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into particular areas within the realm of pre-existing possibility and actu-
alizes some heretofore untapped potential.

This vision is deeply Platonist in its affirmation of uninstantiated 
abstract objects. After all, on Polanyi’s own account the machine already 
existed as an abstract object prior to its “invention” – it existed, that is to 
say, as an immaterial set of possible relations oriented toward some telos. 
The inventor, by means of the heuristics of discovery, mentally approaches 
that abstract object and then sets about actualizing it by making it con-
crete. Yet if this account is correct, it would be more apt to call an inven-
tor a discoverer, a fact which Polanyi tacitly acknowledges in his use of 
“discovery” and “invention” as synonyms above (SOM 25).

Furthermore, he notes that “we identify a machine by understanding 
it technically; that is, by a participation in its purpose and an endorsement 
of its operational principles” (PK 330, emphasis added). The language of 
participation further amplifies the Platonic resonance.

Polanyi’s examination of machines is illustrative of the structure of 
comprehensive entities in general, though it leaves out the autonomous 
nature of the telos of living things and is thus incomplete. Interestingly, 
however, Graham Harman’s OOO, referred to above, often uses the term 
machine to refer to objects, the central category in his proposed flat ontol-
ogy. His usage of machine is in many ways mappable onto the concept of 
comprehensive entities.

Before too long we will examine the ways in which OOO might help-
fully inform a more robust Polanyian metaphysics. First, however, we 
must proceed from our examination of telos in Polanyi’s thought to a 
related concept, that of meaning.

9	� Meaning as Being: Formal 
and Final Causