oakeshott’s account of objectivity, fact, and knowledge prompts us to recognize in Personal Knowledge 
two distinct conceptions of coherence. These are usefully labelled “coherence1” and “coherence2.” Among 
the most interesting features of the book is its analysis of the Azande people of Africa. Polanyi finds in them 
an extraordinary and telling instance of stability of belief. Routinely employing a variety of intellectual 
devices, the Azande sustain what the preponderant Western tradition understands to be a magical view of 
the world. They do so by deflecting any and all incursion upon it by rival conceptions. As a result, all new 
(ongoing) experience reinforces belief that is the product of prior experience. The Zande view of the world 
is coherent, and it functions effectively and persists because it is coherent. Yet Polanyi, after saluting the 
ingeniousness of Zande culture and its constituent practices, in the name of truth straightforwardly rejects 
the resulting understanding. The Azande are wrong about the world. This is clear to Polanyi as a result of the 
clarity (the coherence) he enjoys due to his allegiance to the rival naturalistic framework.

The Azande offer an instance of coherence1. What makes Polanyi’s rejection of the Zande framework 
possible is the influence of coherence2. But the primary reason Polanyi cites the Azande is that their stabil-
ity of belief so clearly illuminates the character of all comprehensive frameworks, including the naturalistic 
framework. In its parallel stability of belief, the naturalistic framework and the world it sustains is also an 
instance of coherence1. What, then, is this coherence2 that we are suggesting underlies Polanyi’s criticism of 
the Azande? And from what is it derived?

The answer is that coherence2 is coherence1 as it is exercised personally in the form of the ongoing in-
ferences and judgments (including acts of knowing) that constitute one’s active being in the world. In his 
role as an epistemological theorist, Polanyi notes the variety of instances of coherence1. (But even in doing 
this—in making, with the intention of universal validity, affirmations about the world—he is manifesting a 
commitment that betrays confident occupation of coherence2.) Then, when Polanyi opts to speak conscien-
tiously regarding what is in fact real and true, he must have recourse to his own knowledge and experience. 
Judging on the basis of coherence2, he finds the Zande world terribly deficient.

When, therefore, Polanyi states that coherence is an inadequate criterion of truth, he is speaking as an 
observer of instances of coherence1, and the missing factor responsible for this negative assessment is the 
difference between (theorizing about) coherence1 and (personally affirming) coherence2. Two important 
implications immediately follow. First, were coherence in both senses inadequate, to say so would be a case 
of performative contradiction. This is because the assertion of inadequacy rests on a judgement dependent 
on commitment to the coherent sustaining framework (made possible by coherence2). In saying that co-
herence1 is inadequate, Polanyi is necessarily simultaneously affirming that coherence2 is not. Second, if all 
we recognize in Polanyi’s position is an assertion of the existence of multiple incommensurate frameworks 
(instances of coherence1), we would justifiably view him as endorsing epistemological relativism. But this is 
precisely the opposite of what Polanyi is saying. The Azande, asserts Polanyi, are wrong. So are innumerable 
other points of view. Polanyi’s epistemology establishes the common features of all frameworks and then ad-
dresses the eminently practical question of “Okay, what now?” The answer is to recognize the necessity and 
legitimacy of conscientiously cultivating and embracing coherence2. This consists of the ongoing principled 
accumulation (and revision) of knowledge. Knowing is a commitment, and it is always possible that in our 
claim to know we may be wrong. This hazard is unavoidable. But to be alive is to judge. And, in judging, 
we can rely on only the resources we find ourselves possessing. One should honor one’s principles and act 
accordingly. But aiming to do even better, if this is not simply one of these principles, is a chimera.
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There is, then, in regard to the centrality of coherence a strong affinity between Oakeshott and Polanyi. 
The coherence, and hence the influential power, of what one already knows makes possible the knowing of 
even more. But the same influence responsible for acceptance of one claimant to the truth is also responsible 
for the rejection of another. This constitutes the operation of conscience that is the very core of the central 
affirmation—“I believe that in spite of the hazards involved, I am called upon to search for the truth and 
state my findings”—that gives rise to Personal Knowledge (299).

The coherence2 that we have discerned in Polanyi’s personal knowing also underlies an affinity between 
Oakeshott and him regarding the meaning of verification. As we saw above, for Oakeshott verification de-
pends, to begin with, on congruence with the underlying “postulate” (presupposition) and is said to exist to 
the degree that a proposed candidate for knowledge coheres with what is already known and understood. 
Verification for Oakeshott is not agreement between the candidate and something outside of experience. 
This suggestion is for him nonsensical, for nothing real is outside experience. Rather, “verified” is the honor-
ific conferred on a candidate when it is understood to cohere2 satisfactorily with what already is known to be 
the case. Note, now, what is said about verification by Polanyi: “Things are not labelled ‘evidence’ in nature, 
but are evidence only to the extent to which they are accepted as such by us as observers” (30).55 Playing 
an indispensable role in such verification (and of course in discovery as well) are “the premisses of science,” 
which serve as presuppositions that “exercise their guidance over the judgment of scientists” (165). In both 
cases, verification is the product of the conscientious judgment we have labelled “coherence2.”

More generally, it is coherence2 that is responsible for the “satisfaction” that is central to objectivity and 
verification as these concepts are understood by both Oakeshott and Polanyi. Reference to satisfaction per-
meates the discussion of objectivity that opens Personal Knowledge. The Copernican heliocentric system, for 
example, on the basis of its objectivity supplanted the competing Ptolemaic conception because the measure 
of intellectual satisfaction moved from the evidence of the senses to the beauty of theoretical construct. In 
making the resulting claims regarding the planets and stars, scientists from Copernicus onward believe they 
are satisfying “an inherent quality deserving universal acceptance by rational creatures” (PK, 4). Even aliens 
from another galaxy should (and would) concur with our statements of astronomical fact “provided they 
share our intellectual values” (4). Intellectual satisfaction qua “apprehension of a rationality which com-
mands our respect” (5) is, moreover, a clue to reality. Further, the legitimacy of earlier affirmations of fact 
is confirmed by the discoveries that follow from embracing those affirmations as true. But all that has been 
thereby achieved depended on conscientious obedience to the authority of the reigning criteria for intellec-
tual satisfaction. This is the operation of coherence1, which, by being affirmed and acted upon via commit-
ment in the form of judgments regarding the universe, has become coherence2. In Oakeshott’s idiom, we are 
obligated, due to the resulting satisfaction, to accept the relevant subsequent experiences as fact. The realm 
of the verifiable and objectively true thereby expands. The existing context is authoritative, but the content 
of that context (and hence the character of its authority) evolves through such expansion. The ship sails on.56

Let us now return to the five implications of Oakeshott’s philosophical anthropology that were our focus 
above. In what manner, if at all, do they establish an affinity between the thought of Oakeshott and Polanyi? 
The first of the implications concerned education, broadly understood. On Oakeshott’s account, no one is 
born human, and each of us is what he learns to become. In this process, imagination is central: while in 
principle there exist for human character innumerable possibilities, it is in terms of the images that reside 
in the imagination that one in fact understands himself and elects to act (thus becoming who he is). The 
vehicle for the formation of imagination is stories in the broadest sense of the term, and their influence is 
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largely tacit, i.e., one is influenced by a variety of factors, many of which we do not and, in many cases (due 
to the very nature of the formation taking place), cannot discern. Under healthy circumstances the process 
of encountering culturally sustaining authoritative illustrations of human possibilities and effecting their 
establishment in human imagination is systematic and only rarely avoided. The primary characteristic of a 
viable way of life (politeia) is that through measures both formal and informal it passes on a tradition and 
thereby secures through the cultivation of constituent individuals both agreement at a fundamental level 
and, as a result, its own preservation. When, through oversight, carelessness, or subversion, such formation 
fails to occur, we face “the abolition of man” and the corresponding political and moral decay. 

Polanyi is well aware of these matters and responds expertly to them. This occurs explicitly and force-
fully in Science, Faith and Society57 as well as, more generally but no less effectively, in Personal Knowledge.58 

In the former, Polanyi states, “members admitted to a community at birth cannot be given a free choice of 
their premisses; they have to be educated in some terms or other, without consultation of any preference of 
their own.”59 Later, he adds,

I accept it moreover as inevitable that each of us must start his intellectual development by 
accepting uncritically a large number of traditional premisses of a particular kind; and that, 
however far we may advance thence by our own efforts, our progress will always remain 
restricted to a limited set of conclusions which is accessible from our original premisses.60

Establishment of such “premisses” is the work of “primary education.”61 Polanyi’s understanding of the 
vital and indispensable role played by early authoritative initiation into a tradition is further elaborated in 
Personal Knowledge, where he states that “a free society accords both independent status and a theoretically 
unrestricted range to thought, though in practice it fosters a particular cultural tradition, and imposes a 
public education and a code of laws which uphold existing political and economic institutions” (PK, 214; 
emphasis added). There is of course in free society “a rivalry of opinions,” but the fissiparous effect of such 
disputation is constrained by agreement on matters of fact—an agreement, giving rise to trust in others as 
well as in the deliberative process—that is itself the product of systematic initiation into a tradition (242). 
But trust and the associated viability of the civic order is a consequence of agreement on more than facts 
alone. Principled belief also plays a vital role, and for this reason a free society is “profoundly conservative”: 

The recognition 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 a particular group of authoritative specialists, perpetuating 
themselves by co-option. To uphold the independence of thought implemented by such a 
society is to subscribe to a kind of orthodoxy which, though it specifies no fixed articles of 
faith, is virtually unassailable within the limits imposed on the process of innovation by the 
cultural leadership of a free society. (244)

On Polanyi’s account, the various institutions of society—not only schools and universities but also 
churches, the courts, newspapers, political parties, etc., and, as a last resort, the police power—enforce such 
authority. Inevitably, Polanyi concedes, such arrangements perpetuate a degree of privilege and injustice. 
But, Polanyi warns, to undermine the existing imperfect (yet promising and ever-evolving) civic order in the 
name of establishing “absolute moral renewal” is, via the destruction of the fruitful product of centuries of 
constructive human endeavor, to open the door to something much worse than the existing shortcomings. 
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As was seen in Bolshevik Russia, the supreme power required to eliminate imperfect arrangements counts 
among its myriad victims the reformist initiative itself.

The affinity between Oakeshott and Polanyi on the need for and features of such character formation 
extends to the inner dynamics of the process. Polanyi’s “primary education,” like the formation described by 
Oakeshott, is largely a process of establishing presuppositions (Polanyi’s “premisses”) in light of which indi-
viduals will throughout their lives understand themselves and the world. These typically are tacitly adopted 
through the influence of exemplars that reside at the center of stories, broadly conceived. And, as Oakeshott 
emphasized, it is not only through the force of illustrative actions and events that we are thereby shaped 
but also through the personal impact of the teacher or purveyor of the story. For Oakeshott and Polanyi 
alike, the moral imagination is the target of this educational activity. Residing therein are the authorities in 
terms of which one understands and thereby acts. Nothing could be of greater consequence for theorists 
concerned with reinforcing and preserving the precious heritage that is Western civilization.

The second of the implications of Oakeshott’s philosophical anthropology concerned human self-reli-
ance. Again, we discover a notable convergence of views. For Oakeshott, it will be recalled, humanity is on 
its own both individually (the responsibility of self-definition) and collectively (the responsibility of contin-
uance and preservation). Should we cease to care, or should we care but fail to take appropriate measures, 
nothing beyond us will fill the gap in either domain. In this “wholly human world,” the perpetuation of val-
ue depends on our ongoing efforts, and, in the absence of those efforts, every trace of that which we esteem 
may be lost. The parallel account in Personal Knowledge grows out of Polanyi’s conception of “calling.”62 For 
Polanyi, each of us through utter contingency just happens to appear in a particular time and place, heir to a 
history and tradition marked, above all, by principles and ideals to which one is free to commit oneself and 
thereby achieve personal meaning while simultaneously contributing to the sustaining tradition. It is, says 
Polanyi, his calling to do so: “Believing as I do in the justification of deliberate intellectual commitments, I 
accept these accidents of personal existence as the concrete opportunities for exercising our personal respon-
sibility. This acceptance is the sense of my calling” (PK, 324). That to which each of us is heir and may through 
our submission serve as grounds for a meaningful existence is the potentially awe-inspiring assemblage of 
human achievement Polanyi labels “the noosphere” (388–389). The noosphere is itself contingent. Among 
human possibilities is wonder and humility in the face of this cultural heritage. But so too is the chilling 
realization that, just as the noosphere (and with it all human meaning) might never have emerged, this 
fount is subject to effacement and even annihilation. At the center of Polanyi’s conception of the human 
ideal is candid affirmation of this condition coupled with a resolve to take responsibility for perpetuating 
the circumstances that allow for recognition of and a positive response to the challenge posed therein. As is 
the case with Oakeshott, all that we esteem (including the capacity for such esteem) is a human achievement 
susceptible to permanent eclipse. The sole means to avoid this fate is initiation into the tradition of human 
achievement, which is to say, the preservative impact of education, broadly understood. Continuance of 
that which we prize (including the “man” of Lewis’s The Abolition of Man) depends on our replicating in the 
generations that follow the very resolve to replicate that gives rise to this effort. There is no more important 
task and there is no one other than ourselves to perform it.

Such self-reliance set the stage for the third implication of Oakeshott’s philosophical anthropology, 
namely, the absence of teleology. The universe, says Oakeshott, has no tendency to unfold in a preestablished 
direction: nothing is “in the cards.” Rather, whatever purpose exists in the world is the product of humans. 
This vision appears incompatible with Polanyi’s frequent reference to “ordering principles” according to 
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which he understands the universe to be unfolding. There is, for example, an ordering principle that “origi-
nated life” (PK, 383), and an ordering principle is responsible for evolution (384). In light of such disparity, 
what affinity between the two can be discerned here?

In addressing this question, it is vital to recognize that Polanyi’s ordering principles, while an essential 
feature of the universe, do not necessarily unfold. On Polanyi’s account, whether or not an ordering princi-
ple is triggered is a matter of chance, as is its continuing operation. He states, for example, that “evolution, 
like life itself, will then be said to have been originated by the action of the ordering principle, an action 
released by random fluctuations and sustained by fortunate environmental conditions” (384; cf. 386). The 
unfolding, then, is contingent on circumstances that in and of themselves are without direction or purpose. 
If the result of the triggering is “teleological,” it is so in other than the normal sense of the term, for the 
unfolding is neither guaranteed nor inevitable (though, interestingly, it is, qua a possibility, in the nature 
of things). Since the appearance of humans and the existence of all things human are the products of an 
ordering principle, then—for Polanyi as for Oakeshott—whatever sense of purpose there may be to the 
universe arises from a process that might not have occurred. And what of such purpose itself? Perhaps the 
most distinctive aspect of the grand “spectacle” (389, 401, 402) or “epic process” (389) that constitutes Po-
lanyi’s portrayal of human emergence is that the discoverable purpose of all that has taken place is provided 
by humans through an act of understanding. Through faith and submission, humanity, in its ever-increasing 
grasp of the real, recognizes an emerging order and the principles responsible for it. Through sustained 
commitment, we are able more and more to know the truth. In opposition to the standard conception of 
teleology, under Polanyi’s vision whatever purpose or meaning may be gleaned in the world is the fruit of 
human responsibility (viz., of passionate belief ) in the absence of which there is no sense at all. It is in this 
respect that Polanyi can be said to join Oakeshott in affirming the absence of teleology.63

The fourth implication of Oakeshott’s philosophical anthropology is his conception of the mature re-
sponse to the human condition. That condition was captured for Oakeshott by the metaphor of the ship 
at sea, a vessel without discernible origin or destination on which we happen to find ourselves along with 
other members of the crew, for whom the central task is to stay afloat while making the most of our circum-
stances. In doing so there are no resources other than those found on the ship. Anything beyond that is in-
conceivable. The mature response to this fact is to cultivate and exercise a courageous modesty that eschews 
any expectation of external authority and thus transcends any corresponding bitterness or disappointment 
(and the impulse to take refuge in an illusory absolute). The finite and contingent language and practices 
that constitute the cultural heritage of an indeterminate interval of prior sailing are sufficient for meeting 
our ongoing responsibilities. The primary such responsibility is to secure replication, in future generations 
of sailors, of the candor, sobriety, and resourcefulness exercised by the existing crew in ensuring that repli-
cation. The result is the maturity necessary to preserve the capacity to realistically assess and productively 
accommodate whatever comes our way and thereby not only survive but thrive.

In the midst of the long chapter in Personal Knowledge titled “Intellectual Passions,” Polanyi makes a 
startling statement: “So I could properly profess that the scientific values upheld by the tradition of modern 
science are eternal, even though I feared that they might soon be lost for ever” (184).64 Nothing is more 
important to Polanyi, and nothing more commands his respect, than these “values.” Yet he concedes that 
the world made possible by commitment to them—a world consisting not only of science but of principled 
existence generally—is susceptible to eternal eclipse! How, for Polanyi, ought one to respond to such a pos-
sibility?
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The response advanced by Polanyi to this deeply disturbing feature of human existence is “balance of 
mind,” a condition several times mentioned in Personal Knowledge and a topic that has been examined in 
detail elsewhere.65 A clue to the character of this “balance” is provided by one of the many revealing con-
fessional statements that permeate the book: “The principal purpose of [Personal Knowledge] is to achieve a 
frame of mind in which I may hold firmly to what I believe to be true, even though I know that it might 
conceivably be false” (214). Significantly, Polanyi earlier in the book refers to “the final conception of truth 
within which I shall seek to establish my balance of mind” (104). The sought-after balance, then, grows 
out of and is dependent on a proper grasp of what it is to be true. What this means is clarified by an even 
earlier passage: “The ideal of an impersonally detached truth would have to be reinterpreted, to allow for 
the inherently personal character of the act by which truth is declared. The hope of achieving an acceptable 
balance of mind in this respect will guide the subsequent inquiry throughout…this book” (71). Polanyi’s 
balanced mind, that is to say, is characterized above all by liberation from an appetite for indubitable foun-
dations that is married to a corresponding capacity to pursue and arrive at the truth on the basis of grounds 
that are inherently personal. In Polanyi’s terms, “truth is something that can be thought of only by believing it” 
(305). Or, as Polanyi says elsewhere in Personal Knowledge, he has “redefined the word ‘true’ as expressing 
the asseveration of the sentence to which it refers” (255). Belief is corrigible, and thus anything alleged to be 
true conceivably may be false. But the mature mind requires nothing more compelling than this and under-
stands that the principles and ideals we hold most dear (including “scientific values”) remain authoritatively 
in place so long as their truth can be conscientiously affirmed (i.e., believed) with universal intent (by which 
Polanyi means they are advanced with the understanding that they are incumbent on all rational beings and 
will be recognized as legitimate by any imaginable rational being).

The balance of mind that is Polanyi’s mature response to an honest assessment of the human condition 
is, therefore, the product of (1) purging the presupposition that objectively compelling foundations for 
truth are possible or necessary and (2) developing, in its place, the capacity to envision truth as belief af-
firmed with universal intent. Such capacity rests on faith, manifested as commitment, coupled to the ability 
and willingness to submit “to the compelling claims of what in good conscience I conceive to be true” (65), 
i.e., to “the voice by which [one] commands himself to satisfy his intellectual standards” (380). The balanced 
mind consists of the conscious and deliberate holding of beliefs that we acknowledge are, in the final anal-
ysis, unproven (and unprovable)—even when we understand that what we believe (“standards believed to 
be universal” [379]) may someday be lost forever. The balanced mind has faith in faith and is committed to 
commitment. It represents self-reliance buoyed by hope; “man has no other power than this” (380). This is 
a perspective perfectly suited for sustaining a stable and fruitful existence on Oakeshott’s ship at sea.66

These conceptions of human maturity are closely tied to the fifth implication of Oakeshott’s philosoph-
ical anthropology, namely, his conception of the human prospect. On his account, human existence is a 
predicament for which there is no guarantee of a satisfying outcome. We as individuals have no responsibil-
ity for our appearing in this time and place, and yet here we are. What we are responsible for is what we do 
under the circumstances—especially what we make of ourselves (that is, for one’s “self-definition”). While 
Oakeshott refers to this condition as an ordeal, he allows that it may well be experienced as an adventure. 
We might, if we receive a proper education, even become fully human. Whether this occurs depends on 
good fortune at the outset as well as good character thereafter. Essential to such fruition is honesty regarding 
the loneliness, difficulty, and uncertainty of the enterprise. Above all, we are to understand that all that we 
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esteem need not have emerged and that over time it is subject to utter obliteration. One’s existence is an 
opportunity to exercise some influence regarding what in fact takes place.

None of this is alien to Polanyi. On his view, we are, both as individuals and a civilization, inescapably 
embroiled in a perpetual struggle for meaning. Each of us is born into a particular time and place, and it is 
our “calling,” through the possibilities afforded by such time and place, to recognize and affirm principles 
and ideals that, being universal, transcend it. In Polanyi’s passionate words, “the precarious foothold gained 
by man in the realm of ideas lends sufficient meaning to his brief existence; the inherent stability of man 
seems to me adequately supported and certified by his submission to ideals I believe to be universal” (389).67 
That humankind has after countless centuries of evolution arrived at this realization and, moreover, that 
people, as the entities through which the evolutionary process achieves consciousness of its own significance, 
are capable of playing an essential part in establishing meaning hereafter, is a “great spectacle” (389; cf. 401 
and 402)—a spectacle of such grandeur as to inspire hope and to warrant accepting responsibility for its 
continuance. But in its deeply personal fiduciary character, this is a stance of “ultimate self-reliance” (265). 
For Polanyi, the human prospect is exhilarating. But a satisfying outcome depends on sustaining belief in 
the growth of meaning—a belief that must perpetually contend with acidic doubt that is impossible fully to 
eradicate. If we are to prevail in the struggle for meaning, it will be only through our own efforts. The human 
prospect is therefore a human responsibility. As with the ship at sea, the challenge is never-ending, and what 
ensues will be, as with Oakeshott, a consequence of the degree to which we are able to preserve and exploit 
the traditional resources to which we are heir.

Some readers of Polanyi, while acknowledging the central role of self-reliance in his conception of the 
human enterprise, might suggest that he nevertheless offers the prospect of a reality (through discovery gov-
erned by self-set standards exercised with universal intent) that is more substantial and thereby more reassur-
ing than what is available on Oakeshott’s ship at sea. On this view, Polanyi’s vision, due to his emphasis on 
universal intent, would thus be more optimistic (or perhaps less pessimistic), in the absence of indubitable 
epistemological foundations (that could sustain a logically compelling demonstrative argument), than what 
is found in Oakeshott. While this aspiration is understandable and even predictable, it reveals a failure fully 
to appreciate Oakeshott’s account as well as a significant underestimation of the radical character of Polanyi’s 
vision.

It will prove useful to review some of the features, noted above, that constitute this radical vision. Two 
matters in particular call for emphasis: coherence2 and Polanyi’s conception of the mature response to the 
human condition.

As we saw earlier, while Polanyi explicitly rejects coherence (coherence1) as the measure of truth and the 
mark of reality, he goes on to affirm the central role played by affirmation (growing out of conscientious 
personal satisfaction) in determining what is true and real. The Zande view of the world, viewed without 
prejudice, fits together as well and is as stable as the rival naturalistic account. Both are coherent, and thus 
coherence fails as a criterion for choosing between them. But we are here referring simply to coherence1. In 
rejecting the Zande view, Polanyi, in an act of personal affirmation, is exercising coherence2. In doing so, 
as we also saw, there is for Polanyi in principle no appeal to an independent external authority. The bar for 
satisfaction, and thereby for the honorific “true” or “real,” is the constituents of conscience. These necessarily 
consist of what the inquirer or explorer, based on personal formation and rearing by and participation in a 
tradition of conscientious investigation, brings to the moment. Inquiry and exploration may indeed lead to 
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unexpected manifestations of reality. But if and when they do, it is due to the influence of past experience 
enlisted in the service of the affirmation we have labelled “coherence2.”

As we also noted earlier, the mark of maturity for Polanyi is to acknowledge the comparative simplicity 
of this epistemological landscape and come no longer to be disappointed by it. It is to recognize the essential 
role played by the personal (belief with universal intent) and to affirm the significance of affirmation. It is 
to maintain the conviction that reality exists and will, over time, become more fully revealed, while also 
understanding that it can and will do so only through the personal participation that Polanyi so persistently 
describes and emphasizes. In highlighting the inescapable role of the personal in knowing, Polanyi is not 
“cutting us off” from reality but is, instead, reminding us once again of just what reality can and does mean. 

In elaborating on Polanyi in this fashion, the point is not that he on essential matters is similar to Oake-
shott but rather that Oakeshott, especially with his image of the ship at sea, approximates what is passion-
ately expressed in Personal Knowledge by Polanyi. Oakeshott’s account becomes all the richer to the degree 
that he more fully appreciates Polanyi’s emphasis on the personal and understands the importance for his 
own position of recognizing and affirming the role played by coherence2.

By now, the meaning of the epigraph to this study should be evident. As is the case with Polanyi, Oake-
shott affirms the fallibility of any claim to know. Making the epigraph especially important is that Oakeshott 
expresses fallibility in terms of his emphasis on experience. If and when a claim to know turns out to be un-
founded, this is (and can only be) because it fails to cohere with other elements of experience. Naturally, that 
which is cited to discredit the claim to know may, in principle, itself subsequently prove to be unfounded. 
But that, too, would be the result of failing to cohere with yet other instances of experience. Oakeshott, that 
is to say, means precisely what he says—and nothing else. Might we wish for something more than this and 
experience disappointment in its absence? Well, yes, of course. Polanyi in Personal Knowledge notes that the 
objectivist infection runs deep and that even he, after years of curative reflection, is not fully free of it. This 
confession, however, occurs in the context of reminding the reader that the primary impediment to a clear 
and accurate understanding of truth and reality is a persistent tyrannical expectation of something allegedly 
more substantive and enduring than the fruit of personal affirmation and the exercise of universal intent 
within a contingent community of explorers over time.

Polanyi’s view of the matter is captured in an easily overlooked simile. In chapter 3 of Personal Knowledge 
(titled “Order”), he states, “[t]he application of crystallographic theory to experience is open to the hazards 
of empirical refutation only in the same sense as a marching song played by a band at the head of a marching 
column. If it is not found apposite it will not be popular” (47). “Apposite,” of course, is not tantamount 
to “arbitrary” or “subjective,” for, ideally, determination of appositeness reflects the impact of appropriate 
(expert) authority as well as the influence of an effective and fruitful tradition of inquiry and discovery. Yet 
determining something to be apposite is eminently personal. Polanyi makes much the same point later in 
Personal Knowledge. In the chapter titled “Articulation,” he states,

by being prepared to speak in our language on future occasions, we anticipate its applicabil-
ity to future experiences, which we expect to be identifiable in terms of natural classes ac-
credited by our language. These expectations form a theory of the universe, which we keep 
testing continuously as we go on talking about things. So long as we feel that our language 
clarifies things well, we remain satisfied that it is right and we continue to accept the theory 
of the universe in our language as true. (80)68
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Language and the world implied by it, that is to say, remains authoritative so long as we find it apposite. The 
immediately relevant points here are (1) that subsequent experience serves as the bar for such determination, 
(2) nothing beyond and presumably more substantive than subsequent (and prior) experience is available, 
and (3) Polanyi is urging the reader to transcend the appetite for something more (and to eschew any dis-
appointment over its absence).

It is important to realize that Polanyi’s account is fully compatible with his emphasis on universal intent 
and discovery. But the result of discovery and the product of universal intent (what we above labelled “coher-
ence2”) are recognizable only in light of what has already come to be understood, and they in turn are liable 
to their own eclipse. Some discoveries are markedly radical and disruptive. But a “discovery” not subscribing 
to these conditions would be no discovery at all. It would be, to use Oakeshott’s term, a “non-entity.” As the 
analysis in this section has endeavored to show, Polanyi’s universal intent and its objects, and discovery and 
its results (including Polanyi’s “firmament of truth and greatness” [PK, 380]), are, so to speak, on the ship at 
sea, where they are enlisted as resources. In light of what Polanyi himself states, they can be no place else.69 

The Question of Moral Relativism

The moment has arrived to assess the allegation that Oakeshott’s portrayal of the human enterprise en-
tails moral relativism. This indictment was set forth at the outset of this study, but treatment of the matter 
was postponed until after establishing important affinities between Oakeshott’s account of human activity 
and that of Polanyi. The delay was required in order to provide the second premise in the following argu-
ment: Polanyi, despite his manifest emphasis on the personal, is not a moral relativist; in relevant significant 
respects, there is a deep affinity between the views of Oakeshott and Polanyi; and therefore, Oakeshott, too, 
is not a moral relativist. To the defense of this argument, we now turn.

Polanyi’s Disavowal of Moral Relativism

Polanyi’s rejection of moral relativism, a component of part 3 of Personal Knowledge (“The Justification 
of Personal Knowledge”), occurs within a surrounding discussion of the nature of belief. Polanyi begins 
that discussion by asserting that “[t]o believe something is a mental act” (313). Specifically, believing is the 
activity involved in determining what is true. Like any activity, believing “can go wrong.” Believing goes 
wrong when that which we believe turns out to be false. Perhaps the most significant element in Polanyi’s 
argument is the claim that “[a]ny act of factual knowing presupposes somebody who believes he knows what 
is being believed to be known” (313). Believing that one knows, that is to say, is a personal act. In affirming 
a belief, one makes a commitment. Indeed, commitment is “the framework within which we may believe 
something to be true” (315).70 One stands personally behind a claim that he asserts should be universally 
accepted. Therefore, far from being a faulty substitute for a presumably more secure and reliable epistemo-
logical stance, commitment is for Polanyi a necessary condition for belief and, through belief, for contact 
with reality and arriving at the truth. Further, commitment-based belief is anything but arbitrary: the com-
mitment is an eminently responsible act grounded in conscientious observance of standards and principles, 
the honoring of which Polanyi refers to as our “calling” (315).71 We believe X because we must, and due to 
this imperative we affirm, with universal intent, that others should believe it as well. In short, for Polanyi, 
saying “‘p’ is true” is fundamentally equivalent to “I believe p.” Significantly, realizing that his position is 
easily misinterpreted or misunderstood, Polanyi adds that it is not solipsistic. This is because he affirms the 
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existence not only of an independent reality that is known but also of other persons who can know that 
reality and that we wish to understand it as we do. 

What, then, of relativism? Polanyi observes that while individuals may disagree on what they believe is 
true, they concur in making their assertions with universal intent. This allows Polanyi to state that “though 
every person may believe something different to be true, there is only one truth” (315). And because “[t]here 
remains only one truth to speak about,” Polanyi concludes that his account is not relativistic (316).

Some readers will find this response to relativism to be unsophisticated and therefore ineffective. But 
for Polanyi, the simplicity of the response is a virtue because, due to that simplicity, it is performatively con-
sistent and avoids attempting the impossible. What would be impossible under Polanyi’s view is a logically 
unassailable refutation of relativism. His brief and straightforward response to the relativism reminds us of 
what he says regarding skepticism:

I shall not argue with the sceptic. It would not be consistent with my own views if I ex-
pected him to abandon a complete system of beliefs on account of any particular series of 
difficulties…. I cannot hope to do more…than to exhibit a possibility which like-minded 
people may wish to explore. (315)

This statement is followed by an all-too-easily overlooked additional declaration: “I shall go on, therefore, 
to repeat my fundamental belief that, in spite of the hazards involved, I am called on to search for the truth 
and state my findings” (315; emphasis added). When Polanyi asserts that “‘p’ is true” is fundamentally 
equivalent to “I believe p,” he is offering an instance of the very thing (a belief and claim to truth) he is de-
scribing. In order to achieve performative consistency, Polanyi’s account of belief and truth necessarily must 
share the features outlined in his portrayal of belief and truth. Polanyi does not refute relativism. He has no 
intention to do so. Instead, he affirms his understanding of belief and truth and then demonstrates that this 
affirmation is incompatible with relativism. But, the critic might ask, is not Polanyi’s position guilty of the 
equally egregious sin of subjectivism? Polanyi’s answer is “no,” because that in contrast with which his view 
would rank as subjectivist is an illusion (and hence the suggestion is empty). It is an illusion because Polanyi 
has already outlined an account of belief and truth that rules out such a possibility. And, in a remarkable 
instance of performative consistency, Polanyi modestly notes that he offers nothing more than that which 
he describes (“‘p’ is true,” which is to say, “I believe p”). And yet, despite the absence of foundational res-
olution, the stakes involved are ultimate: “different systems of acknowledged competence are separated by 
a logical gap, across which they threaten each other by their persuasive passions. They are contesting each 
other’s mental existence” (319). 

“Oakeshott’s Moral Relativism” Redux

On what grounds is Oakeshott deemed a moral relativist? Are they sound? What bearing do Polanyi’s 
insights have on the matter?

We have already encountered two allegations of relativism directed at Oakeshott by scholars well ac-
quainted with Polanyi. The first, articulated by Walter Mead, maintained that Oakeshott’s ultimate reliance 
on tradition (or, in his later thought, on “practice”), and the corresponding exclusion of appeal to a tran-
scendent norm, entails moral relativism. The second allegation came from Mark Mitchell. At first, sounding 
much like Mead, Mitchell asserted that, in providing no criterion beyond coherence, Oakeshott inescapably 
succumbs to relativism. Later, however, Mitchell, reflecting a deeper grasp of Oakeshott’s position (and, in-
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cidentally, the discovery of a misunderstanding underlying Mead’s allegation of moral relativism), modified 
his initial judgment to conclude that while it is a fundamental misreading of Oakeshott to accuse him of 
relativism between traditions, he remains guilty of relativism within individual traditions. This follows, ac-
cording to Mitchell, because Oakeshott’s vision is marked by the absence of any bar capable of adjudicating 
between equally authoritative moral “intimations.”

Additional allegations of Oakeshott’s relativism are widespread outside the Polanyi community.72 Prom-
inent among these is a critique launched by D. D. Raphael in a review of Rationalism in Politics to which 
Oakeshott replied.73 Because Mitchell in the end echoes the critical stance occupied by Raphael, there is 
abundant reason to examine carefully Raphael’s critique and Oakeshott’s reply.

Raphael begins by reminding the reader that, for Oakeshott, justification in political life can occur only 
in terms of coherence with one or more “intimations” of the tradition within which one finds himself. But, 
Raphael observes, intimations may be numerous, and they frequently are in conflict. Which intimations 
are we to follow, and why? How are we to determine the direction in which to move? For Raphael (and 
Mitchell), it is evident that appeal to an authority beyond the intimations themselves is necessary for ratio-
nal justification to occur. On Oakeshott’s view, however, there is nothing beyond the intimations to which 
to appeal. Hence, Raphael concludes that given the absence of an appropriate standard or criterion, and the 
fact that instances of coherence may well be incompatible, Oakeshott’s position ranks as moral relativism.

Oakeshott’s reply is a tutorial on what for him is obvious. Yes, indeed, a tradition may contain a number 
of intimations, and intimations are at times in conflict. In deciding what to do, there typically is a contest 
between competing authoritative claims. Political actors are creatures of circumstance, and it is within a 
particular setting that a decision is made. In achieving the coherent response that we call “a satisfactory jus-
tification,” one or more intimations is victorious over others. This is the meaning of deliberation.

Oakeshott in his reply also executes a reductio ad absurdum. Let us assume that Raphael is correct in 
affirming, as a necessary condition for satisfactory justification, the need for a standard or criterion (a norm) 
that exists independent of the tradition in which we reside. How, Oakeshott asks, is the norm itself to be 
justified? Since an appeal to yet another norm would be necessary, Raphael’s critique is plagued by infinite 
regress.

But Oakeshott is less interested in logical niceties than he is in delineating a compelling account of what 
in fact takes place. What is required in political life, and what actually occurs therein, is a pedestrian process 
that is a considerable distance from the empyrean constructions of the rationalist mind: “What is sought 
is a decision which promises the most acceptable balance in the circumstances between competing goods; 
and what we expect in justification of a choice is argument to persuade us that what was sought has been 
achieved.”74 Perhaps the most noteworthy feature of this account is its modesty as well as the implicit char-
acterological features of the persons involved: the individuals in question aim for “the most acceptable” out-
come in light of the actual circumstances. That there are competing goods and, as a result, inevitable conflict 
is well understood. The actors aim for and are satisfied by (the prevailing sense of ) adequate persuasion (as 
opposed to requiring an indubitable clear and distinct outcome). In short, in political life and the practical 
domain generally, it is necessary simply to get by, and that is what we aim to do. As Oakeshott summarily 
observes, “Practical argument is circumstantial” and “it revolves round the contingencies of an occasion.” It 
is “not designed to reach universal conclusions but to recommend or to justify a proposal about what to do 
now.” Significantly, Oakeshott’s tutorial closes with this striking reminder: if a practical argument “appeals 
to a ‘principle’ its main concern must be to show us the bearing of this ‘principle’ upon the occasion, which 
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cannot be done demonstratively.”75 The practical domain of politics does not require, and has little use for, 
the proofs of philosophy.76

Oakeshott then concludes by reflecting on what lies behind Raphael’s passionate allegation of moral 
relativism. Raphael, he says, is dissatisfied with his account because of Raphael’s “need” for a principle. But 
this in turn is the product of “his reluctance to recognize an argument which is incapable of being demon-
strative.”77 As we will see, at the root of the controversy is an inappropriate expectation or what might more 
properly be called a pernicious appetite.

The Under-Appreciated Polanyian Contribution

Oakeshott’s reply to Raphael would have been richer, more effective, and more clearly profound—more 
“coherent” in Oakeshott’s sense of the term—had he fully appreciated the courage and candor of Polanyi’s 
Personal Knowledge.78 To understand how, let us begin by recalling that the pivotal observation in Oake-
shott’s response to the charge of relativism is that any conceivable principle (i.e., any conceivable norm, stan-
dard, or criterion to which one might appeal during moral deliberation) is as much on the ship at sea as are 
the “intimations” from which on his account we in political decision-making take our bearings. Oakeshott, 
however, fails to recognize the degree and depth to which Polanyi subscribes to this vision. Indeed, Polanyi, 
due to his focus on the personal, is the more forthright and comprehensive in articulating the deepest im-
plications of it. This is especially true in regard to the possibilities for justification.

There is no more effective path to understanding Personal Knowledge than to view it as an explication 
and endorsement of what, as noted above, Polanyi calls “balance of mind.”79 The label identifies a per-
spective characterized, above all, by commitment to consistency. A comprehensive encounter with Polanyi 
prompts us to ask a pair of questions: What does it truly mean to characterize political life as a ship, without 
origin or destination, sailing on a boundless sea? How is “balance of mind” the appropriate response to that 
condition?

Among the most striking images offered in Personal Knowledge is Polanyi’s own metaphor of “the second 
apple” (PK, 268). This image, of course, relies on the biblical account in which Adam and Eve, under the 
influence of the serpent, bite of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Due to the transgres-
sion, humankind is expelled from Paradise (a condition of innocence) and is eternally marked by a moral 
complexity previously unknown. As a consequence, humans are troubled in an unprecedented way.

In Polanyi’s sweeping account of Western intellectual and cultural history, biblical authority steadily 
erodes (especially in the wake of the Copernican discovery), and we eventually find ourselves in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries in which the most energetic and influential minds proudly and confidently 
declare their independence from the alleged theocratic fantasies of the species’ youth. Such confidence is 
largely a product of humanity’s growing appreciation of their own investigative powers. It becomes evident 
that the universe can in fact be understood, and people, exclusively through their own devices, are capable 
of unlocking its secrets (that is, grasping the fundamental principles) and thereby making sense of it all. 
These are heady times. Significantly, these sophisticated minds are still marked by a yearning comparable to 
that of the earlier religious believers. No less than their predecessors, they seek order and meaning. Or, more 
fundamentally, the later thinkers represent a continuation of the desire to discern some sense in the universe 
and to grasp the significance of humankind’s place within it. But now, without precedent, the old appetite 
coexists with “the greatly increased critical powers of man” that have “endowed our mind with a capacity for 
self-transcendence of which we can never again divest ourselves” (268). Polanyi then completes the picture:
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We have plucked from the Tree a second apple which has for ever imperiled our knowledge 
of Good and Evil, and we must learn to know these qualities henceforth in the blinding 
light of our new analytical powers. Humanity has been deprived a second time of its inno-
cence, and driven out of another garden which was at any rate a Fool’s Paradise. Innocently, 
we had trusted that we could be relieved of all personal responsibility for our beliefs by 
objective criteria of validity and our own critical powers have shattered that hope. Struck 
by our sudden nakedness, we may try to brazen it out by flaunting it in a profession of 
nihilism. But modern man’s immorality is unstable. Presently his moral passions reassert 
themselves in objectivist disguise and the scientific Minotaur is born. (268)

The first thing to note in this powerful image is that humankind over the centuries has experienced an 
important transformation that cannot be undone.80 Any response we might devise for contemporary chal-
lenges and difficulties will need to be formulated in conjunction with a critical sophistication and potential 
for transcendence that cannot be reversed.81 By “transcendence” Polanyi means a proclivity for critical dis-
tancing from any candidate idea or formulation and a propensity to identify and subject to critical scrutiny 
its underlying presuppositions. In short, the acidic impulse toward skepticism is indefatigable and ineradi-
cable. If the perspective that reigned prior to the second apple has disappeared, that which is responsible for 
this disappearance has not.

A second central feature of Polanyi’s metaphor is that the partaking of the second apple, and the related 
forced departure from the new paradise, consists of just the sort of realization that characterizes the opera-
tion of such transcendence. Specifically, the expulsion was a direct result of seeing that there are no “objec-
tive criteria” in light of which to ground an ethics or make sense of the world. It is important to emphasize 
that these dramatic reactions to the loss of objective criteria presuppose the legitimacy of the conviction that 
such foundations are intellectually and morally necessary. We witness here in intellectual guise the persistent 
appetite mentioned above in connection with the analyses of both Polanyi and Oakeshott as well as with 
Raphael’s critique of the latter.

It is now evident why Polanyi states that biting the second apple has “imperiled our knowledge of 
Good and Evil.” In the same way that the earlier supernatural order, formalized in scripture and church 
doctrine and manifestly a product of an authority that spoke from a domain apart from and beyond that of 
humans, deteriorated in the face of humans’ critical powers, so too via the tasting of the second apple did 
its successor, predicated on “the authority of experience and reason,” collapse (265). The pride of jettisoning 
the theocentric perspective and deriving our ethics instead from the world known by the senses and expli-
cated by human reasoning gave way to despair and desperation born of the same critical tendencies that 
destroyed the earlier order. The loss of any external authority from which we can take our cues constitutes a 
new “nakedness.” Polanyi’s genius consists in recognizing this condition and in formulating a fertile, albeit 
revolutionary, response to it.

Before outlining that response, it is important to note the fundamental similarity between this new 
nakedness and the condition aboard Oakeshott’s ship at sea. In both cases, there is no valid and effective 
appeal to a domain independent of (our experience of ) present and past human activity itself. But Polanyi, 
via the striking image of the second apple, has, through a deepening of the problematic condition, trans-
formed the central human drama from the predicament of the ship’s inhabitants considered collectively to 
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the predicament facing each of the constituent individuals. As a result, the problem of justification becomes 
more fundamental precisely because it shows itself to be essentially and eminently personal.

Polanyi refers to the justificatory predicament besetting the reflective and intellectually honest individu-
al in this post-second apple (or “post-critical”) condition as the problem or “paradox” of “self-set standards.” 
In the chapter of Personal Knowledge titled “The Art of Knowing,” Polanyi states that “since every act of per-
sonal knowing appreciates the coherence of certain particulars it implies also submission to certain standards 
of coherence” (63). He then goes on to say, “All personal knowing appraises what it knows by a standard 
set to itself ” (63). Coherence, of course, is the sole criterion of justification for Oakeshott. What Polanyi is 
asserting is that Oakeshott’s bar is itself subject to a deeper criterion and, further, that this criterion is self-
set.82 So wherein lies the problem? As Polanyi notes throughout Personal Knowledge, thereby revealing that 
he, like Oakeshott, understands himself to be on the ship at sea, the standards that we hold with universal 
intent and apply in acts of knowing and justification have a historically contingent origin. In Polanyi’s stark 
formulation, “we hold with universal intent a set of convictions acquired by our particular upbringing” 
(203). The danger here is that we are strongly tempted, indeed, perhaps even compelled, to infer from the 
admission that convictions (standards) are local and contingent that they lack genuine authority. They are 
“merely” particular. Under this perspective, “to the extent to which we acknowledge that we have actively 
decided to accept [those convictions and standards], they will tend to appear arbitrary” (203).83 Therefore, 
only a dupe would give way to them (211). To accept the authority of convictions that we acknowledge are 
contingent and local would indicate that we have foolishly regarded standards that are merely “adventitious” 
(204) to be universal. No responsible individual can consent to such bad faith! It would seem, therefore, that 
in the absence of the possibility of appeal to an authority beyond the ship, intellectually responsible justi-
fication is impossible. Polanyi, however, addresses this problem head-on. His response consists of a radical 
reorientation in frame of mind.84

In setting the stage for a description of this mind, let us note that tradition (as a source of formation 
and authority as well as an enduring trans-generational vehicle for such) remains as important in Polanyi’s 
account of the human condition as it is for Oakeshott. What Polanyi will make clear is that tradition 
achieves its significance through its personally mediated impact on the individual and derives its meaning 
from the personally understood contributions of untold prior individuals. Tradition exercises an important 
role because, and only because, it is an aspect of the ship at sea. When it plays a part in political delibera-
tion, it is as a resource already on board. In this connection, let us again recall that some Polanyian scholars 
have criticized Oakeshott for eschewing appeal to a (purportedly independent) reality that is central in the 
thought of Polanyi. We are now able to recognize the inappropriateness of this criticism. Like tradition, 
“reality” possesses meaning and can play a constructive role in our growing understanding only insofar as it 
is a feature of shipboard existence. As careful readers of Polanyi have emphasized, reality for Polanyi is char-
acterized by “indeterminate future manifestations,” and the hopeful expectation of such, stimulated by tacit 
“foreknowledge” of it, plays a vital role in a vibrant life of exploration and discovery.85 But even while for 
Polanyi there is reality-yet-to-be-known, both the prospect and the knowledge of it exist only insofar as they 
touch us personally here and now. (This is a single reality that is present both tacitly at the outset and focally 
at the completion of the act of knowing.) In short, reality too, which is simultaneously both a given and a 
creation of humankind, is necessarily on the ship.86 It exists for Polanyi only through personal affirmation of 
belief, which, of course, is an experience, and, as Oakeshott continues to emphasize, experience is the unity 
of experiencing and that which is experienced (making each of the two poles, taken alone, imaginary).87 It 
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certainly is proper to label Polanyi a “realist,” but by his own analysis we must conclude that such realism, 
due to the inescapable role of the personal in its discovery and appreciation, is subordinate to Oakeshott’s 
conception of experience. Yet, as has been noted, the reciprocal fact is that Oakeshott’s “idealism” is subor-
dinate to Polanyi’s conception of the personal, including its emphasis on a reality yet to be discovered. 

Having now clarified the Polanyian personalist deepening of the condition represented by Oakeshott’s 
ship at sea, let us next explore the mind, immune equally to objectivist delusion and relativist temptation, 
with which Polanyi responds. 

As noted earlier, Polanyi commences chapter 10 of Personal Knowledge with a remarkable confession:

“I believe that in spite of the hazards involved, I am called upon to search for the truth and state 
my findings.” This sentence, summarizing my fiduciary programme, conveys an ultimate 
belief which I find myself holding. Its assertion must therefore prove consistent with its 
content by practising what it authorizes. (299; Polanyi’s emphasis)

Polanyi then articulates the fundamental paradox that defines balance of mind. He states,

This is indeed true. For in uttering this sentence I both say that I must commit myself by 
thought and speech, and do so at the same time. Any inquiry into our ultimate beliefs can 
be consistent only if it presupposes its own conclusions. It must be intentionally circular. 
(299)

The capacity to grasp and appreciate “the fundamental paradox” defines the very core of the balance sought 
and recommended by Polanyi. It is a frame of mind whose existence requires a constant renewal of commit-
ment. Making the paradox possible as well as necessary is the marked absence in this account of reference to 
anything impersonally objective and of any desire for it.

We have seen that for Polanyi everyone is born into a particular set of contingent circumstances. Rather 
than deny our particularity out of fear of prejudice or subjective contamination, Polanyi embraces it and 
notes that he, like the rest of us, just happens to have emerged when and where he did and to believe what he 
does. But, in opposition to the modern critical mind, he will not be defeated by this fact: “Believing as I do 
in the justification of deliberate intellectual commitments, I accept these accidents of personal existence as 
the concrete opportunities for exercising our personal responsibility. This acceptance is the sense of my calling” 
(322; Polanyi’s emphasis). Our particular circumstances are not a limitation but instead an opportunity. Yet 
they are so only if we believe this is the case and act in that light. The action envisioned and, importantly, 
practiced by Polanyi himself (not the least in the very authoring of Personal Knowledge) begins by taking per-
sonal responsibility for one’s movement toward the truth and, as the first step in taking such responsibility, 
committing oneself to that endeavor and establishing and maintaining faith in the effort’s positive outcome. 

In this account of the balanced mind, both commitment and submission are prominent. Commitment 
is vital in the early stages of establishing a life open to the prospect of truth. But as we proceed along the 
resulting path, we find that we are increasingly sustained through submission. In this vein, Polanyi remarks, 
“Within its commitments the mind is warranted to exercise much ampler powers than those by which it is 
supposed to operate under objectivism; but by the very fact of assuming this new freedom it submits to a 
higher power to which it had hitherto refused recognition” (323).

Revealing the deep affinity between Polanyi’s vision and Oakeshott’s metaphor, Polanyi goes on to note 
that a prominent feature of the balanced mind is self-reliance: “We cast off the limitations of objectivism 



Tradition & Discovery: The Journal of the Polanyi Society 51		  © 2025 by the Polanyi Society36

in order to fulfil our calling, which bids us to make up our minds about the whole range of matters with 
which man is properly concerned” (324). Earlier, he has stated, “we must accredit our own judgment as 
the paramount arbiter of all our intellectual performances…. [This is the] ultimate self-reliance, to which 
this entire book shall bear witness” (265). Polanyi is second to none in wishing to know, but the mark of 
arriving at the truth has changed. As noted earlier, for Polanyi “truth is something that can be thought of only 
by believing it” (305; Polanyi’s emphasis). The views of our fellow inquirers, present and future, of course 
play an indispensable role in whether we can believe and hence in what we do believe. It is because securing 
the assent of relevant authorities is an essential part of coming to believe the object of our commitment 
that Polanyi employs the dramatic formulation, “Our vision must conquer or die” (150). The searcher is 
self-reliant but never alone.

Finally, we arrive at the most distinctive characteristic of the balanced mind. It is a feature made pos-
sible, as well as strikingly appealing, through our having been relieved of any presumed indispensability of 
external objective criteria. Let us in this connection hear at length from Polanyi:

Those who are satisfied by hoping that their intellectual commitments fulfil their calling, 
will not find their hopes discouraged when realizing on reflection that they are only hopes. 
I have said that my belief in commitment is a commitment of the very kind that it autho-
rizes; therefore, if its justification be questioned, it finds confirmation in itself. Moreover, 
any such confirmation will likewise prove stable towards renewed critical reflection, and so 
on, indefinitely. Thus, by contrast to a statement of fact claiming to be impersonal, an affir-
mation made in terms of a commitment gives rise to no insatiable sequence of subsequent 
justifications. Instead of indefinitely shifting an ever open problem within the regress of the 
objectivist criticism of objectivist claims, our reflections now move from an original state of 
intellectual hopes to a succession of equally hopeful positions; so that by rising above this 
movement and reflecting on it as a whole we find the continuance of this regress unneces-
sary. (324)

Polanyi goes on to remark, “Commitment offers to those who accept it legitimate grounds for the affirma-
tion of personal convictions with universal intent” (324). The balanced mind, then, enjoys grounds but has 
dispensed with foundations. Indeed, its distinctiveness is ultimately rooted in its thoroughgoing liberation 
from the idea that we require such foundations. In the place of what Polanyi characterizes as the futile and 
fruitless interminable quest for objectively compelling foundations, he offers a perspective that acknowl-
edges the inescapable personal nature of our knowing and our participation in the world. Justification still 
exists, of course, and it remains legitimate and incumbent to seek it. But we are now released from the in-
sistent yet intrinsically disappointing demand for satisfaction of strictly external objective criteria. Instead, 
Polanyi invites us to be committed to commitment and to place our hopes in hope itself. Consequences will 
ensue from doing so, and these can and will be assessed. But the assessment will be in terms of what we and, 
vital to Polanyi’s account, what our fellow explorers believe and are committed to. In this fashion “we thus 
resume our full intellectual powers” (324). That is, our coming to know the truth occurs within a context 
of faith manifest in commitment. Our claims about the world may prove true or false. Whatever their fate, 
however, the resolution is the product of standards whose authority is rooted in our commitment to them. 
Finally, as Polanyi repeatedly emphasizes throughout Personal Knowledge, this very account of the balanced 
mind and his recommendation of it are themselves subject to the same standards—necessarily so, if we are 
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to honor this account with our consistency. Polanyi’s peculiar assertion thus makes the most perfect sense: 
“To the question, ‘Who convinces whom here?’ it answers simply, ‘I am trying to convince myself ’” (265). 
This assertion is an amplification of an earlier statement from the same page: “Seen in the round, man stands 
at the beginning and at the end, as begetter and child of his own thought.” 

Life on Oakeshott’s ship at sea both gives rise to Polanyi’s balanced mind and is sustained by it. Among 
the primary features of that mind is a paradoxical merger of self-reliance and submission to authority—a 
commitment to self-set standards held with universal intent—that renders the allegation of a prevalent mor-
al relativism among the crew ignorant and jejune. Polanyi’s balanced mind escapes the confines imposed by 
the heretofore authoritative antinomy of objectivism and relativism. To see that Oakeshott in his account 
of political life is not a moral relativist, it is only necessary to appreciate the frame of mind implicit in that 
account and so fruitfully described and modelled by the Polanyi of Personal Knowledge. 

In summary, then, humankind for Polanyi resides on the ship at sea as much as it does for Oakeshott. 
This conclusion is not the product of shoehorning Polanyi to fit Oakeshott’s metaphor but rather the result 
of paying close attention to the Polanyi of Personal Knowledge and thinking through the implications of what 
he states therein. For neither writer would it be accurate to suggest that humankind was thereby restricted 
in perspective or denied access to something beyond. This is because the use of such terms presupposes a 
possibility that simply does not exist within their respective accounts of the human condition. Herein lies 
the deepest affinity between their rich and complex epistemological and anthropological projects.

We have seen that Polanyi’s vision of human activity (including, most notably, moral justification) does 
not make him a relativist. Thus, given the congruence of the two writers’ conception of the human condi-
tion and its possibilities, we conclude that Oakeshott also is not a relativist. Oakeshott effectively defends 
this judgment in his own terms. What we have further established, however, is that Oakeshott is not a moral 
relativist on Polanyian grounds—grounds that are deeper, more comprehensive, and more clearly profound 
than those offered in his own defense by Oakeshott.

August 15, 2024
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Mitchell, in the conclusion of his 2001–2002 Tradition and Discovery paper, goes wrong in classifying Oakeshott (in opposition to 
Polanyi) a moral relativist due to a lack of “an independent reality that is knowable” (32). As we have seen, Mitchell later retracts 
the allegation that Oakeshott is a moral relativist between traditions (but continues to maintain that he is such within traditions). 
Had he more thoroughly understood the meaning of “the ship at sea” and interpreted it in terms of Polanyi’s emphasis on the 
personal, he would have been led to abandon this remaining charge as well.

87It would, therefore, be erroneous to state that reality is thus “bound” by experience. It is, instead, delivered by or through 
experience. Such use of “bound” presupposes the precise misleading antinomy that it is Oakeshott’s intention to render otiose. 
Polanyi’s emphasis on the personal in the act of knowing has a comparable consequence. Reference to reality outside of experience 
(or, for Polanyi, independent of affirmation of belief in it) is incoherent. 
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INTERVIEW WITH MUSA AL-GHARBI

Martin Turkis II

Musa al-Gharbi is an American sociologist, assistant professor at the School of Communication 
and Journalism at Stony Brook University, and author of the much commented-on book We 
Have Never Been Woke (2024). He recently spoke with Martin Turkis II about the legacy of 
Myron “Mike” Jaworsky, the impact of Michael Polanyi, the x-phi movement, and varieties of 
wokeness emanating from both the left and the right, among other things.

Martin Turkis II: In the biography on your website, you write, “I evolved into a pragmatist inspired by 
William James, Michael Polanyi, Thomas Kuhn, and Richard Rorty. Then, under the tutelage of my thesis 
chair, I emerged from the program as an experimental philosopher.” I want to see if you could tell us a little 
bit about your engagement with Polanyi’s work. Who introduced you to Polanyi? What core ideas or in-
sights made an impression on you? Has Polanyi’s work shaped your current methodology in any way? Also, 
would you be able to explain the x-phi movement and how your current sociological output fits into that 
approach, if at all?

Musa al-Gharbi: Before I was a fancy nerd, I was at Cochise Community College in Sierra Vista, Arizona. 
I was taking classes off and on for a long time because I really had no idea what to do with my life. I started 
studying philosophy during this period because I had a crisis of faith and stepped away from Catholicism. 
Philosophy, as I saw it at the time, was a way to explore the same questions about the structure and nature 
of reality, the meaning of life, but without the “God stuff.” So I started taking classes in philosophy, and I 
encountered humanities professor Mike Jaworsky, who absolutely changed my life. 

He was a son of working-class Ukrainian immigrants who grew up in New Jersey and achieved signif-
icant social mobility as a result of his intellectual acumen. He was part of the Harvard Society of Fellows, 
he worked at the World Bank, and then due to extraordinary life circumstances, he ended up taking a big 
step away from all that and ended up in this small town in Arizona, where I grew up, and started teaching 
classes at the local community college. When we crossed paths, I had no vision for my own life, but he saw 
something in me and developed me into a scholar. 

During this period of wandering, I was taking classes off and on while working in the private sector (it 
took me six years to get my associate’s degree). But even when I wasn’t formally enrolled in classes, Jaworsky 
kept me engaged intellectually. We did private studies of classics, humanities, and philosophy texts. He 
worked to refine my grasp of Latin. He introduced me to socialist political theory. He encouraged me to 
pursue ambitious questions, [undertake] risky projects, and to make uncomfortable arguments in the pur-
suit of the truth. The stamp of Mike Jaworsky is clear on my work. He’s a big part of the reason I eventually 
graduated from community college, flourished at my local land grant university, and ultimately was able to 
emulate his improbable journey through the Ivy League.  

I’m belaboring this point because Jaworsky just recently passed away, and I’d like to honor him for a 
moment. My debt to him is incalculable. He was the one who introduced me to Michael Polanyi.
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Turkis: It sounds like an amazing apprenticeship with an extraordinary teacher, in the full Polanyian sense. 
Which of Polanyi’s works did you start with, if you recall?

al-Gharbi: The first work of Michael Polanyi I read was The Tacit Dimension. This is a book I still love. In 
fact, I teach interpersonal communication, and we just talked about language. I made time to talk a little 
bit about Polanyi’s arguments on how there are important dimensions of reality, knowledge, experience, and 
skill that are difficult to translate into verbal communication. This was a really important book that shaped 
my thinking, particularly influencing how I think about symbols and their limitations.

Another work of his that had a big influence on me was Personal Knowledge. I continue to cite this book 
a lot too…it’s part of what drew me into the work I do on sociology of knowledge. His arguments about 
how the questions we explore, the methods we’re drawn to, what we count as evidence, how we interpret 
that evidence—these are all decisions that play a huge role in what it is that scientists discover, and they’re 
each deeply informed by all sorts of non-scientific factors. We aren’t randomly assigned our objects and 
tactics of study; we choose them, and there are often really interesting personal stories and motivations that 
help explain why people gravitate towards the things they do. I’m always really interested in asking people 
how they got into their work for precisely this reason. 

Personal Knowledge also sensitized me to how the constitution of fields shapes the work that those fields 
produce. This drew me to my work with Heterodox Academy and helped ignite my curiosity about how 
people’s fundamental commitments and values shape the research they focus on. 

The post-critical approach Polanyi advocates for in that book and other work influenced me deeply 
too. You can see this in my own book, We Have Never Been Woke, which likewise resists the impulse that 
dominates many fields to reduce everything to crass materialism—a tendency Polanyi referred to as “moral 
inversion.” My book shows that people often leverage social justice discourse in the service of their interests, 
but it rejects understanding “interests” in purely materialistic or individualistic terms. I likewise explicitly 
reject any insinuation that mobilizing social justice discourse in the pursuit of these interests implies cyni-
cism or bad faith. A big part of what I’m trying to do in the book is push back against this “moral inversion” 
that pretends as though the highest ends that people care about are money, physical pleasures, and material 
goods. 

It was precisely Polanyi sensitizing me to this inversion that drew me towards other scholars like Bruno 
Latour. My own book is a play on his We Have Never Been Modern, and, although he was one of the pioneers 
of “critical” approaches to studying science, he ended up adopting a sensibility that was close to Polanyi’s. 
For example, in his essay “Why Critique Has Run Out of Steam?” (Critical Inquiry 30, no. 2 [Winter 
2004]), Latour reflects on how the way he and his colleagues studied science was not only non-charitable 
but also socially pernicious. We cannot and should not try to portray human beings as fundamentally and 
primarily oriented towards base impulses. And whatever mode of analysis we choose to adopt, we should 
apply it consistently and reflexively—interpreting the behavior of ourselves and the groups, causes, and 
institutions we identify with in the same way as we interpret “others.” 

Turkis: That’s fascinating. Since you came upon Polanyi’s works The Tacit Dimension and Personal Knowledge 
soon after you experienced a crisis of faith, I’m curious about how the conclusions of those books fell for 
you. Polanyi ends both works with descriptions of an order emerging from the earliest life and ascending to 
the level of God—an image which made, for example, Marjorie Greene quite uncomfortable. How did this 
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image of ascendance and the analogy of knowing to a Christian’s worship of God resonate with you? Did 
you find it uncomfortable at that time?

al-Gharbi: No, that didn’t make me uncomfortable. I wasn’t religious at the time, so any heresy implications 
were irrelevant to me. My main background in philosophy at that point was with theologians, so zooming 
out to religion and God didn’t trouble me either. In fact, that element of his work might be part of why it 
continues to resonate with me. I’m in a different headspace now than I was then, but those ideas still con-
nect with me today. In fact, Muslim scholars have long made the same kinds of associations, incidentally, 
between the pursuit of knowledge and religious worship. I published a paper on this.

Turkis: Are there any other works by Polanyi that have made an impact on you?

al-Gharbi: Yes, The Logic of Liberty, particularly Polanyi’s emphasis on spontaneous order, on the limitations 
of centralized decision making and universalistic policies—these were deeply influential on my thinking and 
eventually drew me to thinkers like James Scott, who wrote Seeing Like a State, and others like Hayek, who 
explored the importance of diversity and freedom, and the limitations of scientific knowledge and techno-
cratic planning.

Turkis: That’s really interesting. Can you tell us more about the x-phi movement?

al-Gharbi: The Experimental Philosophy (x-phi) movement argues that, although many dimensions of 
problems can be fruitfully addressed through thinking from the armchair, others turn in a deep way on 
empirical facts. It is important for philosophers to distinguish which questions are armchair questions and 
which are empirical questions—and for the latter, it is important for us to conduct research, perhaps along-
side scientists, or to consult the best available empirical evidence and to allow that evidence to inform and 
discipline our philosophical speculations. 

My MA thesis was about epistemological questions—“What do we know? In virtue of what? How can 
we form more reliable knowledge?” These are partly philosophical questions, but they also turn on empirical 
realities about how people perceive and process reality. And if epistemologists actually want to make progress 
on some of these questions, it’s important that we work with a solid map of the perception and cognition of 
actual human beings in the real world rather than idealized agents existing nowhere and nowhen. 

The arguments I made in that thesis are part of why I’m a sociologist now. Some questions I was inter-
ested in couldn’t be answered using just philosophical tools; I needed different methods and data.

Turkis: Are there strong and weak forms of x-phi? Do some proponents say, for instance, that non-empiri-
cally testable questions should be abandoned?

al-Gharbi: Yes, there are extreme versions of x-phi like that, but that’s not my position. Some questions, par-
ticularly fundamental ones, can’t be investigated empirically yet. We can either abandon them or take a more 
theoretical approach to them. But I don’t think we should just abandon them. Wrestling with questions that 
are beyond our current ability to answer is part of how we end up building pathways to make actual progress 
on those questions. In any event, to my mind, the more extreme forms of the x-phi movement that seek to 
eliminate these questions are no longer really philosophy.

Turkis: It seems like an analogue of moral inversion, a philosophical eliminativism.
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al-Gharbi: Exactly.

Turkis: In another line on your website you state, “I was and continue to be allergic to idealism, secular 
moralism, Utopianism, and positivism.” What do you mean by “idealism” here? Are you thinking in terms 
of political economy, metaphysics, or something else? I’m asking partly because I’m in the confusing posi-
tion of being an objective idealist in terms of metaphysics as well as an advocate of what many might call a 
materialist political-economic program (social democracy). So it’s an unfortunate set of terminological labels 
from my perspective, but I’m curious about what you were getting at with that use of “idealism.”

al-Gharbi: I suppose what I meant by idealism is a commitment to abstractions that subordinates the actual 
world of our experience—an approach that tries to mutilate reality to fit a model rather than abandoning 
our models if they’re incompatible with reality. I see the dangers of this in Pope Francis’s critique of ideology. 
He said that one of the best definitions we could give of evil in the world would be sacrificing and immiser-
ating living, breathing human beings in the service of abstractions. This, he said, is antithetical to message 
of Jesus and (by extension) the will of God.

Turkis: Your publisher (Princeton University Press) sums up your book thus:

We Have Never Been Woke details how the language of social justice is increasingly used to 
justify this elite—and to portray the losers in the knowledge economy as deserving their lot 
because they think or say the “wrong” things about race, gender, and sexuality. Al-Gharbi’s 
point is not to accuse symbolic capitalists of hypocrisy or cynicism. Rather, he examines 
how their genuine beliefs prevent them from recognizing how they contribute to social 
problems—or how their actions regularly provoke backlash against the social justice causes 
they champion.

A powerful critique We Have Never Been Woke reveals that only by challenging this elite’s self-serving narra-
tives can we hope to address social and economic inequality effectively.

The work presented in your book takes shape in the wake of Trump’s first term in office, focusing on the 
political economy of the educated coastal elite—what some might call the PMC (professional managerial 
class) or “Symbolic Capitalists,” which is the term you prefer.1

Now Trump is beginning his second term in office, and his administration (through Elon Musk’s De-
partment of Governmental Efficiency) is attempting to cut funding in variety of spheres of governmental 
action. Often, they are explicitly going after DEI (Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion) as an institutional man-
ifestation of woke.2 Some have been arguing that woke is now dead; however, the Trump administration 
has begun its own language control program, scrubbing words out of its ideological favor from its websites 
and renaming the Gulf of Mexico as the “Gulf of America,” etc. As a result, now we’re seeing articles about 
the “woke right.” On my commute into work today, I listened to the Q&A from a talk you gave at MIT, 
where you alluded to the fact that symbolic capitalists on the right also engage in the same types of “woke” 
strategies and have a similar obsession with symbols. What’s going on here? 

al-Gharbi: One of the things I argue in the book is that a lot of the discussions about what changed cultur-
ally in terms of “woke” after 2010 have been based on vibes, anecdotes, or purely speculative stuff. One of 
the things I tried to do was discipline that conversation by showing that we can actually measure these shifts 
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empirically. Measuring them is helpful because it also allows us to see more specifically who is changing and 
try to get leverage on whether something like this has happened before. Why do these things happen, and 
why now?

So, using a lot of these empirical measures, I observed that in the same way we saw this shift after 2010, 
we seem to have seen another shift after 2021. The timing here is important because what you’ll probably 
see—and what you already do see a little bit— is people like Trump, Elon Musk, and Christopher Rufo 
taking credit for ending “wokeness.” But in fact, the decline was already happening. Part of the reason these 
folks were able to launch this counter-revolution is because symbolic capitalists were already moderating of 
their own accord. So there’s this mixed-up causal story. It’s important to attend to the timing of that.

But one of the contributions of the book, drawing from Latour and others, is this commitment to an-
alytical symmetry. One way I do this in the book is by applying the same lenses and modes of analysis to 
us, the knowledge producers, that we typically apply to other people. As Andrew Abbott said, people who 
produce knowledge often analyze others as being driven by base impulses and crass materialism, as being 
governed by situations outside of their control or awareness. But then we think of ourselves as Kantian 
individuals who make deliberate decisions based on principle. So one expression of my commitment to 
analytical symmetry was to take these lenses—usually applied to others—and apply them to ourselves. And 
vice-versa. 

I also made sure to apply the same type of analysis to symbolic capitalists writ large, irrespective of 
whether they personally identify as progressive or whether they identify as conservative or anti-woke. And 
one of the things that I show in the book is that the ways that anti-woke and conservative symbolic capi-
talists tend to think about politics is actually very similar to the “woke” folks they decry, and very different 
from most other people in society. Conservative and anti-woke symbolic capitalists, for instance, also tend 
to think that ideas and images and symbols are very important—so important that they view debates over 
wokeness as being of world-historical significance. For them these debates are about the survival of Western 
civilization, and so they think we need to focus on them to the point where they can subordinate some of 
the more practical concerns that most other people have when they engage in politics. 

An example that I give in the book, and that I like to talk about because it’s very satisfying to me, is 
that in a lot of anti-woke circles, you’ll hear people say things like, “You know, Ibram X. Kendi is terrible. 
I support the Martin Luther King Jr. approach to anti-racism.” The obvious response is, “Oh, okay, cool. 
Well—are you organizing or participating in Martin Luther King-style social movements to end poverty, 
address war, or mitigate persistent racialized inequities?” And the answer to that question is, of course, “No.” 
They’re not doing anything. They’re sitting in their armchairs, criticizing the woke people, and using that 
as a stand-in for meaningful moral, political, or economic action. This is another way of saying that their 
approach to politics is pretty much the same as the people they’re criticizing—a bunch of online discourse 
stuff in lieu of doing things “in the world.”

You can also see this now that there’s a new sheriff in town in terms of how the Trump administration is 
handling things and some of the things they’re prioritizing. So, yeah, an example that I talked about at MIT 
is the way that progressives—and this is one of the things that annoyed people about progressives during the 
George Floyd period—dedicated immense effort to changing the names of schools from being named after 
Confederate generals to naming them after people like Rosa Parks. 

Turkis: Or even Abraham Lincoln in some cases.
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al-Gharbi: Right—even Honest Abe wasn’t exempt. And the reason this was annoying to many regular 
people is because it seemed like a misplaced effort. 

Questions like this are especially striking with someone like George Washington, who was genuinely 
morally complicated. He had slave teeth in his mouth as part of his dentures, for God’s sake. But still, taking 
a figure like Washington, with all his faults: if the only people who are allowed to be valorized or have insti-
tutions named after them are people who are pure and perfect, well, then no one qualifies—not Rosa Parks, 
not Mother Teresa, not Martin Luther King Jr. You just couldn’t name things after actual people. Because 
actual people are complicated. 

That said, what annoyed people about these “woke” rebranding moves wasn’t that people loved the Con-
federates and hated Rosa Parks. It was simply that, if you ask people about what their concerns are in gen-
eral, in their community, with respect to their kids’ educations, or even with respect to the specific schools 
in question, the name on the front of the building would never come up. It’s not something that matters 
to them much at all, certainly not relative to other things people could focus attention and resources on.  

In contrast, symbolic capitalists tend to focus first on things like the name of the building. And we 
(symbolic capitalists) spend all this effort and these resources to changing the name of the building, and 
then we just dip and move on to the next culture war struggle. People who live in that community still face 
the same set of problems and difficulties. Nothing changed for them despite our social justice “victory” in 
changing the name on the building. This is the kind of thing that grates on people: why are we expending so 
much effort on this symbolic stuff instead of addressing these other, more concrete problems that we have?

And we’re seeing this same symbolic obsession on the right in the new Trump era. It is not only pro-
gressive symbolic capitalists expending significant amounts of attention, time, and resources on these issues 
but right-leaning symbolic capitalists as well. For example, eliminating the Black Lives Matter square in 
Washington DC. 

In my opinion, Black Lives Matter was a grifty organization that misused a lot of money and didn’t nec-
essarily represent the expressed will and interests of African Americans writ large in the United States. BLM 
probably had a net negative impact on actual criminal justice reform. But setting that aside, the idea that the 
Trump administration should be dedicating a lot of resources to having a bunch of workers, at non-trivial 
expense, remove the words “Black Lives Matter” from the physical plaza—I mean, you can argue that the 
money perhaps shouldn’t have been spent to create the Black Lives Matter Square in the first place, in the 
middle of Washington DC, but at this point that’s a sunk cost. It’s money already spent. So to spend still 
more to do this kind of erasure project…it accomplishes what, exactly, for ordinary people? And then there’s 
the administration’s efforts to change Mount Denali to Mount McKinley, or the Gulf of Mexico to the Gulf 
of America—this is the same kind of annoying, purely symbolic thing that seems important to people like 
us (symbolic capitalists), just being executed by the political “right” instead of the “left.” They think these 
kinds of moves are actually significant, that these are worthy ways to dedicate time, resources, and energy, 
because they share the same basic mentality as the folks they criticize.  

Or consider the new Defense Secretary: during the Great Awokening, there were efforts to rename mili-
tary bases that were named after Confederate generals and other, you know, non-ideal historical figures. And 
so Hegseth said, “You know what? We’re going to change the names back.” In some ways, he did this kind 
of subtly, like renaming Fort Bragg after a different person whose last name was also Bragg. In other cases, 
they just want to roll it back to the original name. But this is a double loser politically, because not only 
are you focused on this symbolic stuff at the expense of addressing people’s material concerns but, if you’re 
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changing the name of something back to that of a Confederate general, you’re directionally out of step with 
the public—most of the American public agrees that if we were going to name something after someone, it 
would be better to name it after Rosa Parks than a Confederate general, right?

So, in this case, you’re going in the opposite direction of what most Americans would think is the right 
one. And you’re also focusing on symbols over substance. There’s not a big winning constituency in America 
that thinks Rosa Parks is overrated and that the Confederates just haven’t gotten their proper due. There is 
just not a huge swath of persuadable voters who would be impressed with the administration prioritizing 
this kind of thing over addressing other issues. And so these tendencies of the “woke right” will probably 
start to grate on folks for the same reason that the progressive symbolic obsessions irritated normie voters. 
Mainly, they have fish to fry that seem more important to them than whether or not a couple of blocks in 
DC say Black Lives Matter or whether or not a mountain in a place they’re never going to go to has a new 
name.

Turkis: That makes perfect sense. So, in light of your research—which provides a more quantitative and 
measurable basis to discussions about these kinds of cultural phenomena—where do you see the culture and 
views on political economy heading? 

You’ve mentioned that prior to the ascension to power of Trump’s second administration, there was al-
ready a tendency to moderate the woke impulse manifesting itself within the symbolic classes who lean left. 
Where do you see that going? Is it likely to continue? Is there a chance that the symbolic classes would say 
to themselves, “Enough of these culture wars. Let’s address some material concerns. Maybe social democracy 
would be a better way to go”?

For instance, in one part of your book you give a list of concrete things that universities could do rela-
tively easily to materially benefit indigenous people, noting that  

[Land acknowledgments] explicitly recognize particular tribes as the “rightful” custodians 
of the land that higher education institutions occupy, yet they typically offer nothing be-
yond symbolic gestures to restore the land to the named tribes or to compensate them 
for its continued use. It would be well within any university’s capacities to, for instance, 
guarantee admission, void tuition, and provide aid to all confirmed members of the named 
tribes. This would leverage the university to directly aid the dispossessed without significant 
disruption to university operations or finances. However, most schools who issue land ac-
knowledgments do not even take basic steps like these. If they were more ambitious or ded-
icated, universities could pay rent to named tribes for continued occupation of “their” land 
or else provide dividends on their endowments to confirmed members of named tribes, 
allowing them to share in the wealth generated by the continued occupation of “their” 
land. Yet most universities seem to have little appetite to render themselves more literally 
accountable for the debts they claim to owe. Again, the symbolic gesture is made to stand 
in for any actual restitution—much like individual confessions of “privilege.” Institutional 
lamentations about racism typically function the same way. (al-Gharbi 2024, 287-288)

But universities don’t do those things—instead, they make symbolic land acknowledgments. And those 
concrete things that institutions of higher education could do instead of (or in addition to) land acknowl-
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edgments all seem to me to fall broadly into that social democratic tradition in the sense that they offer 
material educational benefits to a wider range of people. 

Do you think that there is a chance that the symbolic classes will shift their focus away from symbolic 
gestures to something more productive? 

al-Gharbi: I think some of these unfortunate aspects of the symbolic classes—the kind of social isolation 
that separates us from other people who aren’t part of our class, the condescending attitude we often adopt 
towards other people’s priorities and concerns, the sense that we know better what everyone should focus 
on—I think that kind of stuff is probably not going away.

As an example, our identitarianism—the intense focus on race, gender, and sexuality, and so on—goes 
back a hundred years. The first Great Awokening in the 1920s was very focused on what we would today 
describe as intersectionality. In The Road to Wigan Pier George Orwell says things like, “One sometimes gets 
the impression that the mere words ‘Socialism’ and ‘Communism’ draw towards them with magnetic force 
every fruit-juice drinker, nudist, sandal-wearer, sex-maniac, Quaker, ‘Nature Cure’ quack, pacifist, and fem-
inist in England.” Anyone who identified with any niche cause tried to lump all of these missions under the 
auspices of “socialism,” just assuming that all good things naturally travel together without conflict, even-
tually subsuming the original practical aims of the socialist movement, replacing it with this hodgepodge of 
purely symbolic and highly controversial “social justice” gesturing. 

As I detail in the book, the first Great Awokening, in the 1920s and 30s, included the first social move-
ments for gay rights, the first wave of feminism, the first wave of anti-racism, and so on. A lot of these 
dimensions of our “social justice” activism go back to the foundation of the symbolic professions. They’re 
probably going to be pretty durable features going forward unless and until there’s some kind of radical 
restructuring of these professions or of how we justify our role in society. 

That said, you do see these trends of moderation, where the focus on these themes, and the ways that 
we engage in advancing these goals, does vary in intensity. So there are periods where we become a lot more 
militant about mocking, censoring, deriding, and humiliating anyone who disagrees with us about these 
issues, and where we become really dogmatic and uniform, and things like that. And then there are times 
and issues where that’s less the case, where there’s more discussion and nuance, and there’s more reckoning 
with trade-offs and things like that. And so I think we’re entering one of those lacunae now.

Going forward, though, one of the things that this book would predict is that this Great Awokening is 
not going to be the last one. If we find ourselves in another situation where we have an acute overproduc-
tion of elites paired with popular immiseration, you might expect to see another Awokening develop. And, 
interestingly enough, here’s a case where some of the moves by the Trump administration might actually 
hasten another Awokening in the name of fighting “wokeness.” If they’re laying off large enough numbers of 
knowledge economy workers and creating a more precarious labor situation for a lot of symbolic capitalists 
and aspiring symbolic capitalists, and especially if that also pairs with some kind of significant economic 
collapse or turbulence for normie Americans—perhaps as a result of things like the tariffs or some other sort 
of inconsistent economic policy—then we might see another Great Awokening sooner than we might have 
expected. So in that sense the Trump administration could actually be hastening the next Great Awokening, 
even as it institutionalizes and codifies its own forms of right-wing woke.

Turkis: What kind of time frame would you estimate for that, if it were to come to pass? I know that would 
be tricky to predict, but what sort of lag time tends to elapse between Awokenings?
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al-Gharbi: The gap between the first and the second one was about thirty to thirty-five years, and then the 
gap between the second one and the third one was shorter. It was about twenty years.

And then from the third Awokening to the present would have been about fifteen years. So actually, it 
seems like Awokenings are recurring more rapidly as time goes on.

Another thing that’s really interesting is that the role of symbolic capitalists in society has evolved across 
the different cycles. So, for instance, during the first Great Awokening, symbolic capitalists were around 3 
percent of workers. Today, we make up about a third. So we’re still a minority, but a much larger minority. 
And not only that, but the level of influence we have over society is much larger, and we’re concentrated 
in a smaller number of hubs and institutions that are all tied together in these tight intersecting webs in a 
way that was less true before—the nonprofit industrial complex which is interwoven with the media and 
journalism and academia, for instance. 

And so, if you have a destabilizing event that occurs with 3 percent of workers who are dispersed around 
the country, that hits in a very different way than if you have this hugely destabilizing event that affects a 
third of workers who have a lot more influence over society than ever before and are also concentrated in 
these very tight networks of institutions, and so on. These episodes might become more destabilizing as we 
go. And so, that’s another thing to keep one’s eye on. If we were looking forward at what to expect for future 
Awokenings, we might expect them to be more destabilizing or severe than the current one. This will depend 
on whether current trends persist and symbolic capitalists continue to make up the same or a growing share 
of workers. If the increasing concentration continues, if the growing influence continues, then we might 
expect the next Awokening to be even more destabilizing.

Turkis: I’m in public education, and a lot of my students, especially in the honors classes, are aspiring sym-
bolic capitalists. They wouldn’t call themselves that, but that’s clearly what many are aspiring to be. We read 
Matthew Crawford’s article “Shop Class as Soulcraft.” At the end of that essay he advises students graduating 
from high school to both learn a manual trade and also go to university to pursue a liberal arts education. 
Do you have advice for young people who are aspiring to be symbolic capitalists right now? If so, I think it 
might be quite interesting because you have a much longer and more circuitous road to where you’re cur-
rently at than most academics. You didn’t graduate high school as class valedictorian, go straight to an Ivy 
League, and then start writing books as a twenty-six-year-old or something. You worked as a shoe salesman, 
had long breaks in your formal education, etc.

al-Gharbi: Well, I’m always leery about providing advice. But one bit of advice that I would give people 
is to seriously consider doing work in the trades, in part because in a lot of the trades, you can actually get 
really stable pay. You can earn a decent living and be able to do a lot of the things that are important to 
you—if what’s important to you is being able to start a family, provide for a family, live a decent, comfort-
able life, and things like that. If you don’t have any huge symbolic aspirations, then maybe a trade would be 
a better path to a decent life than trying to enter the symbolic professions, which are highly competitive and 
therefore can be highly destabilizing. I’ll also say that doing some of this work in the trades, in the service 
industries, it’s actually, in my mind, per capita, objectively more important. 

An analogy I use a lot is this: if an alien came down to Earth and unleashed an electromagnetic pulse 
that wiped out the bottom 95 percent of academic research, most of us would never notice the difference. 
But if those same aliens abducted 95 percent of mechanics, we’d notice immediately. Society would struggle 
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to function. You can actually do a lot of good in everyday jobs. Direct and practical good. One thing I really 
miss—now that I’m a “fancy nerd” instead of a shoe salesman—is precisely this. 

When I was a shoe salesman, it wasn’t a prestigious job, and the pay wasn’t great, but I spent all day, 
every day, helping people. They came in with concrete problems, and I helped them find solutions. Someone 
would need shoes for their wedding that matched their dress. A parent needed shoes for their kid starting 
school. Someone else wanted to get healthy and needed new gym shoes. Real problems, real people—and 
I could help. And they’d often come back to talk about how what I helped them find actually worked for 
them. You’d build these relationships over time. I’d punch out at the end of the day having spent the day 
making people’s lives a little better. 

I also miss the ability to “punch out.” My shift would end, and I’d be done with work…which isn’t my 
reality now. I’m always “on,” even in my sleep, mentally processing more complex and often heavy issues. 
Back then, there was a clear line between work and life, which I think is healthy.

Selling shoes, and the other types of service work I did, wasn’t glamorous or well renumerated, but I was 
helping people all the time. And honestly, I don’t feel that way about my work today. I miss that.

Turkis: Well, your current work has certainly helped me to think through some important matters, and I’m 
sure it is helping others as well. Thank you so much for spending some time talking through these issues 
with us here at Tradition and Discovery.

Endnotes

1 Al-Gharbi explains the origins of the term “symbolic capitalist” thus in his book:
In his 1979 book Distinction, [Pierre] Bourdieu introduced the idea of symbolic capital. In contrast with 

more traditional resources associated with wealth, material assets, and so on, Bourdieu defined symbolic capital as 
the resources available to someone on the basis of honor, prestige, celebrity, consecration, and recognition. These 
symbolic aspects of social life are intimately bound up with power and wealth, or with material and political 
needs and aspirations. According to Bourdieu, the roles people are assigned to on the basis of their symbolic 
capital (or lack thereof ) may actually be more important than more conventional economic forces in determining 
how power is arranged within a society. And regardless of how inequalities come about, it is primarily through 
symbolic capital that they are legitimized and maintained…Bourdieu highlighted three forms of symbolic capital: 
cultural, academic, and political. Each of these, he argued, could be converted into the others under the right 
circumstances—and symbolic capital can also be converted into financial capital (indeed, this is precisely how 
intellectual or cultural elites “make a living”). (2024, 24-25)

He then explains:
However, here is a quick definition: symbolic capitalists are professionals who traffic in symbols and rhetoric, 

images and narratives, data and analysis, ideas and abstraction (as opposed to workers engaged in manual forms 
of labor tied to physical goods and services). For instance, people who work in fields like education, science, tech, 
finance, media law, consulting, administration, and public policy are overwhelmingly symbolic capitalists. If you’re 
reading this book, there’s a strong chance you’re a symbolic capitalist. I am, myself, a symbolic capitalist. (Ibid. 26)

2Al-Gharbi traces the historical roots of “woke” all the way back to the abolitionist “Wide Awakes” of the antebellum period. 
As to its more recent use, he notes that 

From 1996 through 2016…”politically correct” became increasingly passé (and “woke” began to be used 
in its stead)...As these two terms seem to serve similar discursive functions, it is likely that these trends were not 
independent of one another. Since then, things have played out for “woke” much like they did for “political 
correctness”: within activist circles, the term increasingly gained two meanings. In its initial contemporary usage, 
the term was used to identify someone who was alert to social injustice and committed to resisting it. Gradually, 
however, others on the left began to use the term pejoratively to refer to peers who were self-righteous and non-self-
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aware. “Wokeness” came to be associated in these circles with empty symbolic gestures and ideological dogmatism. 
Eventually, the political Right seized on this intra-Left disagreement and began using “woke” as a catchall for 
anything associated with the Left that seemed ridiculous or repugnant1 And this began to take the luster off the 
term. (2024, 28)

He acknowledges that
There is a sense, then, in which this book arrives at an awkward time in “the Discourse”: it is now becoming 

increasingly difficult for people to refer to themselves, their actions, or their behaviors as “woke” unironically (as 
happened with “politically correct” before)—but no clear successor term has emerged yet.

Of course, the current ambivalence in the meaning, usage, and likely future of “wokeness” raises the question 
of what I mean by “woke” as used in this text. Let me start by marking what I do not intend: “woke” will not be 
used as a pejorative or a slur here. Beyond this, and perhaps to the consternation of some readers, I will decline 
to provide an analytical definition of the term. As Ludwig Wittgenstein observed, it is difficult to define even a 
relatively simple word like “red” in a nontautological way, such that someone who had no experience of “red” 
would be able to tell from the definition alone what “red” means, and go on to identify it well in the world… 
(Ibid. 29)
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BOOK REVIEW

E. San Juan Jr. Peirce’s Pragmaticism: A Radi-
cal Perspective. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Lit-
tlefield, 2022. ISBN 9781666913095 (cloth) | 
ISBN 9781666913101 (epub). 

In this volume, the cultural theorist E. San Juan 
Jr. presents once again his previously disseminated 
“radical perspective” on Peirce’s philosophical ideas. 
Most of the material in this book has been previ-
ously published, although it has been restructured 
and expanded to some extent. As the use of the term 
“pragmaticism” in the title indicates, the author 
wants to be faithful to Peirce’s philosophical project 
in contrast to William James’s version of pragma-
tism (which seems to transform Peirce’s clarification 
of meaning into a “cash value” theory of truth) and 
also in contrast to some popular misreadings of 
Peirce’s original proposal (which connect it with rel-
ativism, utilitarianism, and individualism). As the 
subtitle A Radical Perspective indicates, the author 
is offering his own unorthodox reading of Peirce. 
Being a member of the New Left generation of in-
tellectuals, he approaches Peirce’s thinking from the 
point of view of a Marxist social activist. The re-
sult is a personal exercise in which he extrapolates 
Peirce’s ideas (mainly in the area of semiotics) and 
applies them to new contexts, thus pushing Peirce’s 
philosophy across the boundaries between cultural 
studies and comparative politics.

One of the aims of this book is to contextual-
ize Peirce’s pragmaticism historically, that is, against 
the background of the sociopolitical changes that 
took place in the United States after the Civil War. 
The author tries to reconstruct Peirce’s unwritten 
reaction to the rising of imperialism and industri-
alizing capitalism in the country at the end of the 
nineteenth century. The conquest of the Philippines 
is a recurring topic, given the author’s vital connec-
tion to that place. Born in Manila and first educated 
in the Philippines, he later “got lost in [the] North 

American wilderness” (“Preface,” ix), where he de-
veloped his anti-imperialist activism, always main-
taining a special concern for his native country.

The second main aim of the book is to put 
Peirce’s thinking into action by showing different 
areas where Peirce’s ideal of “concrete reasonable-
ness” (that is, the pluralistic embodiment of general 
order in the real world) can play a role in reorient-
ing human action, both individually and collective-
ly. The author’s understanding of the community of 
inquiry involves an emancipatory message against 
any type of oppression or injustice. Again, given the 
author’s vital connection to a colonized people, the 
ethnic perspective takes center stage on a number 
of occasions.

The first chapter, “Pragmaticism as the Wa-
ger of Thought/Action,” presents Peirce’s original 
pragmaticism as the methodological backbone of a 
research program in philosophy. Peirce clearly sees 
that philosophical inquiry must be intended to es-
tablish meaning in order that human action can be 
governed by reason. Peirce’s method of inquiry is 
paralleled with Marx’s materialist dialectic in view 
of their shared faith in the applicability of scientific 
methods to the improvement of reality. Given that 
the circumstances that determine human develop-
ment can be changed, thinking is thus understood 
as a transformative force, destined to turn possibili-
ties into actualities.

The second chapter, “Toward Peirce’s Dialectic: 
Problematizing the Conduct of Life,” is in fact de-
voted to Peirce’s ethics, which the author tries to 
contextualize in the Reconstruction era with all 
its tensions. The idea of general principles that are 
operative in the world is compared again to Marx’s 
materialist dialectic. First, Peirce’s project is under-
stood as being a method of reasoning that leads to 
the grasping of patterns of reality in an ascending 
process through which more and more comprehen-
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sive structures are recognized. Second, the “encoun-
ter with the intelligible” (48) is seen as an invitation 
to undertake transformative action, aimed at the 
elimination of what is illogical. For example, once 
the relations of exploitation and oppression are 
understood, radical political action emerges as the 
concrete means of overcoming real conflicts.

The third chapter, “Approaching Peirce’s Se-
miotics,” presents Peirce’s triadic understanding of 
signs at two different levels. First, the author de-
fends the superiority of Peirce’s schema over Sau-
ssure’s dualistic one as an antidote against all kinds 
of nominalism, relativism, and individualism. Sec-
ond, he applies Peirce’s semiotic categories to re-
constructing the hermeneutical process of his own 
interpretation of the novel Anil’s Ghost by Michael 
Ondaatje. The novel is set during the Sri Lankan 
civil war, and the main character is a forensic pa-
thologist who has returned to her country to collab-
orate in a UN investigation. The pursuit of truth is 
the center of the novel, and the complex plot reveals 
the tensions between individual identities and the 
violent national reality to which they are tied. The 
literary representation of state terrorism is seen as 
part of a semiotic process seeking understanding 
about Ondaatje’s homeland situation. As a conclu-
sion, San Juan returns to the rescue of genuine prag-
maticism in contrast with its non-Peircean versions 
and with its several common misreadings.

The fourth chapter, “Peirce/Marx: Synergesis 
of Reason, Work, and Nature,” explores the pos-
sible connections between the two thinkers (“why 
not?” p. 81). The author highlights again the prac-
tical orientation of both pragmaticism and materi-
al dialectics, the value of scientific methods in any 
emancipatory project, and the power of the idea of 
potentiality for a dynamic view of reality. He takes 
the opportunity to clarify (in contrast to typical 
misreadings) the main points in Peirce’s original 
proposal (from the reality of possibilities to the role 
of habits in scientific inquiry) and to stress once 

again “the power of Peircean semiotics” (92) for our 
postmodern world.

The fifth chapter, “Adventures in the Realm of 
Signs” (the longest in the book, about forty pag-
es), has two focuses: First, Peirce’s semiotics is again 
outlined, and it is put into practice, applied to the 
analysis of the sign “terrorism.” The author engag-
es in a process of interpretation in which he tests 
hypothetical meanings by their consequences, start-
ing from the association of terrorism with violence 
and ending in a more complex view of the groups 
involved in the terrorist strategy and of their mu-
tual relations. Historical and contemporary forms 
of terrorism (state, religious, political) are included 
in the final meaning. Second, the theory of signs is 
presented as the prolegomenon to a scientific aes-
thetics. At this point, Peirce’s semiotic and aesthetic 
ideas are applied to the interpretation of the novel 
The Fifth Book of Peace by Maxine Hong Kingston, 
which is described as formulating “the social signif-
icance of art” in a contingent historical situation 
(135).

The sixth chapter, “Peirce’s Esthetics: From 
Feeling to Knowledge and Action,” develops in 
more detail the semiotic foundations of Peirce’s 
aesthetics. Again, Peirce’s semiotic concepts are ap-
plied to concrete examples (from poetry to film), 
and in particular to the polemic case of Kenneth 
Goldsmith’s “uncreative writing.” The evolution of 
aesthetic ideals (from mimesis to expression) is ex-
plored, and a final assessment is offered of Peirce’s 
aesthetics as social criticism.

In the closing chapter, “Prophetic Solidarity: 
Transforming Our World,” the author regrets the 
fact that Peirce’s biographies rarely mention his 
concern for the events that shaped the future of 
the country (the systematic elimination of Native 
Americans being a salient example), but neverthe-
less he argues for a methodology of extrapolating “a 
political agenda from Peirce’s communal-oriented 
praxis” (178). According to the author’s embraced 
pragmaticism, we are destined for the tasks of shap-
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ing our everyday lives and reconstructing our so-
cieties. In particular, what needs urgent solution, 
according to the author’s leftist perspective, are the 
social inequalities fostered by imperialism and cap-
italism.

All in all, the book is a patchwork of Peirce’s 
thinking, connected on the one hand to Peirce’s in-
tellectual environment and sociohistorical context 
and on the other hand to the author’s own inter-
ests and concerns. The polyphonic character of the 
discourse has been intentionally sought (see the 
“Preface”), and, in addition, the decision to repub-
lish related but independent pieces of work creates 
a nonlinear text in which the chapters can be read 
independently, without any order being more ap-
propriate than another.

The core idea that runs through the entire book 
is the pervasiveness of semiotic processes, which the 
author considers to be the key to Peirce’s relevance 
in present-day thought. San Juan Jr. is a convinced 
pragmaticist, and he is determined to spread the 
word and let the Peircean message reach as many 
readers as possible. Lovers of Peirce’s thought will 
enjoy finding a soulmate, and those approaching it 
for the first time may discover a powerful source of 
inspiration. Polanyi scholars, in case they are not 
Peirce lovers yet, will clearly perceive the harmony 
between both thinkers.

Paloma Pérez-Ilzarbe
University of Navarra

(pilzarbe@unav.es)
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BOOK REVIEW

Mark L. Jones’s Professions and Politics in Cri-
sis. Durham, North Carolina : Carolina Academ-
ic Press, 2021. ISBN: 9781531021979. Paper 
$55.00 

“It was the best of times, it was the 
worst of times, it was the age of wis-
dom, it was the age of foolishness, it 
was the epoch of belief, it was the ep-
och of incredulity, it was the season of 
Light, it was the season of Darkness, it 
was the spring of hope, it was the win-
ter of despair, we had everything before 
us, we had nothing before us, we were 
all going direct to Heaven, we were all 
going direct the other way—in short, 
the period was so far like the present 
period, that some of its noisiest au-
thorities insisted on its being received, 
for good or for evil, in the superlative 
degree of comparison only.” —Charles 
Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities,1

§1. Introduction

Is it too cliched a gesture to quote Dickens in 
epigraph, so smartly upon the opening of a book 
review? Perhaps so, in most cases. But not, I think, 
in this case—and every case is a this case, as Profes-
sor Mark L. Jones’s intriguing work, Professions and 
Politics in Crisis, reminds us. Each is a particular 
case of grasping at the Law and Justice (duly capital-
ized), and perhaps even Truth with universal intent. 
And that in the midst of largely indissolvable com-
plexities of characters, contexts, facts, intentions, 
precedents, and procedures.

Jones’s tome is a weighty case indeed. The au-
thor’s intentions and motivations are clear, consis-
tent, and, I think, intelligible to students of Michael 
Polanyi. Jones grapples with the demonstrable ex-
pressions of existential distress and confusion which 

afflict the conduct of liberal democratic (particular-
ly American) political life, with a focus upon the 
legal profession upon which the civil conduct of 
convivial life in liberal democratic societies rests.

Professor Jones ably rests his argument for the 
facticity of such crises upon both polling data and 
common observation, highlighting particular forms 
of reported existential ennui of our times, e.g., a 
lack of sense of joy at work, high levels of emotional 
and mental turmoil, and substance abuse. He em-
ploys the vast corpus of Alasdair MacIntyre (and 
behind MacIntyre the full weight of the Western 
Aristotelian and Thomistic traditions) both to (i) 
succinctly and in general terms diagnose the nature 
of the ennui on the personal, professional, and po-
litical levels; and (ii) provide a picture of a state of 
affairs in which such crises are not systematically 
cultivated and provoked.

In general terms, Jones, following MacIntyre 
and the tradition, dissects the ennui in terms of 
a lack of flourishing in the sense of the Greek eu-
daimonia. Eudaimonia is taken in the meaning pre-
sented by Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics—
that is, as a way of life that can be called flourishing 
and blessed, for it is a life spent actively cultivating 
and expressing the virtues and potentialities of a 
human being. We may briefly recall that the En-
glish “virtue” derives from the Latin virtu (more or 
less literally meaning being and acting as a mature 
man or vir). Virtu in turn translates the Greek arete, 
which means literally “excellence” in the sense of 
the excellence proper to a thing when fully and fine-
ly achieved or expressed. Jones himself prefers the 
term “excellence” to “virtue,” though the two may 
be used synonymously, as I shall do here.

Being a flourishing human being, then, is nec-
essarily to be practicing a life in accordance with 
human virtues. Preeminent among the virtues are 
those of reasoning, deliberation, and contempla-
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tion—those most like the immortal and divine, 
in Aristotle’s turn of phrase. Underlying them and 
their effective actualization, however, lie the virtues 
of character. Among the marks of an excellent, ma-
ture, or professional character and which we revisit 
with Jones are such qualities as moderation, cour-
age, prudence, generosity, friendship, and so forth.

Then, adjacent to those internal goods are the 
external natural and social goods of one’s life—
Jones’s “goods of effectiveness.” These consist main-
ly in wealth and material resources, good reputa-
tion, public honours, social recognition, and such 
imponderables as good looks and charm, good 
health, proper education, and generally being well 
favoured by fortune and birth.

Succinctly, to flourish and have a good life is to 
have the effective means to cultivate excellence and 
live virtuously. Jones’ argument puts rubber to the 
road when he takes this traditional starting point 
and asks larger questions: what are the conditions 
which must obtain for such a life to be cultivated 
personally, professionally, and politically? Jones, like 
MacIntyre, sustains that liberal democratic society 
impedes and undermines the good life, correctly 
understood. On the one side we are given the liberal 
ideals of individual preference maximization, con-
strained freedom (i.e., maximizing every individu-
al’s freedom by assuring that they don’t impede each 
other’s preference maximization), and a studied 
skepticism and neutrality with regards to “values.” 
In opposition to these, Jones and Macintyre hold 
up the counter-image of a Republic of Virtue. In 
such a Republic, life in general would be ordered in 
such a manner as to cultivate personal and collective 
excellence.

The question, though, is raised: What would 
such a Republic of Virtue be, concretely, if it is not 
to be dismissed as yet another utopian or millenar-
ian project? Does the Republic have any empirical 
reality to it?

Professor Jones ably and quite exhaustively ad-
dresses these questions. Following MacIntyre, he 

draws the reader two fleshier images. One image 
is of an existentially and collectively well-balanced 
fishing village dubbed Piscopolis. Piscopolis itself is 
nothing more than an abstract version of empirically 
existing fishing villages found in liberal social-dem-
ocratic Denmark in the 1980s. Jones’s second image 
is of Juropolis: the community of American legal 
professionals (lawyers, judges, academics, and oth-
ers). Jones bases Juropolis upon both Piscopolis and 
the actual legal community of the United States of 
America.

§2. Piscopolis—Fishing for Flourishing

In a nutshell, Piscopolis embodies an active bal-
ance and mutual attunement between one’s person-
al good and the common good. Here, because the 
specifically human good is that of the actualization 
of virtues of mind and character, a new question 
is raised. We now ask too: is there even a poten-
tial natural harmony between the personal and the 
common? If so, then how is such a harmony culti-
vated?

In approaching these questions, Jones draws the 
figures of two individuals, Drew and Cash. Drew is 
a fisherman who embodies this harmony in his dai-
ly life. Cash does not. The reasons for the dichoto-
my are illustrative and, to my mind, draw out many 
elements of Aristotelian ethics that are easily mis-
understood. To appreciate what I mean by this, it 
is helpful to describe what Jones is not doing. He is 
not positing a sort of virtuous hero in Drew. Drew 
is not a man of unusual natural gifts of character 
who has formally or informally educated himself to 
virtue. Nor is Drew a monk or classical philosopher 
whose contemplative life has ordered his soul. Nor, 
on the third hand, has he been molded into shape 
by an abstract collective or general will. Drew is a 
normal Joe. He possesses the modest schooling, liv-
ing, and work alongside others of anyone in a fairly 
tight-knit (by modern, urban, liberal-democratic 
standards), small fishing village, with the expected 
human range of positive and negative relationships 
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and foibles. Piscopolis is not an idealized collectivist 
commune.

Drew is a man of good character and common 
sense, in part due to his upbringing, in part due 
to the necessities of getting along in life. He has a 
straightforward love for his home. He has access to a 
vocation that promises a good and sustainable live-
lihood—the means of effecting a good life. He feels 
no internal or external pressure to jump ship from 
Piscopolis in pursuit of such means of effective-
ness. Moreover, on an un-muddied, un-philosophic 
level, he quite understands the deeper satisfaction 
arising from the goods of excellence, as opposed to 
the pursuit of goods of effectiveness beyond what is 
actually needed for a good life.

How did Drew cultivate such a decent char-
acter? In brief, we could say by starting out good 
(or basically, potentially good) and then being daily 
embroiled in an apprenticeship of virtue through 
his relationships. Jones here puts much emphasis 
on the relationships involved in fishing and posits a 
hard case. We assume that Drew’s reasons for join-
ing a fishing crew are pecuniary, not some heroic 
pursuit of virtue or “authenticity”. He gets on board 
as a young man because he wants to make a good 
living, and he probably has at least vague aspirations 
for a home, a stable romantic partner, and spending 
money at the end of the week. He may also have 
caretaking relationships with others, such as parents 
or siblings, which may motivate him.

Nevertheless, the actual, lived life on a small 
fishing crew is an apprenticeship not just in the 
techniques of fishing but in the character of a good 
fisherman, a reliable crewmate, and an upstanding, 
mature citizen of the village (i.e., personal, profes-
sional, and civic virtues). This is so because being on 
the same boat, and being jointly and proportionally 
responsible to the common good of the whole crew 
and its enterprise, demands a deeper and more par-
ticular cultivation of Drew’s character which inex-
tricably ties Drew’s good to the good of his fellows.

To be a good mate, Drew must be reliable. He 
must have courage on the seas. He must be prudent 
and teachable. He must be magnanimous in help-
ing to cultivate and support newer crewmates. He 
must know what he’s doing and be able to be count-
ed upon to take care of others and those they care 
for, as they would for him and for his, if injuries or 
deaths occur. All in all, the demands of becoming 
an excellent fisherman—a certain commonsense 
knowledge and the habits of good character, justice, 
friendship, and responsibility—conspire to make 
Drew a better human being.

Moreover, experience gives Drew knowledge of 
the interdependence of his crew’s excellence with 
that of the neighbouring or overlapping crafts, such 
as net-making, boat-building, and so forth for the 
overall end of hauling fish. These, in turn, rely upon 
the variety of other work and endeavours in the 
village and upon the flourishing of the village as a 
whole. Drew, as a mature man, knows that his abil-
ity to live a good life is bound up in his cultivation 
of what Jones terms virtues of independence such 
as temperance, courage, and prudence, and also vir-
tues of acknowledged dependence. These include 
his ability to give and receive generosity, give and 
accept good will and friendship, and to submit to 
the demands of justice. Maturity and excellence, 
paradoxically, demand a recognition of interde-
pendence—and particularly the humility to accept 
one’s present and future dependence in the face of 
disaster, age, disablement, and death.

§3. The Case of Fishing for Cash

Cash, by contrast, being neither intrinsical-
ly better nor worse as a human being than Drew, 
finds himself aboard a very different boat. The vessel 
which he crews is owned and operated by a large 
corporation. The overriding concern at every outing 
is the accumulation of goods of effectiveness (prof-
its) which are earmarked for investors. The bonds of 
camaraderie among the crew are noticeably looser, 
as Cash and crew find themselves as salaried em-
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ployees and the goods of excellence are tacitly sub-
ordinated to the pursuit of another’s external goods.

“Job turnover” increases on board as crewmates 
come and go. All feel less “in it together” when 
times are good or bad, as the work environment it-
self becomes less about excellence of performance 
or craft and more about efficiency and material 
accumulation. The work itself proportionally loses 
meaning, as do the relationships as they become 
more transitory and unstable. Individual fisherfolk 
on the boat are thrown onto themselves individual-
ly, for the situation and setup make it less likely that 
one can count on one’s crew to be there for oneself, 
one’s family, or each other when disaster, birth, old 
age, sickness, or death ensue.

Fish get caught, and money gets made, but 
flourishing becomes an individual exception rath-
er than the natural consequence of jointly pursuing 
the common good. Rather than hanging together, 
aboard Cash’s boat, each hangs separately.

While I have sharpened the point to make it 
clearer and pithy, it should be said that Jones’ point 
is subtler than a black and white distinction. It is 
not that Drew’s is a crew of saints and Cash’s of 
devils, nor that their relative saintliness or devilry is 
determined by abstract collective forces. Rather, it is 
the confusion of goods of effectiveness for goods of 
excellence which confuses the growth of happiness.

This confusion of ends happens simply by mak-
ing the excellence of performance, craft, and the 
person secondary to the lesser (and naturally sub-
ordinate) goods of efficiency and the accumulation 
of means. While a crew organized with a view to 
excellence may overcome a young Drew’s imma-
ture, individualistic goals through the education of 
his person, Cash’s growth is impeded. While there 
will still likely, at least for a time, be excellence and 
virtue on the job, it will have to persist in spite of 
the lack of meaningful common goods. We might 
even say that it would take heroic efforts on the part 
of a department of human resources to make up 
for the lack. If the situation aboard Cash’s boat is 

generalized across the village—as it is typically in 
a liberal-democratic state—then the psychological, 
spiritual, and civic knit loosens and develops holes.

§4. Juropolis—The Polis of the Law

That much said is about Piscopolis for the sake 
of Juropolis—Jones’s appellation for the far-flung 
fabric and network of the American legal profes-
sion. Jones’s concern with the legal profession is 
itself personal, professional, and political. Person-
ally, he is a professor of law and is concerned by 
the statistics revealing deep anomie amongst his col-
leagues. Professionally, he has concerns about deg-
radations in the achievement and even maintenance 
of excellence of his profession, particularly as the 
pursuit of the goods of effectiveness begins to drive 
its direction. 

Politically, Jones is concerned for the legal pro-
fession because its purpose of seeking the Law and 
rendering Justice for society as a whole is crucial for 
mitigating, if not rectifying, the problems of lib-
eral-democratic culture and the liberal-democratic 
state. In this, Jones echoes Alexis de Toqueville’s 
famous observation in Democracy in America that 
the legal profession in the USA was that persistent 
aristocracy of virtue or merit which steered the de-
mocracy away from its worst inclinations.

The essence of Jones’ discourse on Juropolis 
is a laying out of its four constituent groups and 
the challenges which beset each. The four interde-
pendent foundations of Juropolis are judges, law-
yers, scholars, and legal councillors to legislators. 
The place of each in relation to each other and the 
whole of Juropolis is straightforward. Legal coun-
cillors aid in shaping the form and content of leg-
islation. Scholars both educate on and contemplate 
the Law and Justice as universal standards. Lawyers 
debate them on behalf of their clients. Judges listen, 
deliberate, and attempt to render Justice under the 
Law in the unique cases before them. This service 
of open-ended deliberation, contention, and seek-
ing is, we might say, a tradition of transcendence 
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in which the substance of Justice and the good is 
ever expected to emerge in infinite future manifes-
tations.

Still, this is the ideal, and as both Polanyians 
and Aristotelians would recognize, the achievement 
of the best possible good can be marred by failures 
or corruptions at an underlying comprehensive lay-
er of knowing and being. In the case of Juropolis, 
Jones notes various ways in which goods and means 
of effectiveness are either lacking (thereby under-
mining goods of excellence) or else have subtly or 
not so subtly supplanted the goal of excellence al-
together.

Too much concern with wealth on the part of 
firms, crushing student debt loads, stifling case-
loads, and other problems of distributive justice 
are one set of problems affecting each party of Ju-
ropolis from the inside. Pressure to submit to the 
willfulness of legislators, in spite of the Law, and a 
notable hesitancy to engage in pro bono services—
thus making Justice inaccessible to many citizens—
are two other notable factors marring the sense of 
meaningfulness of the legal profession on both the 
personal and collective levels.

As Jones argues persuasively, the travailles of the 
legal profession are the problems of liberal-demo-
cratic states as a whole. When functioning at its best, 
or near best, Juropolis adds a leaven of transcenden-
tal tension to the lump of liberal-democratic soci-
ety, which might otherwise slide towards anomie or 
majoritarian tyranny. Thus does the legal profession 
as a whole serve the greater commonwealth.

One matter which Jones does well to point 
out, and Polanyi scholars might note, is the sub-

tle undermining of virtue and meaning in life (i.e. 
moral inversion) which may arise with a widespread 
or institutionalized misdirection of energies. One 
cannot “hang together” and show natural and in-
terdependent concern for oneself, one’s crew, and 
the common good without the means, a proper un-
derstanding of human ends, and institutions which 
foster, or at least don’t impede, the flower of virtue.

Jones thus shows the subtle, less dramatic ways 
in which lesser forms of moral inversion may man-
ifest—forms less flagrant than Polanyi’s Minotaur 
or quotidian nihilism but still concerning for all 
that. Jones does not seem of the opinion that his 
colleagues, students, or fellow citizens are by and 
large “humans masked as beasts” in Polanyi’s turn 
of phrase. Rather, he seeks to indicate that his pro-
fession’s traditional pursuit of the goals of excellence 
is impeded or corrupted by very specific issues, re-
quiring specific treatments and remedies in order to 
restore health.

All in all, Jones’ diagnostic and prescriptive 
skills are put to good use. He deploys MacIntyre’s 
tremendous corpus alongside the facts and find-
ings of the law profession’s own assessment of it-
self to craft a tome which is exceedingly thorough 
and joins theoretical and practical understanding to 
good ends. Concerned practitioners of other pro-
fessions and trades may do well to follow the model 
which he has drafted—particularly if they are con-
cerned to affect positive, pragmatic changes for the 
common good of their fellows.

Colin Cordner
ccordner@connect.carleton.ca
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BOOK REVIEW

Donovan O. Schaefer. Wild Experiment: Feeling 
Science and Secularism after Darwin. Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2022. ISBN 978-1-
4780-1562-8. Paper $28.95. 

The experience of reading Wild Experiment is like 
riding an academic rollercoaster. Donovan O. Schae-
fer deftly guides the reader through affect theory, 
Western philosophy, secularism studies, conspiracy 
theory, psychology, Darwin and Darwinism, New 
Atheism…and more! This may sound overly ambi-
tious, but Schaefer is a competent guide. An over-
riding thesis supplies the common thread through 
each area: the thinking/feeling binary is false. This 
thesis is obviously of great interest to those interest-
ed in Michael Polanyi, and Schaefer even considers 
himself to be building on Polanyi’s discussion of the 
‘intellectual passions’ in Personal Knowledge. In this 
review, I will outline the book (as much as possible 
given its range), discuss the material of particular 
interest to this journal, and finally offer an overall 
evaluation. 

The book is divided into two parts. The first 
part articulates Schaefer’s overriding thesis by ex-
amining its philosophical roots and then its sub-
sequent development in affect studies, secularism 
studies, and contemporary psychology. The second 
part uses the insights from these chapters to illumi-
nate several case studies related to Darwinism. First, 
he details how emotions drove Darwin’s pursuit of 
the theory of natural selection and how Darwin-
ism was received and defended by characters like 
Thomas Huxley. Next, he examines the infamous 
1925 Scopes Trial, dispelling myths about charac-
ters on both sides while contrasting the reception 
of Darwinism there with the tactics of Darwin and 
Huxley. He then turns to a more contemporary 
movement: how New Atheism shows the signs of 
“secular conspiracy theory,” despite seeming like an 
innocuous ideology of rational humanism. 

Throughout the book, Schaefer shows how 
both thinking and feeling are present in every kind 
of knowledge-production, from religion to science. 
But his thesis is even more radical. Not only are 
thinking and feeling always intertwined, but there 
is no thinking without feeling—they are two sides 
of the same coin (28). He highlights the experience 
of the “click,” the pleasurable feeling when infor-
mation coalesces, as the driver of learning: “Math, 
science, history, philosophy, and all other forms of 
formalized knowledge-making are scaled-up ver-
sions of this micro-level delight in the subtle click 
of things coming together” (3).

Cogency theory is the term Schaefer uses to re-
fer to analysis taking this thesis as a starting point, 
as opposed to the hitherto (implicitly) accepted 
cogitation theory. Cogency highlights the felt pull 
of information, the ways our confidence in beliefs 
is shaped by affective forces on a spectrum. In con-
trast, cogitation theory, the dominant (though often 
only tacitly held) theory of knowledge-production, 
sees beliefs as the binary (yes/no) result of mechan-
ical reasoning. 

In Schaefer’s words, this is the “small argument” 
of the book (6). The big argument, and what the 
bulk of the book is dedicated to, is that cogency 
theory explains both truth and falsehood in knowl-
edge-production. Unlike cogitation theory, where 
good reasoning is an explanation for truth and bad 
reasoning for falsehood, cogency theory admits that 
true and false beliefs have the same causes. What 
distinguishes good science from outlandish conspir-
acy theory, for instance, is not that the former has 
always reasoned coldly while the latter is possessed 
by emotion. To give a quick counterexample, many 
9/11 conspiracy theories involve specialized, eso-
teric knowledge about jet-engine fuel and the heat 
capacity of steel beams, and defenders might plausi-
bly know more true facts about the science involved 



Tradition & Discovery: The Journal of the Polanyi Society 51	 © 2025 by the Polanyi Society63

than the average person. Rather, the difference lies 
in their styles of thinking: the different ways in 
which the emotional landscape has been set up to 
generate satisfying clicks. The 9/11 truther proba-
bly holds beliefs about the US government which 
make an inquiry into the structural engineering feel 
reasonable, confirming their preexisting beliefs in a 
way which feels objective.

In contrast, science is usually practiced in what 
William James calls a ‘strenuous mood’ (48-49), or 
a tension between the emotions of excitement with 
those of caution. Schaefer wants to understand the 
distinction between science and pseudoscience, or 
conspiracism, in these terms. The sense of science is 
a disposition scientists cultivate to maintain an ago-
nism between the excitement of clicks and the social 
pressure to get things right (23-24). In conspiracy 
thinking, this tension tends to be absent, and so 
the chase of satisfying clicks is not tempered by any 
constraints. What merely feels true is placed on too 
high a pedestal. Nonetheless, both styles of thinking 
are driven by clicks: “Our bodies are truth-chasers 
only because of our capacity to feel it” (24). 

One of the ways Schaefer applies cogency 
theory throughout the book is by looking at how 
conspiracism and racialized reason, both of which 
are understood as propelled by affect, pervade var-
ious academic and popular discourses. Like con-
spiracism, racialized reason refers to the process 
by which racist affects configure the operation of 
rationality, covering racist ideas in neutral, objec-
tive-sounding clothes. This is another recurring 
theme in the book: given that feeling is so close to 
thinking, it is also always close to “our secretly sa-
vored prejudices” (29). Schaefer frequently cites the 
mere exposure effect, the idea in psychology that 
people tend to prefer the familiar, as one mecha-
nism by which reason can be racialized (110). Ac-
cording to cogency theory, both conspiracism and 
racism artificially simplify the world by promoting 
theories which produce the most clicks with their 
own bodies’ preexisting emotional inclinations. In 

a nutshell, this covers the main arguments of the 
book. But it leaves out the wealth of sources and 
examples Schaefer uses to argue his case. I cannot 
evaluate them all here, so I will focus instead on the 
more directly Polanyi-related content.

In Schaefer’s introductory essay to the book, he 
makes interesting use of Polanyi to frame his project. 
He persuasively argues that the neglect of emotions 
in the philosophy of science is due to the overshad-
owing of Polanyi by Thomas Kuhn (17).1 For all the 
similarities between Polanyi and Kuhn (emphasis 
on skill, the social dimension, frameworks and par-
adigms, the problem of incommensurability), Kuhn 
did not pick up on Polanyi’s discussion of intellectu-
al passions. This neglect has, in turn, made Polanyi’s 
discussion of passions in science seem mystical or 
irrelevant to many readers. Schaefer puts the point 
nicely: “But Polanyi’s theory of science is anything 
but mystical. It’s just that it’s organized around, in 
his words, the intellectual passions—and these have 
been so badly neglected in Western philosophy that 
they look, to some, like ethereal intuitions rather 
than extensions of our embodied life” (15). This is 
a hopeful starting point, and Schaefer promises that 
cogency theory will be “expanding Polanyi’s inven-
tory of intellectual passions” (18).

Yet Schaefer develops Polanyi’s thought in a di-
rection which would have likely been surprising to 
its author. While Polanyi acknowledged the fallibil-
ity of emotions in science, he focused on their in-
tellectual, or epistemic, functions. Despite agreeing 
with Polanyi on this point, Schaefer spends more 
time examining how feelings harmfully motivate 
reasoning. In this regard, this book is a useful com-
plement for Polanyi scholars, filling in some gaps in 
Polanyi’s (arguably too-optimistic) analysis. On the 
other hand, Schaefer does not go into detail about 
the right use of emotions in science or elsewhere, 
settling for broad descriptions of the sense of sci-
ence, that necessary agonism of hot and cold emo-
tions. 
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In his chapter on Darwin for instance, there is 
little discussion of how specific emotions played an 
epistemic role in his discovery of the mechanism of 
natural selection, and more focus on how his ideas 
were promulgated and received, and on the affective 
profile of Darwin himself (140). Schaefer also dis-
cusses how different configurations of feeling influ-
ence the reception of the same ideas by contrasting 
Darwin’s more tempered approach with the frenzy 
surrounding the Scopes Trial (171-72). These are, 
however, relatively uncontroversial roles for emo-
tion; they can still be conceptually divorced from 
the logical justification of Darwinism itself. In Po-
lanyi’s terms, it focuses on the persuasive function 
of intellectual passions without paying much atten-
tion to the selective and heuristic functions, which 
are involved in the discovery (not just promotion 
and reception) of scientific theories (PK, 142-58). I 
think Polanyi’s approach, which focuses on the spe-
cific cases where emotions play an epistemic role in 
the nitty-gritty of scientific problem-solving, does 
more to break down the thinking/feeling binary. 
That said, Schaefer certainly expands on the persua-
sive function of intellectual passions in this book, 
and in doing so he counters oversimplistic analy-
ses of the reception of Darwinism, illuminating the 
“cat’s cradle between scientific secularism, emotion, 
and racialized reason” (171) involved.

As I read the book, another question kept gnaw-
ing at me: how much is Schaefer a victim of his own 
thesis? To say what I mean, I’ll use an example of his 
that I really liked, about how the culture of critique 
in secular society, the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’, 
is itself a kind of conspiracism (95-102). Primarily 
drawing on the work of critical theorist Eve Kosof-
sky Sedgwick, Schaefer argues that critique is often 
done in a mood which “always finds the most suspi-
cious, most paranoid answer to be the most cogent” 
(99). It results in ‘paranoid reading’, which takes 
great pleasure in unmasking the hidden intentions 
behind a text. While critique is a powerful tool, it 
can become an addiction. Sedgwick proposes that 

this paranoid reading be counterbalanced with what 
she calls ‘reparative reading’: a passionate, open en-
counter with a text in the hope that it will teach 
us something (96-97). Both styles are mood-driven, 
and hence Schaefer (sounding like Polanyi) calls for 
the proper balance between the affects of suspicion 
and optimism: “Education, in all its formal and 
informal modes, is about training and cultivating 
these intellectual dispositions” (98). 

But Schaefer’s own application of cogency 
theory seems to involve much of this suspicious 
mood, the very paranoid style that he criticized. 
It risks being a kind of conspiracism itself, which 
finds our “secretly savored prejudices” behind most 
of contemporary culture. No doubt he is aware of 
this, given his above discussion of critique. And to 
be clear, I think much of his analysis is plausible: 
the last chapter on the islamophobia motivating 
much of the New Atheist movement is an inter-
esting case in point. However, assessing when and 
to what extent such motivated reasoning is present 
will always itself be a product of motivated reason-
ing. This is just a corollary of cogency theory. There 
is no neutral point of view from which to judge, 
only a more epistemically virtuous interplay of af-
fect from which we think. Different actors will have 
different standards for the appropriate tensions 
between hot and cold affects, so appealing to the 
presence of emotional agonism alone is insufficient. 
In what proportions? When are the different moods 
appropriate? I wish Schaefer had said more about 
truth-conducive affects and how we could learn to 
recognize them. 

I think the seeds of an answer are in his epi-
logue. In our age of skepticism and science denial-
ism, Schaefer sees in cogency theory the potential 
to reignite a passion for truth. Striking a Polanyian 
chord, he claims “the urgent task in front of us is 
learning how to move with confidence through a 
world where certainty is impossible, but resolute 
action is vital” (236). To do so, “academics, for our 
part, can reaffirm a commitment to truth as central 
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to scholarship” (ibid.). In this regard, Schaefer is 
clearly an heir to Polanyi’s project.

In summary, this is an exciting book which 
complements Polanyi’s work in both constructive 
and challenging ways. It hosts a wealth of resources 
for further examining the role of emotion in science 
and society and is particularly insightful in its ex-
amination of conspiracism. While Polanyi often fo-
cuses on the selective and heuristic function of pas-
sions in science, Schaefer focuses on the domain of 
persuasion in science and culture generally. Reading 

both authors together is sure to be fruitful in devel-
oping a nuanced view of the relationship between 
thinking and feeling. 

Damon Kutzin 
dtk23@cam.ac.uk

Endnote

1 Here he makes use of a couple articles from this journal 
(Jacobs [2006] and Moleski [2006]).
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A REVIEW ESSAY OF “THE METAPHYSICS OF MICHAEL 
POLANYI: TOWARD A POST-CRITICAL PLATONISM”  

BY MARTIN TURKIS II

Dale Cannon

§1. Introduction and review

I am honored and humbled by being welcomed to serve in this review of Martin’s book, in part because 
some things that I myself have published on the shift from the critical to the post-critical orientation have 
figured so prominently in Martin’s overall argument. But more so because I believe it represents (1) a major 
breakthrough in Polanyi studies (nothing like it has been written before), (2) a breakthrough in Platonic 
philosophy, and (3) a breakthrough in contemporary metaphysics.

The book is extraordinarily well written. Though it does introduce some unfamiliar terminology (jar-
gon), it does not get a reader bogged down. This book doesn’t read like a typical PhD dissertation turned 
into a book, which it is; it is a pleasure to read. Being a secondary language arts teacher contributes to 
Martin’s skills as a good communicator. Regular periodic summaries and reviews help a great deal with 
comprehension.

In regard to more substantial considerations, I want first to say that Martin has understood well this 
theme of the shift from the critical to the post-critical in Polanyi’s thought and its implications. Its signif-
icance has often been overlooked and, at times, I am sorry to say, been barely taken notice of by Polanyi 
interpreters. But not Martin, for as I have read and come to understand his book, I find that the shift to the 
post-critical is foundational for virtually every one of the major conceptual moves that make up Martin’s 
account of Polanyi’s metaphysics; for example, 

(1) his clear conceptualization of Polanyi’s “Copernican Realism” (and his differentiation 
of this interpretation from other versions of Polanyi’s realism among Polanyi interpreters), 
which for him “bridge[s] the gap between speculative metaphysics and scientific practices” 
(vii)—for both in Polanyi’s understanding give access to metaphysical reality; 

(2) his reconciliation of the disparate, unsystematic comments that Polanyi makes of a 
metaphysical nature and his drawing out and filling in the gaps (and at times Martin’s 
modification) of Polanyi’s incompletely articulated metaphysics, demonstrating (once de-
veloped, cleaned up, and refined) that it is coherent, comprehensive, and sensible through 
and through; 

(3) his overcoming of the modern prejudice of twentieth-century Analytic Philosophy 
against any attempt at serious metaphysics in our day; 

(4) his manner of dialectically bringing Polanyi’s ideas into fruitful philosophical conversa-
tion with other contemporary metaphysical theories of realism (more on this theme below); 



Tradition & Discovery: The Journal of the Polanyi Society 51	 © 2025 by the Polanyi Society67

(5) his drawing forth from this exploratory investigation into speculative metaphysics an 
understanding of how it is possible to have both a flat ontology of comprehensive entities 
and a hierarchy of metaphysically emergent orders constituting the evolution of life in all 
of its forms as well as mereological hierarchical relationships between subsidiary particulars 
and comprehensive forms within “comprehensive entities” (which is Polanyi’s primary on-
tological category); 

(6) his demonstration of how the notorious fact-value dichotomy in metaphysics can be 
overcome and a place found for telos or purpose and for meaning in our understanding of 
nature (more on this theme below); 

(7) his creative reinterpretations of both Plato’s and Aristotle’s metaphysical ideas, with the 
help of the Neoplatonic interpretation of each; and 

(8) his reconciliation and harmonization of Aristotle and Plato on the subject of universals. 

It is amazing to me how in Martin’s hands, this shift from the critical to the post-critical contributes to 
a resolution of what has seemed for centuries to be irreconcilable metaphysical orientations and insoluble 
metaphysical conundrums. In Martin’s hands it opens up new horizons of reasoning about metaphysical 
issues; indeed, it opens up a new epoch for creative advances in fundamental philosophy and not just in 
Polanyi studies. Martin reveals how Michael Polanyi (accompanied by Martin’s refinements, interpretations, 
and commentary) is a much greater and more serious philosopher than many of us have realized.

There has been a long-standing controversy in Polanyi studies concerning how much and to what ex-
tent Polanyi’s philosophy is Platonist. Martin has answered this question more clearly than any previous 
interpreter of Polanyi’s thought, not just in one respect but in many. Notice how Martin did so: it required 
challenging a number of taken-for-granted conceptions of Plato’s philosophy in recent and contemporary 
philosophy (including Polanyi scholarship) by digging deeply into, and refreshing his understanding of, 
the best scholarship on Plato’s thought (some of which was centuries old in the Neo-Platonic tradition but 
also very recent historical scholarship as well) to identify mainstream strands of Plato’s thought which de-
molish stereotypical preconceptions (for example, of Plato’s alleged “Two Worlds” view) but also turn out 
to correspond deeper than they first appeared on the surface with Polanyi’s metaphysical convictions. This 
is first-rate creative philosophical scholarship, and we readers of Martin’s thesis are privileged to witness 
it. (The same is true of Martin’s challenge to taken-for-granted conceptions of Aristotle’s philosophy to be 
found in Polanyi studies and elsewhere.) One could also say that Martin has brought out how Plato in many 
respects anticipates Polanyi’s thought—i.e., that Plato, post-critically considered and interpreted, can be said 
to be Polanyian. Indeed, Martin’s thesis opens up a huge new horizon of creative research in Post-Critical 
Platonism.

§2. Questions for Martin

(1) How does Polanyi’s post-critical perspective serve to open up for us (a) a way to understand how 
science empirically has access to reality in its metaphysical transcendence, (b) a way to understand how 
philosophical reasoning about first principles has access to metaphysical reality in its transcendence; and 
(c) a way to understand how these two avenues of access to metaphysical reality (making up what Martin 



Tradition & Discovery: The Journal of the Polanyi Society 51		  © 2025 by the Polanyi Society68

calls Polanyi’s Copernican Realism) are convergent? I believe Martin answers this question in his book, but 
I would like him to explain it more simply and straightforwardly in his own words.

(2) An area of recent philosophical discussion of issues in metaphysical realism is what has come to be 
called the “Critical Realism” movement in sociological theory. It has been around for some time now, and 
it is puzzling to me that Martin does not take it up in his book. It first arose in the middle of the last cen-
tury, I believe, in the writings of Oxford philosopher Rom Harré in his attempts to explain the concept of 
causation in natural science. Roy Bhaskar, Harré’s student and later a philosopher in his own right, has writ-
ten a great deal to promote “Critical Realism” as a contemporary movement in mainstream sociological the-
ory in opposition to positivist and constructivist tendencies that oppose metaphysical realism in sociology 
and other disciplines in the social sciences. Because of its widespread adoption and notoriety, it only seems 
right that Martin explain how Polanyi’s account of realism relates to it. From my limited understanding, I 
believe that Polanyi’s account and Bhaskar’s account (and presumably Harré’s) are quite compatible with 
one another. Polanyi’s “post-critical” take on these matters may not be entirely compatible with Bhaskar’s 
“critical realism,” though I believe that they are. Whether they are or not needs clarifying.

(3) Martin claims that Polanyi not only rejects the “fact-value” dichotomy (that goes back to eigh-
teenth-century British Empiricism) but that in significant respects he demolishes it. “Factual reality (even 
material, non-living things) objectively considered” is no longer to be entertained as “value free” or “mean-
ingless.” Meaning, as Martin puts it, in Polanyi’s metaphysics “goes all the way down.” I would like Martin 
to explain how this dichotomy as it has come down to us is the result, according to Polanyi’s post-critical 
perspective, of a fundamental misconception or distortion of the nature of reality and a scientific knowledge 
of it. Where, and specifically how, does the dichotomy get things wrong? (It might be well worth it to link 
this misconception up with how the so-called “extractionist” attitude that characterized the rise of Capital-
ism toward natural resources as well as how “property” came to be understood.)

Bruno Latour, in his We Have Never Been Modern (1995), traces how the conception of what it is to be 
modern in modern intellectual culture historically emerged in a controversy in the Royal Society in the sev-
enteenth century between Thomas Hobbes and Robert Boyle. Latour’s account may be usefully relevant to 
Martin as he recounts this development. Latour identifies the issue in terms of a radical disjunction between 
“nature” (the subject of the new natural sciences) and “culture” (the product of human meaning-making) 
and a corresponding taboo against mixing the two that gets entrenched in modern thinking. It is important 
to realize what Polanyi’s metaphysical view is up against and to recognize how deeply lie the conceptual roots 
of the ideas which he opposes.

(4) Polanyi’s post-critical metaphysics reintroduces the conceptions of, and distinction between, formal 
cause and final cause that have long been out of favor. How is it that Polanyi’s metaphysics, as Martin has 
articulated it, succeeds in not only reintroducing them but granting them a new kind of respectability and 
undeniability?

(5) To my thinking there are some other, lesser matters that could also bear clarification.

(a) Martin claims in a number of places that Polanyi’s emergentism is “plausibly reductive” in 
Thomas Nagel’s sense. I would like to have further clarified what “plausibly reductive” means in this 
sense. Martin in his book seems to shy away from taking up a full discussion of “emergence” in Polanyi’s 
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thought. I would like to have Martin explain more clearly what the issue is, and in what respects “emer-
gence” in Polanyi’s thinking turns out to be reductive and in what respect not, and what consequences 
follow from Polanyi’s position on this matter.

(b) Although the term “mereological” is used several times in the book, I do not remember encoun-
tering it before and it still remains somewhat unclear in my mind. I would like Martin to explain what 
precisely “mereological” means, as distinct from (yet somehow related to) ontological and metaphysical.
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THE ECLIPSE OF THE PERSONAL?  
AFFIRMATIONS, PROPOSALS, AND QUESTIONS

Vincent M. Colapietro

§1. Introduction

Martin E. Turkis II has written an engaging, erudite, and illuminating study of Michael Polanyi. I 
suspect it will prove in time to be an important work, a reference point for future scholarship. He properly 
urges us to take philosophers and the traditions in which they are rooted seriously in the manner articulated 
by Stephen R. L. Clark: “taking a philosophical tradition seriously requires that we move beyond textual 
criticism of the canonical works themselves and explore and develop the implications of such a tradition of 
thought for those of us here and now” (Turkis 2024, 224). Doing so, in Clark’s own words, “can still inspire 
us in ways that Plato [or Polanyi] himself did not write down, nor even (perhaps) imagine” (2015, 250).

This is just right. Everything of course depends on how this exploration is carried out. The exigency to 
identify and explore these implications prompts me to see his project as “primarily an intervention in Po-
lanyi studies” (2024, 221). In Turkis’s judgment, the failure of so many of Polanyi’s admirers to appreciate 
(1) the metaphysical character of his post-critical undertaking (his contribution extends beyond epistemol-
ogy) and (2) the implied1 Platonic character of this metaphysics itself makes this intervention necessary.2 He 
is for the most part trying to reconstruct a metaphysical Polanyi squarely in the Platonic tradition but, in 
several places, endeavoring to go beyond this by laying out his own position.3

One of the chapters4 (“Polanyi’s Copernican Realism: Content, Reception, and Relation to Three Con-
temporary Realisms”) is devoted to a detailed, in-depth engagement with Ontic Structural Realism (OSR), 
Objected-Oriented Ontology (OOO), and Neo-Aristotelianism. Turkis’s exposition of these rival approach-
es is informed and charitable but ultimately critical. In this chapter (pp. 51ff.), the author’s goal is to show 
how Polanyi’s Copernican realism5 is, on balance, a more tenable form of realism that these three contem-
porary forms. This chapter concludes by stressing, “Polanyi’s epistemological project is deeply intertwined 
with his particular brand of metaphysical realism—a realism which affirms our ability to make contact 
with and grasp real reality, if only partially, by means of both philosophical reflection on first principles and 
empirical observation”6 (107). The critical task undertaken in the second substantive chapter inaugurates in 
the following chapters a series of reconstructive and indeed constructive tasks in which one of the principal 
objectives is to show Polanyi’s relevance to metaphysics but also the incompleteness of what can be gleaned 
from his writings. While Polanyi’s notion of emergence is pushed to the periphery, his concept of field is 
central to the reconstruction of Polanyi as a full-blown Platonist.7

To be is, Turkis asserts near the outset of this study, to mean.8 He returns to this pivotal point several 
times later. “We meet here,” Polanyi in 1963 wrote for a revised edition of Science, Faith, and Society, “a new 
definition of reality” (quoted by Turkis, 53).9 The real

is that which is expected to reveal itself indeterminately on the future. Hence an explicit 
statement can bear on reality only by virtue of the tacit coefficient associated with it. This 
conception of reality and of the tacit knowing of reality underlies all by writing.10 (Polanyi 
1964, 6; quoted in Turkis, 53; cf. Rescher)
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Near the conclusion of the last substantive chapter (“Aristotle, Plato, and Polanyi on Access to Forms” 
[pp. 201ff.], Turkis at a climactic moment asserts that Polanyi’s “potential fields of potentiality…serve as the 
anchor for intelligibility and hence [for] meaning” (217).11 They, Turkis proposes, are “best understood as 
the net of Forms along with the shaping power they exert over the unfolding of actualized entities (in other 
words, their functioning as constitutive causes)” (217-18).

To be is to mean, and, in turn, meaning is ultimately a function of the Forms (on this account, a purely 
objective reality, not irreducibly personal acts, commitments, and practices, ultimately secures intelligibility 
and meaning).

Turkis offers a strong statement of his Platonic stance: while “the actualization of our explicit awareness 
of the universal is logically subsequent to our contact with an appropriate sensible particular,” the instan-
tiation of the Form itself “is made possible by the relevant Forms, which exist actually with or without 
actualized instantiations” (Turkis 2014, 239).12 Of course, Turkis is aware that some will “object that the 
universal is merely epistemological and does not deserve ontological status.” His reply to such an objection 
is immediate and unequivocal: “to exist is to mean” and “to exist at all is to be a comprehensive entity. This is 
all that is necessary for a place in our ontology” (239). These explications of “to be is to mean” are suggestive 
and unquestionably helpful, but the claim invites a fuller explication than it receives. I suspect meaning here 
means intelligibility (or cognizability13).

In a later chapter, moreover, Turkis helpfully reminds his readers that Polanyi was influenced by Dor-
othy Emmett’s The Nature of Metaphysical Thinking (London: Macmillan & Co., 1945). I wonder if we 
ought to use an analogical understanding of meaning to illuminate an analogical understanding of being. In 
explicating the claim that “to be is to mean,” this might be helpful, especially in our endeavors to interpret a 
thinker such as Polanyi, that is, one keenly attuned to critical differentiations of integrated meanings.

None of my praise should be taken to signal unqualified agreement with all of Turkis’s fundamental 
claims or all of his main arguments. While explicit in stating his aims and painstaking in making his case 
(and, on both scores, there is hardly anything to fault), there remain crucial questions regarding the basic na-
ture of Turkis’s hermeneutic project. One way to make this clear is to use an expression from parliamentary 
procedure. Is the author of The Metaphysics of Michael Polanyi offering a “friendly amendment” to the author 
of, above all, Personal Knowledge, one he can reasonably expect would be accepted by Polanyi were he alive 
today? Even if we could resurrect Polanyi and pose this question to him, and if he rejected this amendment 
as friendly, that does not decide the issue. Many would no doubt quickly conclude: So much the worse for 
the interpretation defended by Turkis in The Metaphysics of Michael Polanyi and elsewhere. But it would not 
be unreasonable to say: So much the worse for Polanyi for failing to see how a lacuna mars his project.

§2. Forms and Emergence

It is obvious that Turkis holds that Polanyi needs Plato and, specifically, needs an ontology of more than 
purely immanent Forms. Aristotle’s doctrine of forms as it is ordinarily understood is, in Turkis’s judgment, 
insufficient; only Plato’s doctrine will do. That is, Polanyi’s epistemology needs Plato’s ontology, but, Turkis 
assures us, this would not commit Polanyi to a two-world theory (see, e.g., 2024, 192). How would Polanyi 
greet such a claim, as a friendly amendment or otherwise? What in his writings would provide interpreters 
with evidence to take Turkis’s proposal as fulfilling Polanyi’s deepest, if possibly unavowed or unexpressed, 
intentions and aspirations? 
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What tends to get lost in Turkis’s account of Polanyi’s project is, from my perspective, the personal and, 
inseparably tied to this, the ethical. That is, there is the danger that the transcendent and immaterial tend 
to eclipse the personal and the ethical. Both terms with which I am concerned are indeed formally acknowl-
edged, but neither informs and animates Turkis’s interpretation as much as other concerns. What also tends 
to get lost is Polanyi’s explicit and repeated espousal of a concept of emergence, about which Turkis has 
misgivings (or simply a low regard for what others find innovative and illuminating). In any event, there is 
something “scholastic” about his book, both in an admirable and possibly a disparaging sense. Peirce, a great 
admirer of the medieval schoolmen, stressed that there is a thoroughness and attention to detail, and also a 
disposition to put theses to the text, which is characteristic of the scholastics (CP, 132). There is, alas, also 
the tendency bemoaned by William James: “In a subject like philosophy it is really fatal to lose connection 
with the open air of human nature, and to think in terms of shop tradition only” (13). Thus, it becomes 
imperative to avoid merely playing “the professorial game”—for philosophers “to think and write from each 
other and for each other and at each other exclusively.” To some extent, this is of course unavoidable and 
indeed justifiable. Turkis is however principally responding to other interpreters (e.g., Walter Gulick, Phil 
Mullins, and Esther Meek) and to other authors more generally (e.g., James Ladyman [OSR], Graham Har-
man [OOO], and William Simpson [Contemporary Hylomorphism]), with not a great deal of attention 
paid to the range of phenomena ultimately relevant to the assessment of these rival heuristic frameworks. 
In general, regarding Polanyi himself, Turkis clearly gets this. For example, he in his biographical account 
at the outset of the book notes that Polanyi’s “rejection of positivism and pure empiricism along with sus-
tained attention to the beliefs, values, methods [also traditions of connoisseurship?], and phenomenological 
experiences of real scientists at work in the scientific community would ultimately drive Polanyi toward 
his development of a post-critical philosophy” (2024, 12). Later, he insightfully—brilliantly—notes that 
“Polanyi’s heuristics of discovery [was] developed in the phenomenological light of his own experience in 
physical chemistry” (2024, 44). But Turkis does not follow Polanyi’s example: his engagement is, to too great 
an extent, simply with the words of others, not with phenomena themselves.14

Take a single example: the formation and demise and, let us hope, regeneration of coral reefs. How 
are we to explain these phenomena? The emergence of living beings from inanimate matter and the pro-
digious forms of terrestrial life, including these sites of incredible biodiversity, are precisely the kind of 
phenomena to which Polanyi’s own attention was drawn time and again. In the second half of the nine-
teenth century and throughout the next century, into the twenty-first, what we witness is a dramatic shift 
from an understanding of nature controlled by Newtonian physics to one animated by an appreciation of 
life, as an emergent yet irreducible phenomenon. Part of Polanyi’s historical significance is that he makes a 
powerful contribution to this dramatic shift. To read him in abstraction from this history, to approach him 
principally in terms of intersecting debates among contemporary philosophers, with little or no regard for 
important debates in present-day science, seems to be deeply at odds with his character, temperament, and 
aspirations. Moreover, a full defense of Turkis’s ambitious project ultimately requires a detailed, in-depth 
engagement with the obvious alternative to a top-down Platonism—one or another of the more tenable 
forms of emergentism, holding out the promise of showing how self-assembling systems or networks are 
explicable without appealing to transcendent forms. Such a defense might however fall outside the scope 
of his initial effort to establish the plausibility of his present undertaking. Even so, to make the case in a 
completely persuasive manner for his Platonic stance without squarely confronting the strongest forms of 
emergent naturalism falls somewhat short of the immanent demands of philosophical dialectic (demands 
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nowhere more dramatically exhibited than in Plato’s Dialogues!). And one must meet these demands in the 
teeth of the phenomena themselves.15

To some, my calling attention to the natural phenomenon of coral reefs will seem beside the point. To 
others, it will be a welcome reminder of the human and trans-human stakes in even the most seemingly ab-
struse philosophical debates (Midgley 2017, 43-49).16 Are we to fiddle while the Earth burns, or are we to do 
metaphysics with the smell of the conflagration in our nostrils, with our eyes itching from particulate matter 
emanating from thousands of miles away?17 The children of Vico, Nietzsche, James, Dewey, Collingwood,18 
Ortega, and indeed Polanyi will incline in one direction, the progeny of (on a certain reading) Parmenides, 
Pythagoras, and Plato in the opposite.19 

“Philosophical articulation is,” as John E. Smith notes,

inescapably dialectical in the precise sense that it requires a critical arena of discussion 
within which it is possible to determine how much a proposed categorial scheme can actu-
ally interpret in comparison with alternative schemes of the same logical type of articula-
tion. Unfortunately, as happens too frequently, the discussion does not advance to the level 
where comparison between actual philosophical proposals is possible because all the effort 
is going into determining the entrance requirement. (1971, 609-10)

Critical philosophy involves the indefinite postponing of a direct confrontation of rival frameworks because 
all the effort is expending on securing the possibility for such a confrontation. In contrast, post-critical phi-
losophy elaborates in detail the comparative merits of rival heuristic frameworks. Phenomena of life, history, 
and rationality are explained in one manner by non-reductivist naturalists and in a very different manner 
by Platonists. The devil (or divine) is in the detail. What are the comparative strengths and weaknesses in 
these rival heuristic frameworks? Making the case for a framework, on high, without comparing it to rivals 
stands in marked contrast to making the case, on the ground of the phenomena themselves, in a formally 
comparative manner. This is one of the virtues of The Metaphysics of Michael Polanyi: the author is taking 
pains to compare it to rival theories, and to some extent he is doing so in reference to phenomena (not least 
of all the phenomena most directly pertaining to the discovering of reality and, at least by implication, the 
apprehension of meaning in its diverse forms).

Turkis is, without question, a better-informed commentator on Polanyi than I am, knowing more 
intimately and widely the secondary literature. And he takes care to situate his interpretation vis-à-vis the 
approaches of others. He is quick to note, “Polanyi explicitly develops a version of emergence theory” (112, 
note #1). (Is it significant that the acknowledgment of such a central aspect of Polanyi’s implicit metaphysics 
is to be found in a footnote?) “It is,” he adds, “unsurprising that some interpreters of Polanyi’s work, such 
as Lowney and Gulick, emphasize emergence as of central importance, while others…do not.” Turkis im-
mediately adds, “I myself am of the camp that does not find Polanyi’s work on emergence to be among his 
most important contributions.” As a result, especially since “debates over emergence can be highly technical 
and involved,” he elects “not to engage with emergence theory in a sustained way, though it will be touched 
on from time to time” (112, #1). There is an ambiguity here. It is one thing for a doctrine to be of central 
importance to the thinker who espoused that doctrine and another thing for that doctrine to be, in the 
judgment of an interpreter, one of that thinker’s “most important contributions.” Turkis is aware that his 
decision to push emergence to the margins “will frustrate some readers and elate others.” Or it might simply 
perplex yet another set of readers. However you or I happen to assess the value of this contribution, how did 
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Polanyi himself understand its importance? Can we make sense out of PK by focusing to such an extent as 
Turkis does on fields and paying so little regard to emergence? 

Part of the value of this study is that Turkis puts Polanyi in dialogue with contemporary theories such 
as ontic structural realism (OSR) and object-oriented ontology (OOO). My hope is that his and earlier 
examples of this are taken up by other students of Polanyi, with alternative casts of characters.

§3. Polanyi and Plato

Indeed, Michael Polanyi invites us to put him into dialogue with other thinkers, including those who 
have appeared on the scene after he disappeared. Martin Turkis has done Polanyi and the community of his 
readers a tremendous service by conducting a critical dialogue between Polanyi’s Copernican realism on the 
one side and three contemporary versions of metaphysical realism (ad seriatim) on the other. We encoun-
ter in Polanyi’s writings a self-consciously historicist, because self-avowedly “traditionalist,” conception of 
rationality. Rationality is itself an emergent function, entangled in overlapping fields and thus in evolved 
hierarchies.20 Such a conception of rationality is not at the center of this study. But, then, Turkis has other 
fish to fry.

As already noted, Martin E. Turkis II intends this study to be an intervention in Polanyi studies (221). 
He is far from naïve: with his claims regarding Polanyi’s Platonism fare, he knows he is lying in the teeth of 
many of the most influential and informed interpreters of Polanyi’s project. He defends his position with 
passion and ingenuity, though perhaps not with a sufficient measure of wisdom. Whenever competent and 
informed inquirers disagree, especially profoundly and vehemently disagree, there is indubitable ground for 
genuine doubt (not the paper or make-believe doubt of “critical” philosophers but the substantial doubt 
taken with the utmost seriousness by “post-critical” theorists) (cf. Peirce). Insofar as the situation is gen-
uinely dialogical, not merely polemical, not only do the doubts of one’s opponents need to be specifically 
addressed but also the alternative laid out by them needs to be squarely confronted. I imagine Turkis takes 
himself to have in effect specifically addressed their doubts and objections by mounting his constructive case 
for post-critical Platonism. Yet I also imagine that I will not be alone among the readers of his book who still 
have their doubts about Polanyi’s Platonism. 

In a book published in 1972, Stephen Toulmin, a thinker in intellectual kinship with Polanyi wrote,

Two hundred years of historical research have had their effect. Whether we turn to social 
or intellectual history, evolutionary zoology, historical geology or astronomy—whether we 
consider explanatory theories of star-clusters, societies, or cultures, languages or disciplines, 
organic species of the Earth itself—the verdict is not Parmenidean but Heraclitean. As we 
now understand it, nothing in the empirical world possesses the permanent unchanging 
identity (356)

The cumulative effect of these mutually supportive developments is nothing less than a paradigm shift:

Confronted with the question, ‘How do permanent entities preserve their identity through 
all their apparent changes?’ we must simply deny the validity of the question. In its place we 
must substitute the question, ‘How do historical entities maintain their coherence and con-
tinuity, despite all the real changes they undergo?’ (356; cf. Darwin 2009 [1859], 295-96)
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Turkis will no doubt suppose that nothing here touches his position, for he can readily grant that 
nothing in the merely (!) empirical world possesses a “permanent unchanging identity,” though insofar as 
this world is a truly intelligible world, nothing less than immaterial principles of unbounded intelligibility 
suffice. But please note: historically understood, Eleatic thinkers were pre-Socratic, and, moreover, Eleatic 
principles are timeless principles (cf. Midgley 2017, chapter 5). The phenomena of life and indeed of the 
earth itself as a place where life emerged and evolved called for the discovery of time and history in a way 
marking a dramatic shift from an Eleatic outlook to a Heraclitean appreciation of temporal and historical 
flux. On my reading, Michael Polanyi’s post-critical project was one of the places where this shift was regis-
tered. To call him (as MacIntyre does) “the Burke of the philosophy of science” (MacIntyre 2006, 16) is to 
do him an injustice. The historically emergent forms of post-critical rationality both exhibited by Polanyi 
himself and illuminated by his descriptions, narrations, and theories suggest to me at least someone quite 
different than the figure portrayed by MacIntyre as a Burkean traditionalist (i.e., an uncritical or at best 
insufficiently critical traditionalist) but also quite different from the figure portrayed by Turkis as a Platonist. 
Perhaps Polanyi was a Platonist in the sense he was unquestionably a thinker embodying the most admirable 
qualities of the restless, probing, self-critical author of the Dialogues,21 who at every turn was concerned to 
show dramatically the human stakes (especially the political stakes) in even the most abstruse philosophical 
disagreement. The human agon of passionate argument, incomprehensible apart from the specific manner in 
which individual interlocutors were shaped by their cultural traditions, is alone the site in which the human 
animal catches glimpses of the truth and, tied to this, the context in which we begin to appreciate the fateful 
shifts from one heuristic framework to another (e.g., the shift from the Homeric to the Socratic ideal of her-
oism and the implications this shift entailed for moral and political deliberation). The dialectic of dwelling 
in and breaking out of such frameworks is the stuff on which history—and dreams—are made (Scott 2019). 

Until the eighteenth century, a top-down emanation of the cosmos from transcendent Forms has been 
in Western culture the dominant picture. The defenders of a bottom-up emergence and evolution of the 
cosmos have mounted a serious challenge to this regnant tradition.22 The author might reasonably object 
that he is not espousing a top-down theory of transcendent forms. He touches so lightly on the cosmological 
as distinct from the ontological, and he permits himself to attribute an implied Platonism to Polanyi, that it 
does not seem untoward to suggest this, however hesitantly.

At this moment, nature, history, and rationality invite to be rethought beyond anything any Greek phi-
losopher imagined or likely could have imagined. Hierarchy, field, and emergence are central to this task. 
This explicit metaphysics ought to be explored in much greater depth, in conjunction with any number 
of theorists, including Prigogine, Wimsatt, and Cahoone.23 Is this metaphysics implicit in Polanyi’s actual 
position, or is it derived as the result of a series of implications by a thinker standing at some distance from 
Polanyi’s express positions? (Given these putative commitments, above all, to realism and intelligibility, he 
must, so the argument goes, espouse this or that doctrine, though there is no textual or historical evidence 
that he would have been disposed to embrace the doctrine.) Going beyond textual criticism by identifying 
and exploring the implications of a historical text or tradition is one thing, but going against the manifest 
meaning and dominant interpretive tradition without incredibly strong arguments is quite another. I can 
only imagine that Turkis takes himself to have such arguments. I would be surprised if the majority of his 
readers judge his arguments for Polanyi’s Platonism in such a meritorious light. But the efforts of Charles 
Lowney, Martin Turkis, and others are certainly not to be dismissed out of hand: they merit judicious and 
fair consideration. The Metaphysics of Michael Polanyi establishes at least this much.
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§4. Conclusion

At bottom, my worry is that the approach defended in The Metaphysics of Michael Polanyi eclipses the 
irreducibly personal dimension of human knowledge. This would be roughly analogous to an account of 
Freud discounting the unconscious, one of Marx slighting the significance of revolution, or one of Dewey 
involving jettisoning his notion of experience.24 It feels like a deus ex machina to stress at the conclusion 
that Polanyi’s “motivations were always fundamentally metaphysical and ethical”25 (252; emphasis added). 
Impersonal, immutable, immaterial Forms ultimately do all the work of securing intelligibility,26 not the 
embodied, passionate, personal, and historical acts of human agents. All the references to Eros and to allied 
topics aside, the ethics of human inquiry is eclipsed by the “divinity” (i.e., timelessness) of the Eide.

So much of traditional philosophy and religion has been a call to humans, Mary Midgley observes,

to leave the transience of nature and move away towards the stillness [and stasis] of eternity. 
In this way, after death they would enjoy a pure communion with the timeless entities [cf. 
Turkis, 201-18] to which they were profoundly akin. At this point, however, there is surely 
something of a problem. How is it that human souls, which are essentially mobile crea-
tures, responding constantly to changes in the world, are akin to these dignified, rock-like, 
unchanging ideals [or Eide]? What have these two kinds of being in common? How could 
they communicate? Plato did notice this problem in his late work, but he never resolved 
it.27 (Midgley 2014, 43-44)

There might thus be more than an eclipse of the personal but also the eclipse of temporality, historicity, 
and nature itself. 

As I see it, at this moment, then, Polanyi was not a Burkean traditionalist and also not a traditional Pla-
tonist. Trying to fit such an innovative and original philosopher into traditional categories, however finely 
adjusted and ingeniously nuanced, does an injustice to both this philosopher and those categories. Even 
so, Martin Turkis’s own innovative portrayal of an alleged “post-critical Platonist” illuminates much about 
Polanyi’s project, even if its main argument does not (in my judgment) go through. Most of his subsidiary 
arguments do go through, as most of his principal claims are either inherently uncontroversial or firmly 
established by rigorous argumentation. 

Peirce alleged that none of the very great philosophers understand themselves: rather, they tend to see far 
deeper into the nature of reality than into that of their own projects (EP 2, 38).28 This might also be true of 
Michael Polanyi. But did he specifically fail to grasp either his own implicit (or, better, implied) Platonism 
or his need to incorporate a full-blown theory of uninstantiated Forms into his metaphysics to realize it-
self? Was he mistaken to this extent about what he was doing? Debating this question is going to assist us 
in understanding better both the nature of Polanyi’s metaphysics (implied and express) and the nature of 
reality itself. For his role in carrying on the work of others who are also disposed to see Polanyi in this light 
and, more generally, for engaging with Polanyi as a contributor to metaphysics (not only an innovator in 
epistemology29), we owe Martin E. Turkis II great gratitude.30
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Endnotes

1It might be possible to distinguish between an implicit and an implied metaphysics. Given certain claims explicitly made, 
a project is allegedly intelligible or defensible only on terms seemingly quite foreign or, at least, underdetermined by the words 
on the page.

2The compressed history of universals given by Polanyi in Meaning, beginning with Plato, is waved away by Turkis, who says 
we should not allow what Polanyi wrote to “unintentionally distract us from the Form’s incorporeality” (215). 

3Both the author and the eventual editor of this Forum have asserted I was being unfair when I simply raised the question of 
whether Turkis is using Polanyi for his (Turkis’s) purpose. I do not think so. My judgment is a qualified and tentative one: there 
were times when I read and indeed reread this book when I could not help but ask, is there an alien agenda (one distant from 
Polanyi’s project)? I have no doubt that the author was consciously trying to be true to the spirit of Polanyi’s project and, eventually, 
made clear he was advancing positions not attributable to Polanyi. I nonetheless still have some doubts regarding murkier matters. 
Possibly erring too far in the direction of charity and conviviality, I have excised these doubts from the body of the essay. Refusing 
to compromise candor, however, I mention them here as an aside.

4The chapters are curiously unnumbered (this is an inexplicable policy enforced by the publisher on the author). Also, each 
chapter contains its own list of references. Numbered chapters and a comprehensive list of references in a single place would have 
been, in my judgment, preferrable. This is not a criticism of the author but simply the expression of annoyance at Palgrave.

5The author claims there is warrant in Polanyi’s writings for using this expression, which is true. This however does not make 
it especially apt. A more straightforward expression with far deeper roots in Polanyi’s post-critical project (say, fiduciary realism) 
seems both more descriptive and immediately intelligible.

6This way of putting it seems to be too Cartesian, implying possibly both an ontological and epistemological distance between 
human beings and the world “outside” of their consciousness. We are always already in contact with a world transcending, to an 
incalculable degree, our consciousness and control; and our direct experience of an “external” world inculcates a sense of reality as 
other than but comprehensible to us. Please note that experience can be direct, yet mediated: in Peirce’s language, the secondness 
of experience does not preclude its thirdness. See Bernstein 2010, chapter 6 (“Experience After the Linguistic Turn”). I hope this 
is not a quibble, but getting the starting point right seems crucial. Any suggestion that humans are initially beings standing apart 
from the world, and thus tasked with making contact with an utterly alien order of being, seems to be at odds with both Polanyi 
and the disclosures of our experience, properly acknowledged and understood.

6Why Platonism seemingly precludes emergentism eludes me. Perhaps it does not for Turkis; perhaps his marginalization of 
the latter has nothing to do with his embrace of the former. What takes form in the Chora in part by virtue of the Forms might 
include what today we call phenomena of emergence, might it not?

8Some (I immediately think of Walt Gulick here) would object that this involves a conflation. Others are more disposed to 
granting the possibility that the meaning of reality is separable from the reality of meaning. 

9In fact, Josiah Royce in The World and the Individual (based on the author’s 1900 Gifford Lectures) proposed an explication 
of being in terms of meaning. Also, see C. S. Peirce’s critique of this version of Royce’s metaphysics (CP 8.100-131). See also 
Peirce’s review of The Religious Aspects of Philosophy (CP 8.39-554; also, in EP 1, 229-41). It is relevant to recall here that Peirce 
referred to Royce as “an American Plato” (EP 1, 229).

10If this formulation were slightly modified (the real is that which would reveal itself in the course of history or at the 
end of time), Polanyi’s understanding of reality would be indistinguishable from Peirce’s. Cf. Nicholas Rescher’s “The Roots of 
Objectivity.”

11To anchor meaning is one thing; to be at bottom identical with meaning seems to be another.
12I am disposed to think that Peirce’s distinction between existence (or actuality) and reality might be helpful here. The Forms 

are real but not existent, insofar as existence tends to be a degree of determinacy not necessarily characteristic of some forms of 
reality.

13In the context of rejecting Kant’s notion of the Ding-an-sich, C. S. Peirce claims reality is synonymous with cognizability 
(EP 1, 25). Meaning in the sense of something grasped or realized is however not the same as something being inherently 
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graspable or realizable. “To be is to mean” might mean the grasp, however partial and perspectival, of some aspect of reality, or it 
might mean simply intelligibility. 

14The author has loudly complained to me that this was unfair: I was not taking his book on his terms. I was asked to write 
a response, not a review. Moreover, nothing—including justice or charity—compels me to accept these terms. I will allow the 
readers of this review to judge whether I have made an honest preliminary effort to judge his book on his terms, while ultimately 
voicing concerns and questions about the wisdom of certain choices.

15Writing to his brother Henry, William James confessed about the task of composing his Principles of Psychology, “I have 
had to forge every sentence in the teeth of irreducible and stubborn fact” (Letters of William James, vol. 1, 225). Cf. Whitehead 
1967, 2-3.

16Freedom (intellectual, political, persona, and in other senses) was at the heart of Polanyi’s project, and Martin Turkis is 
explicitly, if perhaps insufficiently, attentive to this. An “ontology of the person,” in accord with this project, would make this 
clear; insofar as an ontology of the person is not part of an interpretation of Polanyi’s metaphysics, some might wonder about 
the presuppositions of that interpretation. That intelligibility is partly a function of the creative exercise of human rationality can 
possibly be ignored for attention to an allegedly neglected feature of Polanyi’s considered approach. 

17This is in fact the case as I write this: the fires in California, where Martin Turkis lives, and the air quality in Rhode 
Island, to the point of itching eyes, are phenomena not to be slighted or ignored. To do metaphysics at present with little or no 
trace of an ecological consciousness, let alone a feminist consciousness, seems, to me at least, an indefensible perpetuation of a 
tragically flawed approach. When I bring up such considerations, Martin cries “Foul!” He and I apparently grew up on different 
playgrounds, with different rules about what counts as a foul in a rough-and-tumble pick-up game. The divergence comes down 
to “This is how the game ought to be played.” No argument can secure the superiority of either approach. They are in themselves 
forms of life and also parts of such forms. Choose your team.

18“The chief business of twentieth-century philosophy is,” Collingwood asserted in his Autobiography, “to reckon with 
twentieth-century history” (1939 [1978), 79). Whether or not it is the chief business of twenty-first century philosophy, certainly 
part of the business of contemporary philosophy ought to be reckoning with the opening decades of this century.

19On my reading, metanoia is central to this tradition, but surprisingly Turkis pays little attention to this central theme. See 
Findlay’s Gifford Lectures, especially The Transcendence of the Cave.

20Here is another place where the field of Polanyi’s thought itself overlaps with those of James and arguably other pragmatists. 
John J. McDermott expressed regret that James did not develop “the metaphor of field in order to account descriptively for the 
primal activity of the process of experience” (1977, xlv). In Self, God, and Immortality: A Jamesian Investigation, however, Eugene 
Fontinell develops the Jamesian notion of field. For James’s own suggestive engagement with this important notion, see Perry 
1935, 365ff. (these pages contain extensive quotations from James’s notes for a seminar given in 1895–1896). 

21“Nothing could be more helpful,” John Dewey wrote in an autobiographical essay, “to present philosophizing than a ‘Back 
to Plato’ movement; but it would have to be back to the dramatic, restless, co-operative inquiring Plato of the Dialogues, trying 
one mode of attack after another to see what it might yield; back to the Plato whose highest metaphysical flight of metaphysics 
always terminated with a social and practical turn, and not to the artificial Plato constructed by the unimaginative commentators 
who treat him like the original university professor” (LW 1, 155). There is, I should stress, nothing artificial about Turkis’s Plato 
and certainly nothing unimaginative in his exposition of Plato—or of Polanyi.

22It might be helpful to distinguish ontology (or fundamental ontology), cosmology, and regional ontologies, such as “an 
ontology of the mind” (PK, 264), and, hence, “an ontology of commitment” (279). I would argue Polanyi made contributions 
to all three.

23Given their experimental sensibility, I suspect Polanyi himself would be more interested in the accounts offered by such 
theorists than those highly speculative ventures of Ladyman, Harman, and even the neo-Aristotelians. The author’s aim is 
admirable: “to put Polanyi’s work into conversation with a range of realisms that continue to serve as cruxes of contemporary 
metaphysical debates, both continental and analytic” (93). For this reason alone, even if one judges the range of realisms to be 
too narrowly construed, there are strong reasons for staging a dialogue between Polanyi and the latter group of contemporary 
theorists, especially when done with such painstaking attention to detail and deep commitment to fairness as Turkis displays in 
his book. When I come to the point where he acknowledges that the “epistemological and metaphysical pride of place given the 
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person in Polanyi’s work may well be objectionable to the OOO theorist” (91, emphasis added), and defends this by properly 
noting that theorist offers “a metaphysical theory generated by people reflecting on the world” (92), I am nonplussed. What one 
camp cannot in principle acknowledge (their metaphysis precludes this), the other makes central to its account of being and 
knowing. Such unbridgeable differences on such fundamental issues dispose me to imagine the benefit of staging other dialogues, 
especially with thinkers more deeply concerned with the phenomenology of human practice and the discoveries of contemporary 
science. Imagine a review of a contemporary book on Hegel that ignored Charles Taylor, Terry Pinkard, Robert Pippin, and 
other first-rank interpreters, focusing rather on what in the judgment of the respondent’s mind were not first-rank interpreters 
or philosophers. Is a reviewer or respondent unjustified in pointing this out? Authors have a right to make their choices, and 
reviewers have a right to criticize those choices. Reviewers and respondents unquestionably might be wrong in their assessments 
of who would make more valuable interlocutors, but let the readers of the review or response decide.

24This is actually what Richard Rorty endeavors to do in his creative appropriation (“strong misreading”) of Deweyan 
pragmatism. Is Rorty truer to the deepest impulses of Dewey’s project or is, say, Richard J. Bernstein, who insists on retaining the 
notion of experience? Analogously, is vis-à-vis emergence Turkis truer to the spirit of Polanyi’s project or, say, Gulick? Though I 
incline toward Gulick’s position, I want above all for this to be heard as a question.

25The word ethical is used only four times in this study, though “moral” is used more generously. It does not appear in the 
index. To show in detail how Polanyi’s metaphysics accords with his ethics and heuristic of inquiry is a task yet awaiting us, though 
many scholars have shed light on this topic.

26His ideal of intelligibility is an extremely abstract and indeed ethereal one. Turkis contends that the evolved and evolving 
forms of becoming (including becoming discovered) are insufficient to secure the kind of intelligibility we need. Others are almost 
certainly going to judge this hankering as an itch better not scratched. 

27This is what most scholars mean by the unresolved two-world theory plaguing Platonic metaphysics. Turkis is convinced 
such an attribution to Plato is untenable and unfair (161, including notes #161, 181). At least in Plato’s later thought, the Forms 
are “separate and austerely transcendent” (225) but inseparable from transient, perceptible things. Such things are unintelligible 
apart from the Forms, but the Forms themselves need not be instantiated (they are intelligible in themselves—though likely in 
relationship to one another). The author assures us repeatedly that there is no two-world problem. I suspect that Midgley would 
say to Martin what she said to Plato: the problem of the relationship between εἴδη and φῠ́σῐς has not yet been resolved, if it is 
indeed resolvable.

28In this instance, Peirce is specifically remarking about Plato.
29Most mainstream epistemologists have ignored Polanyi’s work because he seemingly ignored the problem of skepticism, at 

least, as that problem is “responsibly” addressed by them. Insofar as “epistemology” (a word which Peirce loathed), is predicated 
on the problem of skepticism—insofar as the entrance exam is addressing in a certain fashion the problem of skepticism (the 
very possibility of knowledge)—Polanyi was an epistemologist. He was rather (like Peirce) devoted to articulating and defending 
a heuristic of discovery (a more apt expression than the logic of discovery, since this lends itself to immediate and persistent 
misunderstanding). 

30In my endeavor to be fair to the author, I have revised this response at least six times. I am certain he judges me to have 
failed. I was aided by Robert Innis, Walter Gulick, Phil Mullins, Stan Scott, and Martin Turkis, but especially Prof. Gulick, who 
displayed heroic patience and offered sage advice. An irony is not lost on me. If I were charged with using the invitation to respond 
to The Metaphysics of Michael Polanyi as an occasion to advance my own interpretation of Polanyi and approach to metaphysics, 
I would say, in a heartbeat, “Of course” (that’s not only what we do but for the most part what we cannot avoid doing). Any 
interpretive endeavor entails selective emphasis, and, in turn, any specific instance of “selective emphasis…is inevitable whenever 
reflection occurs [or interpretations unfold]. This is not an evil. Deception comes only when the presence and operation of choice 
[or selective attention] is concealed, disguised, denied” (Dewey LW 1, 34). Martin has been explicitly candid in his choices and 
emphases. I have also tried to be. Our hermeneutic, philosophical, and specifically metaphysical differences are deep and multiple. 
I have tried to get him right, while not betraying my understanding of Polanyi’s project and approach to philosophy. One 
profound difference is that in his judgment I slight detailed argumentation, and in mine he overvalues it. “The chronic humbug of 
philosophy [is],” James complained in hyperbolic fashion, “to prove everything” (Perry, 484; cf. C. I. Lewis) (e.g., the existence of 
the external world, the reality of other minds, or the very possibility of human knowledge). Hence my appeals to phenomenology 
and his irritation with my not playing certain “professorial games.” His commitment to the metaphysics of a must-be logic and 



Tradition & Discovery: The Journal of the Polanyi Society 51		  © 2025 by the Polanyi Society80

mine to that of a might-be logic only further complicates and likely muddies matters. He supposes he has knock-down arguments 
in support of his conclusions, while I remain content with arguments to the best explanation, mindful that other explanations 
often carry tremendous weight and force. The strictly logical evaluation of allegedly isolatable arguments is a game I actually enjoy, 
but here and elsewhere I have reasons for painting in broad, bold strokes (see in the body of this paper the quotation from Smith’s 
“Being, Immediacy, and Articulation”).  
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MICHAEL POLANYI AND OBJECT-ORIENTED ONTOLOGY:  
IN RESPONSE TO TURKIS

Graham Harman

§1. Introduction

Martin Turkis’s outstanding book, The Metaphysics of Michael Polanyi, is easy to summarize. After begin-
ning with a helpful biography of Polanyi, he notes that the philosopher’s metaphysics is less fully developed 
than his epistemology, which famously emphasizes the role of tacit knowledge and personal commitment.1 
Turkis then goes on to show that a developed Polanyian metaphysics would probably lead him toward a 
Platonic theory of forms. Along the way, he considers the similarities and differences between three differ-
ing forms of contemporary realism: the Ontic Structural Realism of James Ladyman in Bristol, my own 
Object-Oriented Ontology (OOO), and various forms of neo-Aristotelianism.2 I would love to engage at 
length with Turkis’s campaign for Plato, especially given my own usual preference for Aristotle. But given 
that he treats OOO at some length in two different sections of his book (77-93, 146-151), my most useful 
role in the present symposium will be to focus my remarks on these pages in particular.

First, a brief word about my relation to Polanyi’s work is in order. My initial interest in a “post-critical” 
philosophy was spurred by long association with the late French philosopher Bruno Latour (1947-2022), 
who is mentioned only a few times in Turkis’s book.3 In his widely read We Have Never Been Modern (1991), 
Latour critiques modernity as an artificial attempt to split reality into two separate types of things: (a) na-
ture, which is said to behave with clockwork mechanical necessity, and (b) culture, which is said to consist 
solely in the arbitrary projection of human values onto a cold, grey universe. In Politics of Nature (1999), 
Latour undertakes an assault on the fact/value distinction that Polanyi would surely have enjoyed, had he 
only lived to read it. Finally, at my own instigation, Latour explicitly took on the critical tradition of thought 
in his 2003 Stanford University Presidential Lecture, “Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam?” At one point 
(I believe in 1999), I asked Latour in an email to what extent Polanyi had inspired some of his ideas, but 
he did not address that issue in his response, and I forgot to raise it again. In any case, I agree with Turkis’s 
points about potential areas of overlap between Polanyi and OOO, and can even think of a few others not 
mentioned in his book. But it was only recently that Polanyi earned a large share of my reading time; readers 
of my future work will find him mentioned far more often than has been the case so far. In this respect, the 
chance to review Turkis’s book could not have come at a better time.

One obvious area of (at least partial) overlap between Polanyi and OOO is the idea of a “flat ontology.” 
In Turkis’s own words from the conclusion, “Polanyian ontology is flat, not hierarchical, since all existents 
are joint meanings comprised of the integration of their subsidiary particulars[…]” (248) In his 1975 A 
Realist Theory of Science, Roy Bhaskar used “flat ontology” in a sense almost diametrically opposed to its cur-
rent one. For Bhaskar it was a pejorative term aimed at empiricism, which flattens all reality onto the layer 
of its accessibility to humans, thereby ignoring the “intransitive” depth of things that forms the backbone 
of Bhaskar’s realism. As far as I know, the first author to use “flat ontology” in its new sense, which is also 
realist but non-hierarchical, was the Mexican American philosopher Manuel DeLanda.4 Since then the term 
has been used widely by me and others in debate. It also plays a key role for the French philosopher Tristan 
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Garcia in the opening pages of his under-read classic Form and Object (2011).5 For OOO purposes, the chief 
virtue of flat ontologies is to oppose the modern dogma that human thought is something utterly different 
in kind from inanimate entities. Yet OOO also pulls back from flat ontology when it offers a fourfold theory 
of the relation between objects and qualities, as manifest at both the real and sensual levels. Here OOO leans 
in the direction of Aristotle’s principle that “being is said in many ways,” as opposed to the (flat) theory of 
the univocity of being, traceable to Duns Scotus and popular today among followers of Gilles Deleuze.6

In any case, Turkis’s generous (and accurate) reading of OOO is quick to emphasize obvious points of 
similarity with Polanyi. For instance, “There are a number of uncontroversial points of agreement between 
Harman’s OOO and Polanyi himself along with the dominant interpretations thereof” (79). All of the in-
stances listed by Turkis seem on target, and as far as I am concerned, the reader can take his word for it as to 
these similarities. Yet it may be more interesting here to focus on points of friction. OOO is perhaps most 
famous for its flat ontological starting point and its subsequent critique of modern philosophy’s excessive 
focus on the critical human subject; here the connection with Polanyi is clear. But what is truly central to 
OOO is its double-axis picture of reality, from which the rest of this philosophy follows: (1) The first axis 
is the distinction between real and sensual, which does have much in common with Kant’s noumenal/phe-
nomenal pair and Heidegger’s Zuhandenheit/Vorhandenheit distinction; as Turkis notes, it was the Heide-
ggerian difference that inspired OOO from the time of my first book, Tool-Being (2002).7 (2) The second 
axis is the Husserlian distinction between intentional objects and their adumbrations or, more generally, 
the difference between objects and qualities. This in turn can be traced back to the Aristotelian distinction 
between substance and accident, with the difference that Aristotle was talking about real substances, while 
Husserl is concerned with an analogous distinction in the phenomenal sphere (since he recognizes no other, 
regarding the thing-in-itself as an “absurd” notion). I interpret this as a radical critique on Husserl’s part of 
British Empiricism’s “bundle” theory of objects.8 To what extent does Polanyi also recognize these two axes 
of OOO?

§2. Object-Oriented Ontology and Kant

We begin with the thing-in-itself. Turkis is quick to note that OOO’s real object is not quite the same 
as Kant’s Ding an sich (81), though he does not give the most direct explanation as to why. The major dif-
ference is as follows. For Kant, the thing-in-itself is a tragic residue of human finitude alone. Since human 
thought is transcendentally structured according to the pure intuitions of space and time and the twelve 
categories of the understanding, finitude results from the fact that we are perceivers and thinkers: namely 
the fact that we have minds. OOO’s most controversial step is to say that finitude is characteristic of any 
relation at all, including those between inanimate entities. Our predecessor here is Alfred North White-
head, whose primary challenge to Kant consists likewise in his assertion that Kant focuses too much on the 
“presentational immediacy” of human consciousness and has nothing to say about the more rudimentary 
“experience” of less-than-human entities.9 Although OOO avoids the term “experience” as being too redo-
lent of panpsychism (which need not be true for OOO’s ontology to hold), we see Whitehead’s boldness on 
this point as striking a decisive blow against post-Kantian orthodoxy. In the wake of Kant, there has been a 
dispiriting division of labor in which philosophy limits itself to meditations on the relation between thought 
and world, while science is considered the sole legitimate authority on questions of inanimate interaction. 
No less a figure than Bertrand Russell has noted the problem here: science can give us nothing more than 
the relational rather than the intrinsic properties of things.10 The irony, of course, is that Whitehead’s meta-
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physics is also thoroughly relational (just as Russell says of science), which limits his ability to assimilate the 
key non-relational aspect of Kant: the in-itself, rejected by Whitehead as a “vacuous actuality” in the same 
manner as Aristotelian substance.

It is worth asking why the injection of finitude into inanimate relations is so controversial among readers 
of OOO. The obvious objection to the OOO strategy is that we are humans, not inanimate entities, hence 
we encounter our own finitude directly, whereas to speculate on the finitude of inanimate things means to 
engage in illegitimate, “dogmatic” theorization about inanimate things-in-themselves. My answer comes in 
two steps: (1) First, for Kant the way to get rid of dogmatism is to introduce the thing-in-itself as that which 
cannot be adequately grasped by a finite being. The way to get rid of dogmatism is not to shift from talking 
about things to talking about human thought: this is merely a byproduct of the ban on knowing the an 
sich directly. But if we ascribe the in-itself to inanimate interactions, thereby making it impossible for their 
causal relations to exhaust either term, then we are effectively already beyond dogmatism. (2) Admittedly, it 
is a truism that we are human and thus have some idea of what it is like to be human but very little idea of 
what it is like to be a grasshopper or a hailstone. But this does not mean that we experience human finitude 
directly—quite the contrary. Daily experience seems perfectly full and interesting, and it takes a rather ac-
robatic effort of thought, of the order of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason or Heidegger’s tool-analysis, to grasp 
that such experience is finite. In short, although I am human I must deduce my finitude, and I can deduce 
the finitude of other humans, animals, plants, and inanimate beings in exactly the same way. Indeed, Kant 
might conceivably have done this in his own work, beginning with a description of the rudimentary experi-
ence of protozoans or worms to show their finitude, before turning and arguing that even humans have an 
impoverished sense of the thing-in-itself.

The reason Kant never did so is because of the modern assumption, beginning with René Descartes, 
that we have some sort of direct awareness of our own thought in a way that we do not of God or extended 
substances, which come second and third in his proof, respectively.11 Yet it should be clear that we have no 
such direct Cartesian awareness of our own thoughts. We misinterpret ourselves just as easily as we misread 
a text or a famous experiment. When we turn to look at ourselves reflexively, the consciousness that does so 
is not the same thing as the consciousness at which it looks. Consciousness A is engaged in suffering from 
a headache, and Consciousness B is engaged in observing the suffering of Consciousness A. Hence there 
is no self-transparency or self-equation but a difficult bridge to be built between two different moments of 
consciousness. And just as Consciousness B concludes that Consciousness A is finite, it can also conclude 
that chimpanzees, amoebas, and raindrops are finite as well. Hence, Kant’s initial meditation on finitude 
is not merely “epistemological” but applies to all possible beings other than God (and I would even reject 
his theology of a self-transparent God). This conclusion is prefigured by at least two earlier authors. The 
first is José Ortega y Gasset in “Preface for Germans,” his critique of Husserl’s theory of self-consciousness. 
The second is the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan in his notion of the “split subject”: namely, he claims that in 
Descartes’s famous principle “I think, therefore I am,” the I that thinks is not the same as the I that “am.”12 
Lacan even pushes this to the point of denying that the Cretan liar’s “I am lying” and even Russell’s Paradox 
in set theory are genuine paradoxes. But to examine this further claim here would take us too far afield.

To return to the main point, to what extent does Polanyi agree with OOO on the inaccessibility of the 
real? In one sense, Polanyi is deeply aware of everything that can go wrong in scientific work. When it comes 
to personal knowledge as personal commitment, he conveys the tragic sense that most commitments fail. 
In passing, this awareness accounts for the superiority of Polanyi’s “fiduciary” view of truth to the otherwise 
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similar notion of truth as “fidelity” found in the writings of Alain Badiou today.13 For Badiou, a truth-event 
in history is not a real event except in the retroactive fidelity of those who live in accordance with it. This 
certainly sounds Polanyian enough. Yet Badiou has the unfortunate tendency to behave as if fidelity cannot 
go wrong; there is little if any account in his work of misfired fidelity devoted to an error. In particular, this 
makes his Maoist politics intellectually suspect, since he simply assumes that political truths can take the 
sole form of “the communist invariant.” Hence there is political truth neither in the American Constitution 
with its boring details about the selection of judges nor in General de Gaulle’s resistance to Nazi occupation 
on behalf of “une certaine idée de la France.”

To that extent, Polanyi’s fallibilism implies the concession that the ultimate truth of things is unknow-
able. Yet this fallibilism does not go nearly as far as OOO’s. Consider Nicholas Rescher’s discussion of three 
possible views of the position of human knowledge. First he considers scepticism, defined as the view that 
“all claims to theoretical scientific knowledge are inappropriate.”14 This is not Rescher’s view and certainly 
not Polanyi’s, since the latter spent his entire philosophical career in opposition to the method of critical 
doubt. The second position listed by Rescher is “approximationism,” defined as the view that “what we claim 
as scientific knowledge is always inaccurate and approximate.”15 The leading mascot for this position is sure-
ly Heidegger, with his notion of truth as a gradual unveiling that never fully uncovers its object, even if some 
beliefs can safely be regarded as closer to the truth than others.16 On the analytic side of the fence, traces of 
this view can be found in Alvin Plantinga, among others.17 The third and final view surveyed by Rescher is 
fallibilism proper, which he describes as follows: “our theoretical scientific knowledge claims are always vul-
nerable: they must always be staked tentatively because the prospect that further inquiry and discovery will 
lead to their modification and replacement can never be eliminated; the things we take ourselves to know 
[may] in the end have to be abandoned.”18 At any moment we might be right, but we might also be wrong, 
and therefore we need to be careful about assuming that any scientific knowledge is final.

Rescher chooses the third option, fallibilism. But what about Polanyi? Polanyi’s sense of the immea-
surable depths of reality leads me to classify him under the second option, “approximationism.” There are 
three different places in Personal Knowledge where Polanyi speaks of one’s “growing proximity” to a scientific 
solution or hidden truth.19

Yet despite OOO’s Heideggerian roots, it rejects approximationism in favor of another view, one that 
is often confused with outright scepticism. Namely, for OOO there is always an unbridgeable gap between 
a statement (scientific or otherwise) and what it discusses: the very gap between real and sensual. One 
impetus for this view was the revolution brought about in the philosophy of science by Karl Popper, for 
whom knowledge loses the Vienna Circle sense of “verified” and takes on a new sense as “not yet falsified.”20 
But this can be pushed even further if we follow the interpretation of Popper by his onetime student Imre 
Lakatos. Noting that even Newton’s highly successful theory of gravity faced roughly two hundred anom-
alies even during its heyday, Lakatos concludes that “[a]ll theories are born refuted and die refuted.”21 And 
unlike Polanyi’s focus on our growing proximity to truth, Lakatos concludes that science is less a movement 
toward truth than a movement away from earlier theories. As he puts it, “the most rigorous observance of 
Popperian method may lead us away from truth, accepting false and refuting true laws.”22 Ultimately, this is 
because science is driven more by justification than by truth. And in Polanyian terms, we can read justifying 
evidence as a sort of alibi for spurring specific personal commitments.

But the main reason OOO rejects approximationism is as follows. We all agree, no doubt, that there is 
a difference between any given thing and some hypothetical perfect knowledge of that thing. If we imag-
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ine a completed final biology, for instance, one that understood everything that could possibly be known 
about living creatures, this knowledge would still not itself be a living creature. It would not eat, respirate, 
reproduce, or hide from predators, even though those who created this perfect biology would themselves 
be living beings. In what does the difference consist between biological creatures and perfect knowledge of 
them? It is rare to hear anyone address this question. But if you would force someone to answer (if not “at 
gunpoint,” then through more peaceful means), they would likely say that biological creatures are material 
or inhere in matter, whereas perfect knowledge of them is not material. I leave aside the obvious objection 
that no one has any evidence that formless matter even exists; it really might be “forms all the way down.” 
The key question, though, is why they would lay such stress on matter as the true site of biological creatures. 
The answer, of course, is that hypothetical perfect knowledge would admit of no difference in form between 
creatures and perfect knowledge of them, since otherwise this knowledge would not be perfect. In short, the 
very assumption that perfect knowledge might be possible requires the hypothesis of matter as that which 
distinguishes between knowledge and its object.

The same mistake is made by Kant in his famous refutation of the ontological proof for the existence of 
God, in which he assumes that we can adequately know the qualities of God (greatness, omniscience, and so 
forth). After all, if we did not have these qualities right, we would not be speaking of God at all; our concept 
would not be the concept of God.23 Thus, despite the deep sense of mystery in which Kant ostensibly leaves 
the thing-in-itself, he seems to think we are perfectly equipped with concepts of these things that can only 
be thought, not known. A better approach is to say that the forms found in any concept are translations of 
the forms in the things, and like all translations they entail creative adjustments. Just as we would never 
say that a given French translation of Shakespeare’s work is closer to the original than another, we should 
not say this about scientific results. Nearness and fairness are not the right metaphors here, just as Lakatos’s 
commentary on Popper suggests.

Before concluding these remarks on the varying ways that Polanyi and OOO conceive of truth, I should 
say something about Turkis’s discussion of Polanyi’s notion of “indefinite future manifestations” (IFMs) as a 
crucial characteristic of the real. As Turkis puts it, “Polanyi’s definition of the real [is…] that which has the 
power to continually surprise us through its indefinite future manifestations” (37). Turkis identifies this with 
“the requirement that an entity be causally potent in order to have its ontological status recognized […]” 
(37). Here I would say that OOO also takes it to be very good evidence of a thing’s reality if it continues to 
generate surprises. To this extent we are aligned with Polanyi, who takes care to emphasize how the discov-
erers of a scientific principle hit on something real without imagining all its future implications: Kepler as 
the unsuspecting forerunner of Newton is one such example discussed by Polanyi.24 Given Turkis’s extensive 
commitment to final causes in the latter part of his book, he seems to hold that the real almost automatically 
pushes toward its future manifestations. But OOO also considers a case it calls “dormant objects”: real enti-
ties that are not now causally active and may not even be active in the future if the proper circumstances fail 
to arise.25 In other words, OOO sees indefinite future manifestations more as an excellent way of detecting 
real objects than of characterizing their reality. My conclusion, then, is that Polanyi does allow for something 
like OOO’s distinction between the real and the sensual, but that he divides them in a less absolute way than 
does OOO. Turkis seems to acknowledge this when he speaks of “a de-emphasis in Polanyi’s work on what 
lies on the other, darker side of the moon” (148) where he sees OOO as being at its best.
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§3. Turkis on Polanyi and Object-Oriented Ontology

We turn now to the second question: does Polanyi recognize anything similar to OOO’s sharp distinc-
tion between objects and qualities? As a reminder, this principle was drawn from consideration of Husserl’s 
theory of how an intentional object can remain identical despite the numerous adumbrations it exhibits at 
any given moment: the blackbird flying in the garden constantly changes the angle of its wings and its po-
sition in space, yet we continue to recognize it as one and the same blackbird, barring recognition of some 
major mistake on our part.26 I take this to be Husserl’s primary achievement and also view it as a devastating 
attack on the Humean bundle-theory of objects. Now, I am also largely persuaded by Turkis’s remark that 
“Polanyi is not a bundle theorist” (127). He offers good textual support for this in a passage from The Study 
of Man: “dismemberment of a comprehensive entity produces incomprehension of it and in this sense the 
entity is logically unspecifiable in terms of its particulars.”27 This certainly proves that Polanyi’s theory of 
part/whole relationships does not treat larger entities as simple mereological sums of tinier elements. That 
point is presumably uncontroversial. But what about more immediate cases, such as the simple perception 
of an object? Would Polanyi side here with Husserl and draw a sharp distinction between the object of 
perception and the qualities through which it is manifest? Here I will defer to Polanyi scholars, but some of 
Turkis’s remarks about OOO suggest an important difference on this point.

The key passage comes when Turkis expresses some doubts about OOO’s use of the term “aesthetics” 
(88-90). In a first step, he worries that this term carries subjectivist or anti-realist connotations. In a second, 
he casts doubt as to whether there is really a sharp distinction between the literal and the metaphorical or 
whether this amounts to “substitut[ing] a binary in place of a more complicated continuum” (89). The first 
point is easier to answer. Although the term “aesthetics” is obviously borrowed from the domain of the arts, 
OOO uses it synecdochally for a much wider range of happenings. Namely, the object-oriented theory 
of aesthetics is concerned with all instances in which objects and qualities come into tension rather than 
appearing in the form of a bundle. As Turkis nicely summarizes in his book (83-85), this takes the form of 
four possible tensions: SO-SQ, SO-RQ, RO-RQ, and RO-SQ, where R stands for real, S for sensual, O for 
object, and Q for qualities. This entails that even inanimate causation can be treated aesthetically in OOO’s 
sense, something done most explicitly in Timothy Morton’s 2013 book Realist Magic.28

The second point is more substantive: does OOO not draw too sharp a distinction between the literal 
and the metaphorical? To some extent, any confusion here is my own fault. Here is Turkis again: “Thus 
Polanyians will generally insist on the centrality of the aesthetic dimension for all noetic pursuits, including 
those, such as science, that fall on the ‘knowledge’ side of the OOO binary” (89). In other words, Eros for 
Polanyi is ubiquitous, not confined to the arts. This is the point where I must own up to a fault in exposi-
tion. What Turkis has in mind is the fact that whenever I speak of the difference between the aesthetic and 
the literal, I often treat it as a kind of professional taxonomy in which artists use the aesthetic while scientists 
only make use of the literal.29 But I do not really think this. Among other things, I want to be able to affirm 
Thomas Kuhn’s distinction between revolutionary science and puzzle-solving normal science.30 I interpret 
the difference between them in the following OOO “aesthetic” terms: whereas paradigm shifts concern the 
existence of a new object, normal science is occupied with a more accurate determination of the bundled 
properties of an object. In short, normal science works in Humean fashion and revolutionary science in the 
more OOO sense of a sharp split between objects and their qualities. 
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This also sheds light on why Kuhn finds it difficult to know exactly when a scientific discovery takes 
place. As he sees it, there is one moment at which we are sure “that” something new exists and another 
moment in which we determine “what” exactly it is. These two moments can also occur in reverse order. In 
other words, Kuhn like Husserl is fully aware of the object/quality tension, and it alone explains the “grey 
zones” (lasting months, years, or several decades) in which a revolution may have happened without fully 
happening. This is especially clear in Kuhn’s book on Max Planck and black-body radiation, where he argues 
that although the quantum revolution seems to have happened in 1900-1901, it did not really happen until 
1909.31 For that was when Planck finally came to the (fiduciary) view that quanta actually exist as tiniest 
units of nature, not just as a mathematical artifice. Thus, only from the standpoint of 1909 can we say that 
the quantum breakthrough happened in 1900-1901. It is impossible to make sense of this story unless we 
are philosophically committed to the importance of the object/quality split.

As concerns Turkis’s second point, the implication that OOO should replace its sharp literal/meta-
phorical split with a more complex continuum, I must stand firm. The distinction is not only absolute but 
required by the basic principles of OOO. There can be no question that much or most experience is literal 
in the sense that we treat objects de facto as bundles of qualities. It is one thing to say that Eros is everywhere 
but quite another to find anything erotic in a literal statement such as “a pen is like a pencil.” Here we mere-
ly perform a linguistic version of “normal science.” That is to say, we consider the various qualities of pens 
and pencils, weigh their relative importance, and decide whether the similarities are enough to justify the 
comparison. Metaphor is an entirely different case, and Turkis summarizes the OOO theory of it quite well 
(85-86). As he notes, in metaphor there is first a split between an object and its qualities, and the qualities of 
another object are transferred to it. Those qualities are perfectly tangible to us, but the object that bears them 
is no longer so. In Homer’s “wine-dark sea,” countless vague wine-qualities are transferred to the sea. And 
while these qualities are easy enough to list, however vaguely and incompletely, the sea that would be wine-
like is completely unknown to us and hence withdraws into darkness. As a result, the mind of the poem’s 
reader must perform that absent sea like a method actor, unifying the wine-qualities in their own mind. It is 
only here, I think, that we can speak of anything like Eros, which cannot be present in the mere comparison 
of the qualities borne by two objects. Eros emerges only with the exit from bundle theory, since only then 
do we have a distant object of desire. Not every moment of life involves genuine striving. But I was simply 
wrong in those passages where I implied that such striving happens only in the arts. Among other examples, 
it also occurs in philosophia, where “love is wisdom” is obviously more than literal knowledge. As seen from 
the discussion of metaphor, Eros entails “participatory realism,” a term I love that Turkis borrows from Phil 
Mullins.32 In any case, Polanyi’s sense of a continuum between literal and metaphorical means that he is not 
nearly as strict on the object/qualities distinction as OOO.

In the closing pages of his book, Turkis assesses that “Harman’s approach does not adequately explain 
the relationship of the sensual to the real” and adds that “further treatment of the integration of parts with-
in ‘machines’ could benefit from engagement with Polanyi’s theories” (247). First, I should say that while 
Turkis borrows the term “machine” from my own writings, it is developed in greater detail by Levi R. Bryant 
in his book Onto-Cartography, which even contains “machines” in its subtitle. Although I no longer use this 
term often, it is a perfectly good one and forms an obvious link with Polanyi’s conception of comprehen-
sive entities. All that aside, I certainly agree that OOO can (and will) benefit from closer engagement with 
Polanyi’s theories.
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Turkis’s more important charge is the inadequate explanation by OOO of the relation between the real 
and the sensual. Indeed, this is the animating duality of all object-oriented thought and is always its central 
concern. But while many unexplained problems remain, the road so far has not been without progress. 
Earlier in his book, Turkis seems well aware of this (see 84-85). In particular, there are two object-quality 
tensions in which the real and the sensual co-exist. The first and best known of these is the aesthetic tension 
discussed in my treatment of metaphor (RO-SQ), identified with space, in which a mysterious real object 
somehow gathers the qualities of another thing. Since the real object is necessarily absent, I myself am the 
only real object left to do the gathering, and in this way the reader of a metaphor becomes the performative 
or “participatory” real being: it is a matter of vocation, to use Polanyian terminology.

The second example is the discussion of theory (SO-RQ), identified as eidos. This emerges from the 
strange dual status of qualities in Husserl’s phenomenology. On the one hand, qualities are mere adumbra-
tions that disappear in a flash without affecting the underlying identity of their object. But on the other, 
Husserl is aware that some qualities belong necessarily to an object, since otherwise we might stop thinking 
of it as an apple and start thinking of it as a pear. Unfortunately, Husserl takes the easy way out and asserts 
that while the merely adumbrative qualities of an object are given to us by the senses, its deeper real qualities 
are reached by the intellect. This all-too-traditional rationalism prevents Husserl from reaching Heidegger’s 
insight that any qualities known by the mind can be no better than present-at-hand. The real qualities of 
things are vague and unknowable, yet tacitly present in all experience. Perhaps this is the right Polanyian 
note on which to end.

Endnotes

1See Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge.
2See James Ladyman and Don Ross, Every Thing Must Go. My own critique of Ladyman’s position can be found in Graham 

Harman, “I Am Also of the Opinion That Materialism Must Be Destroyed.”
3So far I have covered Latour systematically in two books: Prince of Networks and Bruno Latour: Reassembling the Political. See 

also Graham Harman, “The Importance of Bruno Latour for Philosophy.”
4This is most visible in Manuel DeLanda, A New Philosophy of Society, though he had already used the term in earlier work.
5For an excellent account of the implications of Garcia’s philosophy see also Jon Cogburn, Garcian Meditations.
6Aristotle, Metaphysics, Γ 2, 1003a33; Duns Scotus, Philosophical Writings; Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition. For a 

critique of Deleuze’s commitment to univocity see Alain Badiou, Deleuze: The Clamour of Being.
7See also Martin Heidegger, Being and Time.
8See David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature.
9See Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality.
10See Bertrand Russell, The Analysis of Matter. On the intrinsic properties of things see also Rae Langton, Kantian Humility.
11See René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy.
12See Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis.
13See Badiou’s Being and Event.
14Rescher, Satisfying Reasons, 72.
15Rescher, Satisfying Reasons, 72.
16See Heidegger, “On the Essence of Truth.”
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17Alvin Plantinga, Warrant and Proper Function and “Positive Epistemic Status and Proper Function.”
18Rescher, Satisfying Reasons, 72.
19Polanyi, PK, 128, 310, 400.
20See Karl Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery.
21Lakatos, The Methodology of Scientific Research Programs, 5.
22Lakatos, Mathematics, Science, and Epistemology, 186. For more detailed discussion see Graham Harman, “On Progressive 

and Degenerating Research Programs with Respect to Philosophy.”
23Kant, Critique of Pure Reason (A598-599/B626-627), 504-505.
24PK, 5 ff.
25See Harman, “Time, Space, Essence, and Eidos.”
26As concerns the blackbird see Edmund Husserl, Logical Investigations, vol. 2, 680. For further discussion of this example 

see Harman, Guerrilla Metaphysics, 26-29.
27Polanyi, The Study of Man, 45.
28Admittedly, the fact that the typical use of the word “aesthetics” refers primarily to the arts, and the further fact that 

artworks (as far as we know) are created solely by humans, could enhance the risk of misunderstanding. But in the end, most 
interesting terminology runs such a risk, and thus I am not especially worried on this score.

29See Harman, Object-Oriented Ontology, 59-102.
30See Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.
31Thomas Kuhn, Black-Body Theory and the Quantum Discontinuity, 1894-1912.
32Phil Mullins, “Polanyi’s Participative Realism.”
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MATTER AND FORM IN POLANYI’S  
‘POST-CRITICAL PLATONISM’

William M. R. Simpson, Department of Philosophy, Durham University, 2024

§1. Introduction

Hungarian-British chemist and philosopher Michael Polanyi is better known for his contributions to 
epistemology than for his musings on metaphysics. In particular, he is remembered for his theory of ‘tacit 
knowledge’, which claims that human beings know far more than they can possibly codify or articulate. 
According to Martin Turkis, however, ‘the aim of [Polanyi’s] theory of knowledge was to restore our abili-
ty…to make metaphysical claims in good faith’ (Turkis 2024, 2) rather than perpetuate the schism between 
metaphysics and epistemology that characterizes much philosophy of science. The aim of Turkis’s book, The 
Metaphysics of Michael Polanyi: Toward a Post-Critical Platonism, is to uncover ‘the metaphysics implied by 
[Polanyi’s] epistemological work’ (pvii). It is a rich and thought-provoking exploration which I cannot sum-
marize or review here. I mean to focus on the author’s efforts to bring Polanyi’s metaphysics, which Turkis 
calls ‘Post-Critical Platonism’, into dialogue with certain strains of contemporary metaphysics, which he 
identifies as ‘Neo-Aristotelian’. I shall endeavor to elucidate his thoughts on this subject whilst offering some 
critical comments which may further the discussion.

So, what is Post-Critical Platonism? ‘Polanyi coins the term post-critical,’ Turkis explains, ‘to describe 
a philosophical orientation that…takes the fiduciary nature of all knowing as its point of departure’ (16), 
rejecting the methodological doubt that characterized the critical approach of the Enlightenment. To adopt 
a post-critical stance is to affirm a subjective and personal dimension to any form of cognitive inquiry which 
eschews the reduction of what can be known to propositions and formal rules. The metaphysics implicit 
within Polanyi’s epistemology, according to Turkis, is a Platonism that stands in opposition to any material-
ism, where ‘what is most distinctive about Platonism is that it is resolutely and irreducibly “top-down” rather 
than “bottom-up”’ (221). In other words, whilst the materialist seeks to explain phenomena ‘by seeking the 
simplest [material] elements out of which these are composed’ (221) and the rules according to which they 
are arranged, the Platonist ‘appeals to irreducible, intelligible principles to account for these phenomena’ 
(221) and insists on ‘the priority and independence’ of these intelligible principles in relation to material 
reality. Although many scholars would be wary of characterizing Polanyi as a Platonist, Turkis insists that 
Polanyi ‘unflinchingly acknowledges’ (222) the existence of immaterial forms in which material particulars 
participate.

What about Neo-Aristotelianism? Turkis adopts the criteria of demarcation put forward by Simpson, 
Koons, and Teh in Neo-Aristotelian Perspectives on Contemporary Science (Simpson et al. 2017). Neo-Aristo-
telians, by this reckoning, adhere to five principles in the construction of their metaphysics: First, that there 
are things in nature which exercise real and irreducible causal powers. Second, that some things are more 
fundamental than others. Third, that the world contains a plurality of natural unities, such as biological 
organisms. Fourth, that these entities belong to natural kinds that exist independently of our conceptual 
activities. Fifth and final, that change in nature can be understood without appealing to non-immanent, 
non-natural universals, of the kind that Plato is supposed to have posited.



Tradition & Discovery: The Journal of the Polanyi Society 51	 © 2025 by the Polanyi Society93

These criteria (or something like them) encompass a reasonably broad range of views in contemporary 
philosophy. Turkis implicitly imposes an additional criterion which considerably narrows the field, however, 
by assuming an adherence to Aristotle’s doctrine of hylomorphism. Hylomorphism, broadly speaking, is the 
view that the natural world consists of substances composed of both form and matter.

§2. Between Post-Critical Platonists and Neo-Aristotelians

Turkis believes there is much in common between the metaphysics of Post-Critical Platonists and the 
metaphysics of Neo-Aristotelians (identified by these criteria) but that there are also some significant differ-
ences. Concerning the first criterion, he thinks that ‘[Polanyi] would certainly be in significant agreement 
with contemporary hylomorphists on these matters. Potentiality figures prominently in Polanyi’s thought’ 
(Turkis 2024, 96). Polanyi is committed to a form of the Eleatic Principle, which identifies causal power 
as the mark of being. On the second point, Polanyi ‘affirm[s] a layered view of reality which holds some 
entities and/or properties to be more fundamental than others’ (96). Nonetheless, ‘his account would lack 
the rigid lines of substantival demarcation characteristic of much Aristotelian thought’. Why does Turkis 
make this caveat? Apparently, because ‘Polanyi would likely argue that the living thing is more real’ than 
other things (97). Yet this does not seem to be such a clear point of disagreement. Neo-Aristotelians who are 
hylomorphists may admit degrees of being or unity within nature which establish an ordering of substances: 
Simpson allows that some substances have a higher degree of unity than others (2023, 58), and Oderberg 
conceives substances as existing in a ‘hierarchy of being’ (2021). Concerning the commitment to a plurality 
of unities in nature (the third criterion) and to realism about natural kinds (the fourth), there also seems to 
be agreement.

A sharp divergence between the Post-Critical Platonist and the Neo-Aristotelian occurs, however, at the 
fifth criterion. ‘The question is whether [Polanyi] restricts this realism to instantiated, immanent universals 
or affirms, in contrast, the reality of uninstantiated universals’ (98). Turkis is convinced that ‘[Polanyi] is, 
in fact a Platonist with respect to universals, affirming both implicitly and explicitly the existence of unin-
stantiated universals’ (98). Yet just how significant is this divergence of opinion, and how does it bear upon 
the doctrine of hylomorphism? Turkis believes that ‘Polanyi’s conception of the comprehensive entity (or 
joint meaning)…has certain obvious similarities to those Neo-Aristotelian understandings of hylomorphic 
compounds’, although he recognizes that many different versions of hylomorphism have been put forward 
by philosophers (for a taxonomy, see Simpson 2023). He is quick to distance Polanyi from any conception 
of form as merely part of a compound, something on an ontological par with its other parts. ‘After all, the 
joint meaning is not simply another subsidiary detail’ (Turkis 2024, 101). Turkis suggests that ‘what Polanyi 
means by joint meaning is closely related to structure’ (102), indicating a conception of form that has been 
advanced by Jaworski, for whom structure is supposed to account ‘at least in part for what things essentially 
are’, for ‘the powers they have’, and for ‘the unity of composite things, including [their] persistence’ (Jawor-
ski 2016, §6.1).

Nonetheless, ‘Jaworski’s approach to hylomorphism…seems to gesture toward some sort of closure un-
der physics’ (Turkis 2024, 102) that Turkis finds objectionable: first, because Polanyi ‘affirms the existence of 
comprehensive entities that have no physical parts whatever’ (102); and second, I surmise, because Polanyi 
is committed to a strong form of emergence in which the nature of a complex entity (such as a biological 
organism) makes a fundamental difference to where its physical parts end up. As touching this second point, 
I have argued elsewhere that part of the problem here lies in Jaworski’s conception of matter as a kind of 
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physical stuff whose nature is disclosed by our best physics (see Simpson 2023, ch. 3). He prioritizes the 
existence of matter over form: matter, conceived as a physical stuff, has determinate physical properties 
and causal powers independently of any of the forms which ‘structure’ this physical stuff. Matter depends 
neither for its existence nor identity upon form, but subsists at an autonomous physical level. Granted, a 
‘super-physicist’ who only knew the physical properties of matter would miss the various ways in which 
some portion of matter is said to be structured within the explanatory schemes of the special sciences. None-
theless, they would still be able in principle to predict where all the matter ends up, according to Jaworski, 
because it is at this autonomous, physical level that all of the physical forces (supposedly) operate. Robinson 
argues that Jaworski’s characterization of form as structure submits to a purely ‘conceptualist interpretation’ 
(Robinson 2014). It is not clear that one can adopt Jaworski’s characterisation of form whilst maintaining 
that forms are fundamental.

§3. Hylomorphism and Forms

Turkis favourably cites Marmodoro’s alternative characterisation of form as ‘a principle of unity that 
re-identifies parts within the context of the whole’ (Turkis 2024, 101), such that the material parts of a 
substance depend for their identities upon the form. Nonetheless, he has two objections to this version 
of hylomorphism as well. First, he objects to the claim that ‘the parts of a hylomorphic compound are no 
longer identifiable as such’ within the substance (103). On the one hand, he is willing to grant that ‘from 
a Polanyian perspective…the parts are indistinguishable in their integration while focal attention is main-
tained on the comprehensive entity or joint meaning’ (103). On the other hand, he insists that ‘this lack of 
mereological distinctiveness is not a permanent [feature]…but is rather a question of shifting relationality’ 
(104). The relevant relation, it would seem, is between the object which is being conceived and the person 
attending to the object, ‘since we can oscillate between focal and subsidiary awareness, shifting our focus to 
the part as an entity unto itself ’ (103-104). Marmodoro’s conception of form, however, does not lend itself 
to Turkis’s attempt to reconcile the one and the many. You see, Marmodoro thinks it is up to us whether we 
see something in nature as being one or as being many, and if we choose to see something in nature as being 
metaphysically one, then we cannot also think of this unified thing as having many parts. It is not clear that 
Turkis can adopt Marmodoro’s characterisation of form whilst rejecting her mereological nihilism.

Turkis’s second objection requires some qualification. He says that ‘Marmodoro’s description seems to 
downplay the Eleatic power of form to shape reality’ (105). I think Marmodoro would demure, insisting 
that forms have a metaphysical impact on reality, so to speak, even if they do not produce physical effects, 
because we can choose whether to see something as being one or many, and such choices have metaphysical 
consequences. Nonetheless, it seems that Marmodoro, like Jaworski, assigns to physical reality a funda-
mental independence from form, inasmuch as she affirms that the building blocks of the physical world are 
‘powers’ which are disclosed by our best physics and that these basic powers do not depend in any way for 
their existence upon our choices or conceptual activities. For the Pre-Critical Platonist, like Plato and his 
early disciples, forms make things in nature to be what they are with the powers that they have. For philos-
ophers who adopt a more Critical Stance, like Marmodoro, appealing to forms reflects a human habitus for 
dividing the world into things according to our explanatory goals, but the forms of these things do not exist 
independently of our conceptual activities. Turkis leaves us in no doubt concerning which side of the divide 
the Post-Critical Platonist wishes to occupy: ‘The Forms I posit…“carve up each kind…along its natural 
joints,” as Plato puts it’ (227).
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It appears that neither Jaworski’s nor Marmodoro’s account of hylomorphism is consistent with the 
realist requirements of Post-Critical Platonism and that no amount of tinkering, given their definitions of 
matter and form, will make them so. And Turkis ultimately rejects both of their hylomorphic visions of 
nature, blaming their failure to assign a truly fundamental and joint-carving role to form on their rejection 
of Platonism. According to Turkis, ‘this fundamental, irreducible element of reality inevitably undergoes 
ontological demotion at the end of the day in accord with Aristotelian prohibitions on uninstantiated 
universals as fully substantive entities’ (105). Only a staunch Platonism, he believes, which ‘emphasizes…
the metaphysical independence of form’ (101) from any kind of matter, will serve those who are seeking to 
‘make metaphysical claims in good faith’ (2).

I am not quite convinced. There are Neo-Aristotelian alternatives to Jaworski’s and Marmodoro’s ver-
sions of hylomorphism which do not posit some substrate of physical reality which exists independently of 
form, and which do not lead to the ‘ontological demotion’ of form. In my theory of Cosmic Hylomorphism, 
for example, the cosmos is conceived as a hylomorphic entity, composed of both matter and form (Simp-
son 2021, 2023, 2024a, 2024b, Mosko & Simpson 2024). The matter in this theory does not consist of 
some physical stuff disclosed by our best physics, which has causal powers independently of form. Rather, 
it is a kind of ‘prime matter’ (Simpson 2024a), which has a metaphysical role to play in the individuation 
of physical particles, and the causal powers of every physical particle derive from the cosmic form. The 
original version of the theory of Cosmic Hylomorphism, which was created to provide an ontology for 
certain non-relativistic quantum mechanical theories, posited the existence of a single cosmic substance. For 
example, in non-relativistic Bohmian Mechanics, the cosmos is attributed a universal wave function which 
choreographs the trajectories of all of the world’s particles. When the theory of Cosmic Hylomorphism is 
applied to Bohmian Mechanics, it generates an ontology in which the cosmos as a whole exercises a power 
to choreograph the motions of all of the particles, and it is the form of the cosmos which underwrites the 
persistence and transworld identity of this power. More recently, however, I have been considering whether 
an extension of the theory of Cosmic Hylomorphism to certain relativistic versions of quantum mechanics 
might incorporate ‘local forms’, in addition to the cosmic form, where the local forms have a contextual role 
to play in determining where and when particles are created and annihilated (Simpson 2024a). It has also 
been suggested—first by Koons, in correspondence—that the cosmic form could be conceived as a ‘group 
form’ rather than a substantial form, which is instantiated collectively by multiple substances (Simpson 
2024b).

Koons rejects the idea of a cosmic substance but agrees that form has a joint-carving role to play at lower 
scales: ‘It is the sparse collection of Forms that defines the natural kinds of the world’ (Koons 2024, 94). 
He also chides traditional Platonists for failing to recognize that the grounding of objective sameness and 
difference is not the only role which the forms have to play and for failing to give matter its metaphysical 
due: it is the form of a substance, in Koons’s view, which is supposed to ground the unity and persistence of a 
substance; it is the primitive distinctness of a substance’s matter which is meant to explain how two substanc-
es of the same species are individuated. In recent work, Koons has suggested that forms might be conceived 
as a kind of modifying trope. Whereas a modular trope of F may be said to have F itself, a modifying trope 
may only be said to confer F. The substantial form which is someone’s soul, for example, considered apart 
from their matter, is not itself an individual human (a substance). Trope resemblance is to be analyzed in 
terms of grounded numerical distinctness: two substantial forms belong to the same species just in case their 
numerical distinctness is not metaphysically fundamental but derived from the numerical distinctness of the 
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prime-material entities which they in-form (Koons 2022, 11). The form of a substance, then, metaphysical-
ly depends for its identity upon its matter.

It is not clear that Post-Critical Platonism, however, which ‘emphasizes…the metaphysical indepen-
dence of form’ (Turkis 2024, 101), without qualification, is able to provide an account of how in-formed 
entities are individuated or to offer an objective account of the unity of a substance such as a human being. 
Moreover, Plato’s theory of forms, as it has traditionally been understood, in which one and the same form is 
multiply instantiated by things of the same kind, cannot explain why natural kinds are often organized with-
in nested structures. (For example, a proton is a type of subatomic particle called a baryon, which contains 
an odd number of valence quarks, and a baryon belongs to the family of hadrons, which are composed of 
quarks.) The Neo-Aristotelian who acknowledges that every substance has its own particular form (a modi-
fying trope?) and that the species and genera to which they belong are disclosed at different levels of abstrac-
tion keeps a halfway house between Platonism and nominalism that seems better placed to accommodate 
these commonsense facts about nature. But I concede that the task of interpreting, updating, and applying 
Aristotle’s theory of forms is ongoing and immensely challenging, and I think that Neo-Aristotelians should 
welcome Turkis’s timely interventions.
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SPACE FOR A POST-CRITICAL PLATONISM:  
A RESPONSE TO MY INTERLOCUTORS

Martin E. Turkis II

For Michael Polanyi, intellectual pursuits were inseparable from spirited discussions carried out as a conviv-
ial social practice. I am pleased to be able to engage in just such a conversation with four esteemed and able 
respondents to my book The Metaphysics of Michael Polanyi: Toward a Post-Critical Platonism (2024). In light 
of Polanyi’s emphasis on conviviality, I am particularly excited to see the circle of thinkers engaging with Po-
lanyi widening. Two of these scholars—the physicist and Neo-Aristotelian philosopher of physics William 
M. R. Simpson and Graham Harman, the renowned founder of Object-Oriented Ontology (OOO)—have 
not previously been involved in published discussions of Polanyi’s work. I bid them a warm welcome and 
hope the conversation will continue. The other two interlocutors—Vincent Colapietro and Dale Cannon—
have made previous contributions to Polanyi Studies and are no strangers to the readership of Tradition and 
Discovery, but they make fresh interventions in this symposium.

My plan for this piece is to engage selectively with what I take to be the most salient points and critiques 
from each of these philosophers’ papers in the order listed above. All of the contributions have certainly 
forced me to think more deeply about the subject matter that I took up in the book, and for that I am 
grateful.   

I

Prime Matter, Substance, Porphyrean Trees, Biology, and Platonic Space

I am deeply honored to have interlocutors like William M. R. Simpson, who brings the deep background 
knowledge of a trained theoretical physicist in addition to his considerable philosophical acumen. He right-
ly points out that some varieties of contemporary hylomorphism are more congenial to the post-critical 
Platonist position I advocate than are others. I’m pleased, furthermore, to say that to a significant extent, 
Simpson’s own evolving development of Neo-Aristotelian thought (along with that of his frequent collabo-
rator Robert Koons) is of this more congenial type insofar as it does not, at least intentionally, “lead to the 
‘ontological demotion’ of form” (Simpson 2025). Nonetheless Simpson worries that Platonist approaches, 
including the Polanyian, post-critical variety I put forward, are unable to adequately handle the nested 
structures found in nature and mapped by Porphyrean Trees. He also points to the need for something like 
Aristotle’s prime matter in order to explain the individuation of substances of a like kind.

Let’s take the second of these issues, the notion of prime matter, first. In recent work Koons, in a for-
mulation I think would be acceptable to Simpson, explains that “prime matter is best thought of as a kind 
of infinitely divisible and atomless bare particularity, grounding the distinctness of distinct members of the 
same species” (2024, 93). It has “no intrinsic nature of its own, beyond the bare potentiality to receive any 
nature or form (of a material substance)” (ibid.).  

This definition is close to that advocated by Aquinas, whose understanding of prime matter as “a pure 
potentiality that is apt for the imposition of form but which lacks any determinate nature” (Simpson 2025, 
2) serves as a point of departure for Simpson’s own work, though the prime matter which figures in the 
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context of his application of hylomorphism to quantum mechanics (2021) differs from “Aquinas’s concep-
tion of prime matter, inasmuch as it has discrete metaphysical parts” (2024b, 65). It thus takes up residence 
halfway between Aquinas and Scotus on the topic, though in its application to quantum physics it passes 
clearly into the territory of novel development as opposed to recapitulation. In Simpson’s evolving theory 
of Cosmic Hylomorphism, 

the primitive particles of Bohmian Mechanics are integral parts of the Cosmic Substance, 
called ‘Power-Atoms’, and their powers are collectively grounded in the substantial form 
of the Cosmic Substance, which is referred to as the ‘Cosmic Form’. (Simpson 2024a, 5)

Simpson sums up the way that prime matter allows for the persistence through and across time and space 
of these Power Atoms thus,

By stipulation, the prime material entities which individuate the particles lack any intrinsic 
properties which persist through time. They derive their identities, however, from being 
parts of a temporally extended process that is prior to its temporal parts, which manifests a 
power to choreograph the trajectories of the particles. This process is prior to its temporal 
parts because it is intrinsically ordered by the telos to which this power is directed…. This 
power is grounded in a form. So, once again, the prime material entities do not persist per 
se but only per alio, deriving their identities from the form. (Simpson 2025 [forthcoming], 
16)1

A post-critical Platonist gloss on this rich model might hold that the Power Atoms are the comprehen-
sive entities that comprehend the prime material entities as subsidiary particulars harnessed towards their 
telos, all of which is comprehended within the larger comprehensive entity that is the Cosmic Substance, 
which harnesses the Power Atoms as its subsidiary particulars and directs their action toward its own Eleat-
ically richer telos.

But perhaps this is to put the cart before the horse. It would be better to say, at this point, that rather 
than functioning as part of an escape pod from “naïve Platonism” (Koons 2024, 93), Aristotle’s notion of 
prime matter may be quite compatible with post-critical Platonism. After all, as Lloyd Gerson points out, 
many past Platonists have taken Aristotle to be a fellow traveler, “freely and enthusiastically us[ing] the con-
cepts of form/matter, act/potency, and the fourfold schema of causes as part of the exposition and defense 
of Platonism” (2005, 19).

Plotinus, for instance, spends a quite a lot of time on the subject in the Enneads. Thus Plotinus: 

What, then, is this Kind, this Matter, described as one stuff, continuous and without qual-
ity? Clearly since it is without quality it is incorporeal; bodiliness would be quality. It must 
be the basic stuff of all the entities of the sense-world and not merely base to some while 
being to others achieved form. (II.4.8)

Matter, in sum, is necessary to quality and to quantity, and, therefore, to body. It is, 
thus, no name void of content; we know there is such a base, invisible and without bulk 
though it be. (II.4.12)
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The distinctive character of Matter, then, is simply its manner of being—not some-
thing definite inserted in it but, rather a relation towards other things, the relation of being 
distinct from them. (II.4.13)

Plotinus goes on to equate matter with privation, and this takes on an explicit moral valence whereby Ploti-
nus equates matter with evil. This move, likely distasteful to Aristotelians, just as it is to me, is not, however, 
universal among Platonists. Proclus, for instance, rejects this Plotinian conclusion, arguing “that matter is 
in fact produced by the good, and is not evil, let alone a or the principle of evil. Indeed, it is even good” (in 
Opsomer 2001, 161). In making this move Proclus overtly incorporates the Aristotelian approach to matter 
in his Neoplatonic thought (see Proclus’s De malorum subsistentia, especially chapters 30-37). 

Thus in contrast to Plotinus, who holds that matter is privation and thus evil,

Proclus…upholds the distinction between privation and matter and in so doing sides with 
Aristotle against Plotinus. However, Proclus does not concede to Aristotle that privation is 
evil. If the primal good were identical with being, then indeed privation would have been 
the primary evil. But the good transcends being. Privation of a form could never be the 
primary evil, as it merely is privation of being, not of the good. Privation of a form is mere 
absence, and complete privation leads any being to nonexistence, thus entailing the end of 
its suffering. Proclus distinguishes between privation of form (i.e. “Aristotelian” privation), 
which is a mere absence and in no way evil, from the so-called privation of the good, i.e. 
that which actively opposes the good and is therefore evil. The latter kind of “privation” 
derives its power from the good, and should therefore be called not a contrary, but a sub-
contrary of the good, as he will argue later (chs 52-3)…. 

Proclus’ conception of matter could not be more different [from that of Plotinus]. 
According to him matter is produced by the good and its mode of production is not fun-
damentally different from that of other beings. His account of the generation of matter is 
mainly based on the Philebus, yet he has a very Aristotelian conception of what matter is 
and what its function is. (Opsomer 2001, 163-164, 173)

I have spent some time incorporating material on Neoplatonist debates on the nature of matter in order to 
give readers who may not have much direct association with these ancient thinkers a window into the ways 
in which Aristotelian doctrines which are sometimes interpreted as hostile to Platonism were not always 
interpreted thus in times past. I would argue that they need not be now, either. 

I have no doubt that contemporary thinkers such as Koons and Simpson will develop their own un-
derstandings of prime matter in ways that go beyond Aristotle’s own and which differ in significant fashion 
from Neoplatonist and medieval accounts alike. I nevertheless take them to be working on the same rough, 
conceptual continuum as I am and am quite open to the need for a more worked-out theory of prime 
matter within a more finely tuned post-critical Platonism. And I see conversation with Neo-Aristotelians as 
an important source of insight on just this front since although I argue in my book that Polanyi is in need 
of Plato, I also agree that “Neoplatonists were…not wrong to suppose that Platonism needs Aristotle, too” 
(Gerson 2005, 290).
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We turn now to Simpson’s other concern, namely, that post-critical Platonism is unlikely to be able to 
adequately handle the nested natural structures helpfully tracked by Porphyrean Trees. Here again, recourse 
to Koons’s work will prove helpful. In his telling,

…Aristotle noticed a universal pattern in the classification of substances: the Porphyrean 
tree of genera, differentiae, and species. Each substance belongs to a unique, maximally 
narrow species (an infima species). Each such species belongs to a unique, maximally narrow 
genus, with each species in that genus sharing one differentia among a class of differentiae 
that are unique to that genus. This pattern repeats itself, with low-level genera belonging to 
a unique super-genus…and so on up the tree. This pattern is obvious in biological taxono-
my, but it can also be found in chemistry and particle physics.

…Plato’s theory of the Forms is unable to explain this structure. It can give us a class 
of natural kinds, but it cannot explain why those kinds should be organised in this sort 
of nested structure, instead of merely intersecting each other more randomly. As a conse-
quence, Plato’s natures are not uniquely definable in terms of genera and differentiae, with 
serious consequences for the possibility of scientific explanation. (Koons 2024, 95) 

This may be too hasty and may, I fear, be based on the unstable foundation of an overly simplistic postula-
tion of a “naïve Platonism” in which the theory of Forms (or ideai)

…performed just one job: grounding the objective similarity or sameness of the many 
members of a natural kind. Aristotle’s forms (eidē) must also ground the unity of a whole 
composed of many parts and the persistence through time of something undergoing con-
tinuous and intrinsic changes. A single Platonic Form for each natural kind lacks the flexi-
bility and responsiveness needed to perform such varied tasks for each member of the kind. 
Aristotle insists (on what [Koons] take[s] to be the right interpretation) that each substance 
have its own individual form. (Koons 2024, 93)

The argument seems to be that Plato’s Forms (naively construed) cannot serve by themselves as the 
metaphysical grounds for the more varied substantial forms that in-form the matter of unique, concrete 
individuals (i.e. Aristotelian substances). Perhaps there have been Platonists who have advanced versions 
of the theory of Forms that could be justly accused of such deficiencies. After all, Plato himself shows the 
deficiencies in certain versions of the theory of Forms in dialogues like the Parmenides. I do not think this 
charge holds against Plato’s own teaching, nor that of many of the ancient Neoplatonists, however, and I 
don’t think it can be properly levelled against post-critical Platonism either. 

In the first instance, we might consider that on the Platonic view, particulars—whether the particular 
in question be a genus, a species, or an individual specimen of a species—do not simply participate in one 
Form that completely defines them. They also participate in a range of other Forms which add to their 
particular cast and hue. Thus Socrates participates not only in the Form of the Human, but also to varying 
degrees in the Forms of Largeness, Animal, the Rational, etc. 

Consider a simple example of a Porphyrean Tree:
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It seems rather straightforward to read the nested structure of the Porphyrean Tree as a way of tracking 
the participation in various Forms in a sort of complex Venn diagram-like structure. The category of the 
animate participates in the Forms of the Animate and Body; the genus animal in the aforementioned as well 
as the Form of Animal; and so on. As a particular concrete individual of the species human, I participate in 
at least all of the foregoing Forms along with that of Human and Dullness. In contrast, Socrates participates 
in the Form of Brilliance, and this in part distinguishes him from me as two distinct individuals within a 
species.

To put a more specifically Polanyian gloss on this matter, it seems to me that individual Aristotelian 
substantial forms can exist quite happily alongside Platonic Forms in a post-critical Platonist ontology if we 
think of them as the joint meanings of concrete comprehensive entities which instantiate particular cases of 
the relevant Platonic Form(s). Thus each individual form or ousia (as a comprehensive entity) would com-
prehend its own specific constellation of formal characteristics (i.e. its participation in various other Forms) 
and would also be logically prior (in the modality of potentiality) to the actualized individual substance. 
Much more might be said on this point, and I would welcome input from Simpson, Koons, or other Aristo-
telians. For the present, however, I see no reason to think the existence of ousia or Aristotelian forms is not 
perfectly compatible with Platonic Forms. And I think all this could happily coincide with natural kinds 
which are mappable by Porphyrean Trees.

It is, no doubt, necessary to expand on discussions of the Forms as they appear in Plato’s corpus in order 
to explain fully such a nested structure, and Aristotle’s hylomorphism is just such a necessary expansion. Yet 
the constellation of traits which define the individual substantial forms of hylomorphic compounds must 
still be grounded in something—and a very good candidate for that metaphysical grounding point is the 
Good as Form of Forms. This is, roughly speaking, why Aristotle was a key figure in much Neoplatonic 
teaching on these questions. 

Furthermore, it seems only fair to note, as I respond to the charge that Platonism is incompatible with 
Porphyrean Trees, that Porphyry was himself a Platonist. While this historical fact in itself does not consti-
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tute a strong counterargument to claims that Platonic Forms offer no scope for such nesting, it ought to 
at least raise the question of whether Porphyry saw any important contradictions between the teachings in 
Aristotle’s Categories (which lead him to the formal postulation of Porphyrean Trees) and his own Platonist 
commitments.

The answer to this question, of course, is that Porphyry did not see any such necessary contradiction 
(though his predecessor, Plotinus, did). Porphyry’s reading and defense of the Categories was taken as more 
or less decisive in the tradition, and Aristotle’s work became a basic text in the Neoplatonic curriculum. In 
the introduction to his translation of Porphyry’s commentary on the Categories, Steven K. Strange nicely 
sums up Porphyry’s approach, in the process giving a beautiful explanation of the Neoplatonic harmoniza-
tion of Platonic Forms and abstracted Aristotelian universals to which I subscribe in my book:

Aristotle calls particulars substances, according to Porphyry, because he is there discussing 
the classification of significant expressions, and these apply primarily to sensible individu-
als, and only secondarily to the abstracted universals that are predicated of them. For the 
primary purpose of language is to communicate about ordinary things and their individ-
ual properties. Abstracted universals for Porphyry, unlike the real universals, the Platonic 
Forms, have a merely conceptual existence, and are indeed posterior to sensible things. 

Hence the Categories on Porphyry’s interpretation does turn out to have certain onto-
logical commitments, but from the Platonist standpoint they…[are] incorporated within 
a wider, richer ontology. In particular, this ontology can be an orthodox Platonistic one, as 
long as allowance is made in it for the entities that ground the semantics of ordinary lan-
guage…. Thus the Aristotelian abstractable universals that are the referents of general terms 
can be included in our ontology alongside the Platonic Forms: they are immanent univer-
sals, the Forms are transcendent universals and causes both of sensibles and of immanent 
universals. (Strange 2014, 10)

Gerson (2005, 77) agrees, noting that “such a study could be assumed to be carried out under general Pla-
tonic metaphysical principles, in particular the hierarchical subordination of becoming to being.”

Now, in recent work Simpson muses that

If stars are thermal substances, for example…then the photons we receive from stars that 
no longer exist—if they count as entities but not as substances—would involve accidental 
forms that survive the corruption of the original substance. (2025 [forthcoming], 16)

This passage exhibits the Aristotelian interest in labeling those natural kinds which we are able to track and 
place in nested structures like Porphyrean Trees as substances. Yet this distinction between entities and sub-
stances, on a post-critical Platonist account, may be problematic. This is because the post-critical Platonist 
would take both the photons and the stars from which they came to have the equally substantive ontological 
status of comprehensive entities, though it may well be the case that the stars are richer metaphysically due 
to their greater Eleatic potency. 

I take this to be a more flexible metaphysical approach, which is highly relevant given that one of 
Simpson’s claims is that “the Neo-Aristotelian who acknowledges that every substance has its own particular 
form…and that the species and genera to which they belong are disclosed at different levels of abstraction, 
keeps a halfway house between Platonism and nominalism that seems better placed to accommodate these 
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common sense facts about nature” (2025). (Note that here Simpson’s language of disclosure at different 
levels of abstraction is perfectly acceptable on a Porphyrian Platonist reading of Aristotle’s Categories—the 
levels of abstraction are directly relevant to an entity’s disclosure to us but not necessarily directly to the 
relation of the thing to Forms). The deeper concern here is, I suspect, related to the question of whether a 
Platonic approach can be appropriately reconciled with contemporary scientific practice. Yet there may be 
empirical and scientific reasons to embrace Platonism, for all that.

Take, for instance, biologist Michael Levin, who does cutting-edge work in morphology and informa-
tion processing in biological systems at his Tufts University laboratory. One of his striking experiments is 
the creation (from embryonic frog skin cells) of a new organism, called a xenobot. As we read the following 
explanation, let us keep in mind questions of the substantiality of photons versus stars and of where the 
joints of reality are to be carved:

Questions about selves, autonomy, plasticity and the origin of biological novelty led us to 
ask what would happen if skin cells were removed from a frog embryo, dissociated and 
given a chance to reboot their multicellularity in vitro (Blackiston et al., 2021). Many out-
comes are possible a priori: they could have spread out or died or formed a monolayer, etc. 
Instead (Fig. 7), what they did was to reassemble and form a novel proto-organism known 
as a Xenobot (Kriegman et al., 2020). These spherical constructs move through water by 
the coherent action of cilia, exhibiting a variety of self-actuated types of motility. They have 
a developmental sequence of novel forms that are unlike the typical Xenopus stages; they 
repair after damage, interact with their environment and show spontaneous changes in 
behaviour. These novel morphologies and behaviours do not require transgenes or genomic 
editing; Xenobots repurpose their native hardware (e.g. cilia, which are normally used to 
redistribute mucus) to new functionality. Amazingly, deprived of their normal way of re-
producing, the emergent processes of Xenobots discover kinematic self-replication (a novel 
mode of reproduction not used by any other organism on Earth, to our knowledge), which 
they implement by herding loose collections of cells in their environment together to form 
the next generation of Xenobots (Kriegman et al., 2021). Nothing has been added to their 
completely wild-type frog genome; instead, developmental constraints have been removed. 
Without the normal instructions from the rest of the body telling these skin cells to form a 
passive, two-dimensional boundary layer to keep out the bacteria (a system of low agency), 
the true capacities of this cellular collective are revealed; it forms a three-dimensional indi-
vidual with a more exciting life of self-initiated motile behaviour. The collective intelligence 
of these cells is revealed as, despite a novel environment and novel internal configuration 
that never existed in the frog evolutionary lineage, they discover novel ways to be a coherent 
organism.

…If the answer to ‘Where do a frog’s shape and behaviour come from?’ is ‘Long peri-
ods of selection and interaction with the environment that sculpt the genome to be a great 
frog’, then where do the anatomical and behavioural goals of Xenobots originate? Their an-
atomical and behavioural goals are emergent (Veloz, 2021), rather than directly selected for 
over aeons of sculpting by selection. A number of researchers have emphasized information 
arising from generic laws of form (Beloussov & Grabovsky, 2007; Beloussov, 2008; New-
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man, 2014, 201ti; Zhang et al., 2021), from mathematics (Brigandt, 2013; Lange, 2013; 
Green & Batterman, 2017; Reutlinger, 2017) and from environmentally initiated novelties 
(West-Eberhard, 1ti8, 2005a, b; Shapiro, 2022). These Xenobots are only the beginning of a 
large class of beings that challenge us to develop a better understanding of how goal states arise in 
novel contexts and how evolution exploits the laws of physics and computation in the context of 
teleonomic processes. (Clawson and Levin 2023, §4, emphasis added)

Once removed from the frog embryo, do the skin cells shift from mereological parts of a substance 
to mere “entities,” as Simpson thinks might be the case for the photons which outlast the death of their 
originary star? And what of the cells’ transformation into xenobots? Do they thus reenter the domain of 
substance? When, precisely, and why? Are xenobots a natural kind? A true hylomorphic substance in a strict 
Aristotelian sense? Or are they an artifact made of wetware which does not lie along those joints? Where do 
they fall in terms of our Porphyrean Tree? Is the tree still growing?

Whatever answers we may give to such provocative questions, we are in deep metaphysical as well as 
empirical waters here. Striking an appropriate mythopoetic note by referencing the biblical task given to 
Adam, Levin and his colleagues are led by this experiment to note that

We now have the opportunity to extend this story and ‘name the animals’ in a much deeper 
way, by understanding the design principles of biology that transcend extant evolutionary 
examples. The implications of embracing the space of possible beings will extend to terminol-
ogy, conceptual frameworks, research programmes in several fields, and ethics. (Ibid., §2 
emphasis mine)

In other venues, Levin builds on this “space of possible beings,” calling it a “latent space” around biological 
objects, and—most interestingly for our purposes—explicitly invoking Platonic Forms that are waiting to 
be instantiated.2 For example, in response to an interview question from Curt Jaimungl about whether 
Levin subscribes to a more Platonist view of transcendent Universals or an Aristotelian view of immanent 
Universals, Levin had this to say: 

…this is my opinion, and this is where our research is going now. I actually think that 
the Platonic view is more correct. And I know this is not how most biologists think about 
things. I think that in the exact same way that mathematicians are sympathetic to the 
Platonic worldview—this idea that…there is a separate world in which various rules of 
number theory and various facts of mathematics and various properties of computation 
and things like…live. The idea is that…we discover those things. We don’t invent them or 
create them…when you make certain devices, you suddenly harness the rules of computa-
tion, […or] mathematics that are basically free lunches[.… They] suddenly have properties 
that you didn’t have to bake in…. I think some of the components of that Platonic space 
are…minds, and…when you build a particular kind of body, whether it’s one that’s familiar 
to us…, or really some very unfamiliar architectures…what you’re doing is…harnessing a 
pre-existing intelligence that is there in the same way that you harness various laws of math-
ematics and computation when you build specific devices. (Jaimungl 2025)
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My point in bringing Levin’s work and the metaphysical speculation that has arisen from his scientific 
practice into this discussion is to show how contemporary scientific experimentation can and does exist in 
a fruitful relationship with a vibrant and evolving Platonist metaphysics and thus that we should not neces-
sarily be driven toward anti-Platonist positions for reasons of hoping to preserve a robust scientific practice. 
In passing, let me also mention that in Levin’s work on xenobots we see how a case of emergence in the 
immanent sphere cries out for an explanatory metaphysical mechanism in the transcendent sphere, leading 
him toward Platonism. This is, as I will argue later, just the sort of attention to both the immanent and the 
transcendent that we see in Polanyi’s work.

Returning to the concerns raised by Simpson, I concede, as noted earlier, the need for more develop-
ment within post-critical Platonism of a theory of prime matter (or something similar), as was the case for 
the Neoplatonists of old, and I am pleased to remain in conversation with Aristotelian thinkers like Simp-
son, to whom I am very grateful for having taken the time to engage with my proposals.

II

The Aesthetic and the Literal; the Sensual and the Real

I am likewise deeply honored to have Graham Harman, a thinker at the forefront of the movement 
known as speculative realism and the founder of Object Oriented Ontology (OOO), engage with my work 
here, and I was thrilled to find that he is more than conversant with Polanyi’s thought. I will focus in my 
comments on a further development of my critique of the distinction between the aesthetic and the literal 
and, to some extent, on the line between revolutionary and normal science.

I appreciate Harman’s clarification of his use within the ambit of OOO of the term “aesthetic” in a rel-
atively restricted sense, and I grant that in relative terms we often operate literally, treating “objects de facto 
as bundles of qualities” (Harman 2025). I still want to maintain, with Polanyi, however, that this is only 
true in a relative sense, for the mere throwing of ourselves out into contact with the rest of the world (for we 
are a part of the world) in the merest act of perception does indeed involve eros. I would thus prefer a lit-
eral-aesthetic continuum akin to that of verification-validation proposed by Polanyi in Personal Knowledge:

The acceptance of different kinds of articulate systems as mental dwelling places is arrived 
at by a process of gradual appreciation, and all these acceptances depend to some extent on 
the content of relevant experiences; but the bearing of natural science on facts of experience 
is much more specific than that of mathematics, religion or the various arts. It is justifiable, 
therefore, to speak of the verification of science by experience in a sense which would not 
apply to other articulate systems. The process by which other systems than science are test-
ed and finally accepted may be called, by contrast, a process of validation. Our personal 
participation is in general greater in a validation than in a verification. The emotional coef-
ficient of assertion is intensified as we pass from the sciences to the neighbouring domains 
of thought. But both verification and validation are everywhere an acknowledgment of a 
commitment: they claim the presence of something real and external to the speaker. As 
distinct from both of these, subjective experiences can only be said to be authentic, and 
authenticity does not involve a commitment in the sense in which both verification and 
validation do. (PK, 202)
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The first point I would like to make is that such commitment is necessary for both the direct, literal, normal 
science, quotidian side of the OOO ledger and the metaphorical, artistic, and revolutionary side, though 
this latter category undoubtedly requires more commitment than the former. 

Next, I would point out that such commitment is bound up with the erotic drive towards the other 
which is inherent in all epistemological acts. Consider the act of setting out to learn a new language as an 
adult:

If I am learning…Russian, I am confronted by an authoritative structure which commands 
my respect. The task is difficult and the goal is distant and perhaps never entirely attain-
able. My work is a progressive revelation of something which exists independently of me. 
Attention is rewarded by a knowledge of reality. Love of Russian leads me away from myself 
towards something alien to me, something which my consciousness cannot take over, swal-
low up, deny or make unreal. (Murdoch 1985, 89)

Now, it seems to me that learning Russian or any other second language ought to be classed principally as 
a literal enterprise. It begins with the memorization of one-to-one word correspondences and grammatical 
rules, etc. And even at later stages in the advance to fluency, when one may not need to refer back at all to 
one’s first language, the task of improvement (even with figurative, emotive language) is often very literal in 
its structure. For instance, when faced with the common use of hostia by Spaniards as a vulgar exclamation, 
one might reason thus: “Ah, so this has traditionally been a Catholic culture, and hostia literally refers to 
the host in Holy Communion, which is supposed to be sacred, so wrenching the word out of its traditional 
religious context and employing it as an expletive is, I suppose, arresting.” 

So, in spite of the literal structure of adult second language learning, in Murdoch’s deeply compelling 
account, it is still bound up with eros. 

One might note, of course, that not all students of a language feel the love for the new tongue that 
Murdoch describes. This is a truth that I know all too well, having taught introductory Spanish to ninth 
and tenth graders in my day—but this only serves to further press Murdoch’s point: all else remaining equal, 
the loveless students tend to struggle more with the most literal of bundling tasks (la mesa = the table) and 
never advance to more complex bundling at all ([la] hostia ≠ Communion Host when shouted at a football 
match).

Shifting gears a bit, I’d like to spend a moment or two on what Harman has to say on the distinction be-
tween the real and the sensual, which he points out is “the animating duality of all object-oriented thought, 
and always its central concern” (Harman 2025). This is indeed a topic of central importance and one which 
continues to raise questions for me. Elsewhere Harman has said that “…all of the objects we experience 
are merely fictions: simplified models of the far more complex objects that continue to exist when I turn 
my head away from them, not to mention when I sleep or die” (2018, location 287). Though he closes his 
contribution here by musing that “The real qualities of things are vague and unknowable, yet tacitly present 
in all experience. Perhaps this is the right Polanyian note on which to end” (2025).

Some thoughts occur to me as I mull these questions over:
Is the truly existent and complete entity the full quadruple object which unifies all the “objects” (real 

and sensual) with their attendant qualities? If so, could the sensual and real objects be appropriately thought 
of as subsidiary particulars within a larger (fourfold) Comprehensive Entity? This would be a Polanyian 
twist, indeed.
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What of Polanyi’s dictum that (revolutionary) science must proceed on the foundation of the metaphys-
ical assumption that the object of study be real/existent, whether this is openly recognized or not? Would 
this be a sort of noble lie (or delusion) whereby the scientist, whether she is aware or not, must take the 
sensual for the real in order to pursue the difficult path that is revolutionary scientific practice? Is, then, 
revolutionary science doomed to metaphysical error or duplicity? 

When I fall on a cement floor and shatter my elbow, I am presumably experiencing the shattering of 
the sensual object, and not the real, since the sensual object is what is there to be sensed. But what need 
then of the real? After all, we might follow Berkeley here, for instance, and wonder what more the “real” 
object can do for us. The sensual object would thus be all we need, since it can still hold its own reserve of 
untapped further qualities which might be sensed under the right circumstances (more and different pain, 
improvement and healing, etc.). Again, then, is the insistence on the real/sensual distinction here really a 
division of parts within a whole which is never fully graspable for finite epistemological creatures? Does it 
ultimately function as a sort of metaphysical check on our pride, an insistence on epistemological humility?

Whatever shape Harman’s responses to such concrete queries might take, I certainly look forward to 
further engagement in his overall project with Polanyi’s ideas as well, I hope, as with Plato’s.

III

Emergence and Ordering Principles; the Transcendent and the Immanent

Vincent Colapietro notes that a gulf lies between his approach and mine, asserting that “our herme-
neutic, philosophical, and…metaphysical differences are deep and multiple” (2025). I agree that they are 
perhaps deep enough to render profitable and elucidating dialogue hard to come by, though I am grateful 
for his apparently longsuffering engagement with my text.

Yet there are two questions that Colapietro raises that do seem salient to me. The first is whether I am 
offering a friendly amendment to Polanyi’s work, or whether I am really introducing a different program 
which is foreign and perhaps even anathema to the issues animating Polanyi himself. The second is the status 
of Polanyi’s emergentism. The two are intertwined, as will be seen.

Unsurprisingly, I do think I am offering a friendly amendment. Polanyi is a thinker engaged in the 
ongoing development of a set of ideas—both epistemological and metaphysical—which are wide-ranging 
and which have many implications which are not easily foreseen at the outset. This inevitably leads to the 
existence within his evolving work of what may be taken by some to be various unresolved contradictions 
and inconsistencies. When confronting and attempting to resolve such contradictions, different interpreters 
of Polanyi’s work might reasonably tend in different directions.

Within the metaphysical side of Polanyi’s work, we may have just such a tension set up between Po-
lanyi’s language of transcendent ordering principles which work through fields to shape processes such as 
morphology and evolution (from the transcendent “outside,” as it were) and the language of emergence as a 
description of how higher order principles “arise from” and then exert top-down causal force upon the lower 
levels. Specifically, Polanyi uses the language of emergence to, among other things, describe the rise of per-
sonal centers of hazardous striving and potential achievement from within the lower-boundary conditions 
set by the physics and chemistry of a putatively inanimate material substrate. It bears repeating, however, 
that he uses this language alongside his theorization of fields and ordering principles.

Take, to return to an example I examine in the book, the following passage: 
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…a simple gas flame contains all that is relevant. It represents a phenomenon of constant 
shape, fed by a steady inflow of combustible material and releasing a continuous flow of 
waste products and of the energy produced by combustion. Once a flame has been started, 
its shape and chemical composition can be varied without extinguishing it. To this extent, 
its identity is not defined by its physical or chemical topography, but by the operational 
principles which sustain it. A particular collocation of atoms may accidentally fulfil the 
conditions for starting a flame, but this accident itself can be defined as such only by 
its bearing on the system of ordering principles which establishes the possibility of stable 
flames. (PK, 384)

Any actualized, immanent flame which is burning such and such combustible material at time t can be 
properly considered to be a weakly emergent phenomenon, the identity of which is not strictly reducible 
to its “physical or chemical topography.” This is the immanent language of emergence which is inseparable 
in Polanyi’s work with the language of ordering principles which are transcendent with respect to any par-
ticular emergent and immanent instantiation. That is to say, the accidental instantiation of any particular 
flame can be so defined only by its bearing on the prior “system of ordering principles which establishes the 
possibility of stable flames.”

Polanyi freely uses both terminologies—that of immanent emergence and that of transcendent ordering 
principles—throughout his mature work. As I state in my book, some interpreters are more attracted to one 
or the other of these poles and also see the side which they take to be more attractive as, to one extent or 
another, irreconcilable or incompatible with the other. Walt Gulick, for instance, is a Polanyian thinker for 
whom emergence is a centrally important conceptual tool. In grappling with Polanyi’s field theory, Gulick 
finds it to be less persuasive (2021). So on balance, Gulick sees the possible tension I am highlighting here 
and resolves it by moving away from the opposite tendency within Polanyi’s work to some extent. He is, as 
always, admirable in the clarity with which he does this.

I see more value in the further development of Polanyi’s Platonist talk of ordering principles and fields 
and more or less eschew the language of emergence. Yet while I may seem to occupy a similar position 
to that of Gulick, though with loyalties a mirror image of his, I would actually position myself in a third 
position or family of positions. For though we might set up a dilemma by taking transcendent ordering 
principles to be incompatible with an immanent emergence, leaving us to grasp one or the other horn of 
the dilemma, it is also possible, I believe, to take quite seriously Polanyi’s use of both terminologies and ar-
gue that what we have is only an apparent contradiction lying atop a deeper consonance.3 Jon Fennell and 
Charles Lowney would be two interpreters of Polanyi who would, I believe, position themselves thus, and 
I would include myself in this camp as well, with one important caveat. Neither Fennel nor Lowney would 
be comfortable, I suspect, with jettisoning either the language of emergence or the language of transcendent 
ordering principles. In contrast, I am in favor of strategically decreasing the use of emergence language for 
rhetorical reasons that I hope will become clear.

Before moving ahead, however, I wish to emphasize that I take all of these responses as possible attempts 
at friendly amendments offered in the context of good-faith participation in the textual and logical activity 
of a community of interpretation centered on Polanyi’s corpus. 

Now, in contrast to Polanyi, who always keeps both the immanent and the transcendent in sight, 
according to the transcendent a fundamental ontological status, Colapietro holds that there are various 
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“tenable forms of emergentism, holding out the promise of showing how self-assembling systems or networks 
are explicable without appealing to transcendent forms” (2025, emphasis added). In my book of course I argue 
that when Polanyi theorizes fields of prior ordering principles he is approaching a type of Platonistic theory 
of Forms. So perhaps Colapietro is making the limited claim that emergence theory simply holds out the 
hope of avoiding a more or less fully fledged Platonism, but I don’t think this is plausibly the case, since 
emergence theorists do not tend to define their program in that way (i.e., as a metaphysical alternative to 
a full-blooded Platonism). I think the more plausible reading is that Colapietro holds out the hope that 
emergence theory could provide a suitable explanatory metaphysics with no place for causal transcendence 
whatever. With respect to the relation of immanence to transcendence, a sort of Mad Max metaphysics 
seems to form the backdrop here: Two men enter, one man leaves. And it must be Immanence that leaves 
the cage triumphant for Colapietro. 

Such use of the language of emergence—when it is taken as tantamount to a rejection of any sort of 
transcendent paradigmatic, formal, or final causes—is in effect a totalizing metaphysical theory. I am not 
entirely sure whether Colapietro would take emergence to be such a totalizing theory, but his intervention 
here seems to tend in that direction. Since emergence is transparently not a totalizing metaphysical theory 
in the case of Polanyi’s work (as already glossed), then we are faced with the question of whether Colapietro’s 
own assimilation of Polanyi’s emergentism is itself a case of friendly amendment or rather a sort of hostile 
misunderstanding and appropriation of Polanyi which yokes him to a standard-issue, critical, modernist 
metaphysics, simply taking as a given that the possibility of any sort of transcendent causal entity has been 
safely banished to outer philosophical darkness along with the likes of Plato.

For Polanyi, however, emergence is not a way of avoiding transcendence but is rather a way of tracking 
how transcendent ordering principles manifest themselves in the realm of becoming. This is in part why Polanyi 
himself states at the outset of PK that his work is likely to be taken as a bit of “out-dated Platonism…un-
worthy of an enlightened age” (6). I am myself quite comfortable with this pairing of the transcendent and 
the immanent, since I think these need to be thought through together.

The rhetorical problem I alluded to above, however, arises once we realize that for many emergence the-
orists this totalizing understanding of emergence as an explanation that allows one to avoid transcendence 
as a prior or simultaneous causal category is indeed accurate. In other words, this or something like this is, 
for many, precisely the attraction of emergence theory. It supposedly allows one to hold all the same priors 
as a reductionistic materialist would, but with none of the eliminativist downsides and entailments. 

The problem is that no compelling examples of strong emergence that do not simply beg metaphysical 
questions have been produced, and this is in turn why more and more thinkers who consider themselves 
to be working within the tradition of physicalism have rejected emergence as a totalizing, live metaphysical 
explanation and have turned instead to panpsychism or to related calls for new fundamentals (such as fun-
damental psychophysical laws) to be added to our existing scientific methodology as a way of dealing with 
the unimpeachable direct experience of consciousness—our starting point for all further reasoning—which 
has come to the fore as the most hotly debated “emergent” phenomena. 

In this larger philosophical context, I do not take it as incumbent upon me to present decisive coun-
terarguments to strong versions of emergence theory which purport to provide adequate explanatory meta-
physical structures without reference to transcendence or to radical revisions of what we take matter to be, 
which arguably entail the reentry of transcendent causality at the level of new definitions of bare matter. This 
is not because I think no such counterarguments exist but rather because I take it that those have already 
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been presented by others, and I commend such work to the interested reader (also, for reasons I will lay out 
presently, I do not think these arguments affect Polanyi’s own position because his emergentism is not a 
totalizing metaphysical theory). I am confident that these arguments will not persuade all comers, but there 
it is. I include here a few relevant passages.

In the work of David Chalmers, for instance, we see a willingness to countenance one case of strong 
emergence, but, crucially, for him this case is not to be taken as metaphysically self-explanatory but rather a 
datum which demands new explanatory theorizing: 

I think there is exactly one clear case of a strongly emergent phenomenon [Chalmers, 1996; 
2002], and that is the phenomenon of consciousness…. And there is reason to believe that 
the facts about consciousness are not deducible from any number of physical facts. 

[…] I think that…consciousness…supervenes on the physical domain. But impor-
tantly, this supervenience holds only with the strength of laws of nature…. In our world, 
it seems to be a matter of law that duplicating physical states will duplicate consciousness; 
but in other worlds with different laws, a system physically identical to me might have no 
consciousness at all. This suggests that the lawful connection between physical processes 
and consciousness is not itself derivable from the laws of physics but is instead a further 
basic law or laws of its own. The laws that express the connection between physical processes and 
consciousness are what we might call fundamental psychophysical laws. 

I think this account provides a good general model for strong emergence. We can 
think of strongly emergent phenomena as being systematically determined by low-level 
facts without being deducible from those facts. In philosophical language, they are naturally 
but not logically supervenient on low-level facts. In any case like this, fundamental physical 
laws need to be supplemented with further fundamental laws to ground the connection between 
low-level properties and high-level properties….

Are there other cases of strong emergence, besides consciousness? I think that there are 
no other clear cases, and that there are fairly good reasons to think that there are no other 
cases. (Chalmers 2006, 246-247, emphasis added)

For Chalmers, then, conceding that consciousness is a case of strong emergence requires that physics be 
supplemented by the theorization of new fundamental laws. “Emergence” for Chalmers is thus not explan-
atory but rather signals that we are in need of additional explanation. This is in line with Michael Levin’s 
postulation, referenced earlier, of a Platonic space of possible morphologies upon encountering emergent 
phenomena such as the formation of xenobots. Nonetheless, the potential rhetorical confusion associated 
with emergence theory is clearly exemplified here given that in making this move, Chalmers is arguably 
affirming Thomas Nagel’s principle of nonemergence:

There are no truly emergent properties of complex systems. All properties of a complex 
system that are not relations between it and something else derive from the properties of its 
constituents and their effects on each other when so combined. Emergence is an epistemo-
logical condition: it means that an observed feature of the system cannot be derived from 
the properties currently attributed to its constituents. But this is a reason to conclude that 
either the system has further constituents of which we are not yet aware, or the constituents 
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of which we are aware have further properties that we have not yet discovered. (Nagel 2013, 
182; originally published 1979)

In Mind and Cosmos (2012), Nagel (in contrast to Chalmers) follows the standard, common use of 
“emergence” in assuming that it is typically proffered as a metaphysical explanation rather than an epistemo-
logical question mark. He explains that 

To qualify as a genuine explanation of the mental, an emergent account must be in some 
way systematic. It cannot just say that each mental event or state supervenes on the complex 
physical state of the organism in which it occurs. That would be the kind of brute fact that 
does not constitute an explanation but rather calls for explanation. (Nagel 2012, 53, emphasis 
added)

However, he objects that

…If emergence is the whole truth, it implies that mental states are present in the organism 
as a whole, or in its central nervous system, without any grounding in the elements that 
constitute the organism, except for the physical character of those elements that permits 
them to be arranged in the complex form that, according to the higher-level theory, con-
nects the physical with the mental. That such purely physical elements, when combined in 
a certain way, should necessarily produce a state of the whole that is not constituted out of 
the properties and relations of the physical parts still seems like magic even if the higher-or-
der psychophysical dependencies are quite systematic. (Ibid., 55)

He rejects weak emergence as a proper analogue to strong emergence, noting that

Such harmless [weak] emergence is standardly illustrated by the example of liquidity, which 
depends on the interactions of the molecules that compose the liquid. But the emergence 
of the mental at certain levels of biological complexity is not like this. According to the 
emergent position now being considered, consciousness is something completely new.

Because such emergence, even if systematic, remains fundamentally inexplicable, the 
ideal of intelligibility demands that we take seriously the alternative of a reductive answer 
to the constitutive question—an answer that accounts for the relation between mind and 
brain in terms of something more basic about the natural order…by means of a general 
monism according to which the constituents of the universe have properties that explain 
not only its physical but its mental character. (Ibid., 55-56)

Galen Strawson takes a harder line than does Nagel, asking 

Does […strong] emergence make sense? I think that it is very, very hard to understand 
what it is supposed to involve. I think that it is incoherent, in fact, and that this general 
way of talking of emergence has acquired an air of plausibility (or at least possibility) for 
some simply because it has been appealed to many times in the face of a seeming mystery. 
(Strawson 2006, 12)

He goes on to say
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The claim, at least, is plain, and I’ll repeat it. If it really is true that Y is emergent from X 
then it must be the case the Y is in some sense wholly dependent on X and X alone, so that 
all features of Y intelligibly trace back to X (where ‘intelligible’ is a metaphysical rather than 
an epistemic notion). Emergence can’t be brute. 

…One problem is that brute emergence is by definition a miracle every time it occurs, 
for it is true by hypothesis that in brute emergence there is absolutely nothing about X, 
the emerged from, in virtue of which Y, the emerger, emerges from it. This means that it is 
also a contradiction in terms, given the standard assumption that the emergence of Y from 
X entails the ‘supervenience’ of Y on X because it then turns out to be a strictly lawlike 
miracle. But a miracle is by definition a violation of a law of nature! If someone says he 
chooses to use the word ‘emergence’ in such a way that the notion of brute emergence is 
not incoherent, I will know that he is a member of the Humpty Dumpty army and be very 
careful with him. (Ibid., 18)

To the wizened emergentist with rime on his beard, such arguments may well fall on deaf ears. So be it. My 
intention here has merely been to briefly present some of the arguments against emergence as a fundamen-
tal metaphysical explanation of phenomena such as consciousness which have been offered by significant 
thinkers in their own words. 

Given what I have already said, I trust that it should be clear that I do not think Polanyi is committed 
to a form of emergence theory which either attempts to 

(1) avoid or explain away the operation of transcendent causes or 
(2) is designed to justify a sort of traditional physicalist reductionism without falling into eliminativism. 
Insofar as I am correct in this, Nagel’s and Strawson’s arguments against emergentism do not touch Po-

lanyi’s own theories. Indeed, this is why Fennell (2017) correctly argues that Polanyi’s emergentism, when 
taken with his theorization of ordering principles, is reductive (not reductionistic!) in Nagel’s sense. Dale 
Cannon, to whose other questions we will turn in due course, asks in his paper for more depth in exploring 
the distinction between reductive (in Nagel’s sense) and reductionistic. I am, in essence, attempting to do so 
here in my own way; however, I must also commend to interested parties Nagel’s Mind and Cosmos (2012) 
and Jon Fennell’s excellent 2017 paper on the subject, referenced above. 

Allow me to say, however, that Polanyi’s emergentism is reductive in Nagel’s sense because, in its pair-
ing with ordering principles that define the possibility of any particular emergent instantiation of a given 
higher-order phenomena, it does not simply assert that Y is supervenient on X and that this somehow 
constitutes a metaphysical explanation of X (as Strawson warns against). Nor does it commit the fallacy of 
assuming that one can leap the logical gap lying between X and Y (when X is a case of strong emergence) 
by invoking examples of weak emergence such as liquidity since these cases are not analogous. Rather, Po-
lanyi’s model holds that the irreducible higher phenomena can emerge from the lower material strata due to 
the real comprehensive entity (operating at the level of potentiality which is part of the real), which is the 
relevant ordering principle of X which transcendently holds open the possibility for the actual instantiation 
of any particular, immanent X. In this sense, the ordering principle (Form) of X acts as a paradigmatic or 
constitutive cause. Polanyi’s account is thus one in which “the constituents of the universe have properties 
that explain not only its physical…character” (Nagel 2012, 56) but also its other qualities, including its 
mental character.
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The conclusion that is here emerging is that I think that Polanyi’s pairing of his non-totalizing emer-
gence theory with his fields and ordering principles is a profitable and defensible position and is in the same 
philosophical family as Plato’s investigations (carried on in various ways by Aristotle, the Peripatetics, and 
the Neoplatonists) into the intertwined character of transcendence and immanence in the realm of becom-
ing. We ought to note, however, that Polanyi’s terminologies are not the only way of approaching these 
questions; I thus choose to reframe his ordering principles and fields as Platonic Forms.

I take the sort of arguments offered by Nagel and Strawson above to be decisive, however, in warranting 
the rejection of totalizing forms of emergence theory which attempt either # 1 or # 2 above (or both, of 
course). So, to the extent that Colapietro throws in his lot with those who seek to accomplish # 1 (which, 
again, I am not entirely certain of ), I must reject his approach as a philosophical dead end which is contrary 
to both the general tenor of Polanyi’s project and to its theoretical details.

In my book I only briefly touch on emergence, as Colapietro correctly notes. I argue there that all 
helpful emergentist language can be recast in terms of the emergence from potentiality to actuality. This is 
because if the potential is accorded full ontological standing (as I argue is implied in Polanyi’s work), then 
so-called strong emergence is not a novel coming-into-being but rather a shift in the modality of being from 
potentiality to actuality which involves a transcendent paradigmatic cause. 

This is, to my mind, a fair development of the use made of emergence language by Polanyi himself in-
sofar as it does not attempt to pit the immanent against the transcendent in any totalizing fashion, though I 
understand that it will not be to the liking of all who interpret Polanyi’s work and invite further conversation 
on the topic. I would also add that weak emergence is uncontroversial and might offer additional scope for 
the clarifying use of emergence language in relevant cases. When weak and strong varieties of emergence are 
confused or conflated, however, or when strong emergence is insisted upon as a possible explanatory mech-
anism (rather than, as Chalmers indicates, a marker of the need for further metaphysical explanation), then as 
I see it we have entered the realm of mystification and ad hoc justification.

In the face, say, of the hard problem of consciousness and other relevant debates, would Polanyi have 
held to his own version of emergentism? Likely so. But I do not think this would be in conflict with my own 
post-critical Platonist proposals. I do not pretend to know what Polanyi might think of those.

My own rhetorical preference is to abandon, to the extent possible, the language of emergence, since it 
can give rise to so much confusion, indicating, as it often does, mutually incompatible and even diametri-
cally opposed positions. When it is unavoidable, scrupulous attention to clarity of expression is the order 
of the day.

I have attempted to clarify my position on Polanyi’s pairing of emergence theory with his transcendent 
fields and ordering principles as well as on other more totalizing theories of emergence as metaphysical ex-
planation at some length here since it is, in my view, the sole actionable point raised in Colapietro’s paper. 
Alas, I suspect that what I say will not seem compelling to him, since he takes my whole project to be “an 
indefensible perpetuation of a tragically flawed approach” (Colapietro 2025), but there it is. C’est la vie.

IV

Copernican Realism, Causation, and Assorted Other Matters

Dale Cannon has been a continual source of inspiration and support through the foundational work he 
has done in interpreting and drawing out the significance of Polanyi’s post-critical shift as well as through 
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his critique and guidance through the process of writing my dissertation-turned-book. In this final section I 
will try to respond as best I can to the series of questions with which he closes his response.4

First, my understanding of what Polanyi was ultimately moving toward with his Copernican Realism 
(outlined in 1967’s “Science and Reality”) is as follows, though my answer here goes beyond what Polanyi 
explicitly laid out. Reality as a totality operates as a system of rational principles, though as finite beings our 
access to such rational principles is partial. This is true of empirical studies of material reality because we 
operate in such pursuits by employing abduction, deduction, and induction in various combinations as we 
interact with the objects of our study, which are partially graspable, cognizable, etc. Such material objects 
of study are comprehensible, at least in part, because they are comprehensive entities. This is to say that the 
very metaphysical structure that shapes their being is rational to its core. This is why, in my development of 
Polanyi’s positions, I argue that to be is to mean. To mean in this sense is to be in a constant state (whether 
potential or actual) of comprehension and comprehensibility. 

Now, even in this brief discursus on the empirical, we cannot avoid dipping in and out of philosophical 
first principles—the operations of reason, possible answers to the question of how we can engage with other 
aspects of reality, the metaphysical status of those other aspects, etc. Furthermore, it seems that for empirical 
investigation to be possible at all, other, non-empirical, abstract, or immaterial entities must exist as well 
(abduction, deduction, induction, for instance). To add to this, we have yet other non-empirical elements 
of reality, such as mathematics, that we encounter, that can be engaged in as a more or less purely abstract 
pursuit but also can be seen appearing in the becoming of empirical, material entities. The overall picture 
is that of a reality (of which we form a part) of rational principles that manifest themselves in a range of 
modalities, some of which fall more cleanly on one side of the spectrum, some on the other, yet most often 
manifesting themselves in a mixed mode. Nonetheless, we must always make use of elements of philosophy 
of first principles, if only as a tacitly assumed metaphysical backdrop. It is inescapable. 

I have been using “empirical” here following Polanyi’s own use in his descriptions of the debates sur-
rounding Copernicus and his discoveries as distinguishable from a purely philosophical approach or at least 
an approach that privileges the discourse of philosophical inquiry. We might, however, choose to adopt a 
more radical definition of the empirical and take it to mean all that we experience, whether in abstract, 
concrete, or mixed modes. That might be a more accurate terminology, really, and I think it would lead us 
to the same metaphysical outcome of a unified, rational reality of which we are finite, participating parts, 
though it might be less rhetorically effective since it would cut against more common usage.

Turning to some of the other questions raised by Cannon, I regret that I am not at present well-enough 
acquainted with Critical Realism to meaningfully engage with its rather substantial literature. I do make 
passing reference to Roy Bhaskar in the book (most notably in footnote 6 on page 160) but cannot ven-
ture too deeply into these waters for the time being. I agree with Cannon that there seems to be significant 
common ground shared by CR with Polanyi and also that further research in this direction might be very 
profitable. 

On the topic of the fact/value distinction, I would sum things up by saying that if, as I take to be the 
case in my development of Polanyi’s metaphysics, all existents are comprehensive entities and that the unify-
ing principle of a comprehensive entity is its (interchangeable) joint meaning, then to be, to exist, is not just 
to have meaning but to be a meaning. And meaning is inextricably bound up with values. Thus if all this is 
the case, then there simply are no facts which are not intimately entwined with meanings and hence values. 
The fact/value distinction does not hold, and there is no such thing as “meaningless matter.” 
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We may not object to the destruction of a small lump of granite. We may refer to its existence as 
“meaningless,” but this is not strictly speaking correct. For the granite is a comprehensible, comprehensive 
entity, a meaningful and orderly existent which harnesses its subsidiaries. And so if it is destroyed, a small 
bit—perhaps a relatively insignificant bit but a bit nonetheless—of meaning has been destroyed. And this 
can naturally lead us in turn to questions of the extractionist character of capitalism referenced by Cannon, 
though the magnitude of addressing that topic precludes its inclusion here.

I have found Cannon’s engagement with Jacob Sherman (2024)—a dialogue in which Latour’s account 
is powerfully linked to Polanyi’s—to be very promising. I am also, as I’ve already indicated, fascinated to 
learn that Graham Harman, a thinker influenced in significant ways by Latour, broached the subject of 
Polanyi’s work with Latour himself. I take Cannon’s point about the depth of the roots of the problematic 
thinking that Polanyi attempted to overcome, but I am pleased to see the signs of some positive change in 
this regard. 

For one thing, to move on to another of Cannon’s questions, it is clear that formal and final causes 
have been making a comeback since the latter days of the twentieth century. This can be seen in a variety 
of contexts, not least in the work of thinkers like Graham Harman or the Neo-Aristotelians with whom I 
engage at length but also in the context of emergence theory (even if, in the context of totalizing emergence 
theories, such causation is left hanging in midair, so to speak). We see it as well (though perhaps sometimes 
implicitly) in conversations surrounding movements like systems biology and more explicitly with respect 
to biological research such as Michael Levin’s. That is not to say, of course, that there are not plenty of 
detractors, but it can no longer be taken as settled that only material and efficient causation are fair game.

Polanyi’s work sits squarely at the forefront of thinking that questioned the reigning twentieth century 
assumption that Aristotle’s thinking on this could be safely ignored and thus forms a crucial part of the 
resuscitation of formal and final causation with allies in the groups I reference above. That said, I am wary 
of claiming that Polanyi’s work as it stands makes formal and final causation undeniable to their sceptics, 
though I do think that those forms of causation are undeniably central to Polanyi’s own metaphysics, even 
when he does not explicitly invoke them.

This is in part why I flesh out the ways I take formal and final causation to be active in the structure of 
comprehensive entities. As I put it in chapter 5,

…a comprehensive entity…consists of a set of meaningful relations among its subsidiary 
particulars which are harnessed by the entity’s being as formal cause and oriented forward 
and beyond by its being as final cause, issuing in the IFMs it sends out as ripples in the 
surrounding reality. (Turkis, 173)

So the joint meaning of a comprehensive entity which yokes its subsidiary details into their roles in the 
comprehensive entity’s structure is where we see formal causation. The entity acting as a final cause makes 
its impact on the larger surrounding reality by means of IFM creation. There are, of course, all kinds of ways 
in which material and efficient causation are harnessed by both of these higher-order processes. But what of 
the causal link between the actualized, particular comprehensive entity, let us say a particular black-tipped 
reef shark, and the Form which holds open the potential for the actualization of black-tipped reef sharks? 
What sort of causation is operative here? In retrospect I do not think what I say in my book is quite clear 
enough on this, though I do invoke Ana Marmodoro’s (2021, 75) use of the term “constitutional cause” 
(Turkis 2024, 196). An older term for what Marmodoro is getting at there, with a deeper Platonic pedigree, 
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would be to refer to this as a paradigmatic cause. In the teachings of late Neoplatonists such as Proclus, 
Aristotle’s four categories of causation5 were included along with the transcendent paradigmatic causation 
characteristic of the Forms (Steel 2003). As I continue to think through the development of post-critical 
Platonism, I would formally adopt this causal schema which explicitly combines Aristotle’s four causes with 
the paradigmatic causation of the Forms.6

It is interesting to walk through some of this in the context of the aforementioned xenobot experiments 
by Michael Levin and his colleagues at Tufts. The xenobots (again, novel organisms which arise from the 
separation of embryonic frog skin cells and then go on to navigate their environment, reproduce, etc.) are 
immanently emergent—that is to say that the scientists did not know for sure in advance what such cells 
when loosed in this way would do. This marks, as Chalmers noted about consciousness, the need for addi-
tional explanation. This leads Levin, as we saw earlier, to speculate about a Platonic space in which possible 
morphologies exist in a state of rational relations such that one “can get something for free” by tapping into 
and actualizing such a possibility. A post-critical Platonist gloss on this might run thus:

Actual xenobots, comprehensive entities which come into the actual mode of being in Levin Labs rather 
than through the process of evolution, are only novel in the immanent sphere of actuality. They already 
existed as a possible stable, open system, to use Polanyi’s formulation, which is to say as a transcendent 
Platonic Form, ready to exercise its paradigmatic causality wherever and whenever the proper contingent 
conditions were met. There are possible worlds in which those conditions never do obtain and thus in which 
there are no actual xenobots, but in our actual world the scientists involved in the experiment set in motion 
the requisite scenario and actualized xenobots. Thus the scientific arrangement allowed for the transcendent 
paradigmatic cause to touch down in the immanent sphere,  providing a paradigmatic explanation of xeno-
bots as actual comprehensive entities. The xenobots themselves exercise formal causality in harnessing their 
repurposed cilia, taking in nutrients, moving about in order to continue their hazardous striving (to again 
invoke Polanyi), etc. They are final causes in their very existence, which makes an immediate impact on the 
surrounding reality in a variety of ways, from the disturbance in their liquid environment due to their mo-
tility to the surprise, fear, delight, or what have you which they induce in the range of humans who become 
aware of their existence.

Finally, the simple definition of mereology is the study of the relation of parts to wholes. In the context 
of the tripartite metaphysical schema I argue for, the mereological hierarchy of the comprehensive entity 
and its subsidiary details is distinguished from the metaphysical hierarchy which is defined by an entity’s 
causal potency—its greater or lesser production of indefinite future manifestations, which is to say its Eleatic 
impact. The most important point here is to note that it is possible for a metaphysically richer entity to play 
a subsidiary role in a comprehensive entity of lesser metaphysical status (or vice versa). This does not reduce 
the more potent entity’s status, however, since post-critical Platonism holds that an entity’s participation as a 
subsidiary detail does not necessarily involve its metaphysical demotion—it can maintain its own substanti-
ality, as it were, even as it participates as a component in the substantiality of another comprehensive entity. 
Organs in a functioning organism are comprehensive entities just as is the organism itself, for example.

Conclusion

By way of conclusion, allow me to once more extend the heartiest of thanks to all four of my interlocu-
tors. Their interventions have allowed me to revisit the ideas presented in my own work, often challenging 



Tradition & Discovery: The Journal of the Polanyi Society 51	 © 2025 by the Polanyi Society117

me and prompting their further development and extension. I certainly hope that such fruitful conversation 
with a range of thinkers continues in the future, in Tradition and Discovery and elsewhere. 

Endnotes

1I quote here from a draft of Simpson’s forthcoming work available at https://www.academia.edu/114994991/Prime_
Matter_Revisited.

2On Levin’s view, then, “emergence” as used in the cited passage about xenobots might be taken to mean not simply 
emerging from the cells themselves but rather from the latent space of Platonic possibility. The question of emergence will be 
dealt with at more length further on.

3It is possible that Gulick would consider himself a member of this tribe as well, rejecting not transcendent principles 
themselves but rather the language of fields that Polanyi employs.

4Readers will note that I have already attempted to respond to Cannon’s question about emergence theory in the previous 
section.

5Aristotle rejected paradigmatic causation as a proper category.
6Steel (2003, 181) explains,

In Plato’s work, it was argued, one can find the four types of causality distinguished by Aristotle and, besides, 
the paradigmatic cause, which Aristotle wrongly rejected. This is the ‘turba causarum’ which Seneca introduces in 
his celebrated letter 65. To the four (Aristotelian) causes, he says, Plato added a fifth cause, the paradigm (exemplar) 
which he himself called ‘idea’. Hence, there are altogether five causes: ‘quinqué ergo causae sunt, ut Plato dicit : id ex 
quo (ie. the material cause), id a quo (ie. the efficient), id in quo (ie. the formal), id ad quod (ie. the paradigm), id 
propter quod (ie. the final)’. We have in this text already the complete system of causes that Proclus presents as the 
characteristic contribution of Plato, with the exception of the instrumental cause. We find this list of six causes (with 
the corresponding prepositions) throughout the work of Proclus and the later Neoplatonists.

I do not engage here with the sixth category, the instrumental cause. On this topic Steel notes that

…we may understand why Proclus maintains that Aristotle did not grasp what is really the productive cause. 
For Aristotle’s ultimate explanation of natural processes is ‘nature’, which, however, in the Platonic view, is only an 
‘instrumental cause’ and not the first cause of a movement: it only moves insofar as it is itself moved by a higher cause. 
As Simplicius says, even Alexander had to admit that nature, which is an intrinsic principle in things, is not really an 
efficient cause…since this cause must be separate from the thing produced. Therefore, Simplicius maintains as Proclus 
that Plato is the first to have introduced the properly productive cause…, namely the demiurgic Intellect, whereas 
Aristotle in his Physics rather searches for the proximate cause of movement, nature, which Plato only considered as an 
instrument. However, Simplicius, always inclined to harmonize both authorities, insists that Aristotle too, as we learn 
from the end of the Physics, introduced besides the proximate moving cause (‘nature’) a transcendent immaterial cause 
as the ultimate explanation of all physical processes. Even Proclus is forced to accept that, for after having criticised ‘the 
Aristotelians’ for having admitted chance in the world, he quotes with approval Aristotle’s claim in Metaph. AIO that 
there must be one transcendent principle explaining the order in the universe. (Ibid., 180)
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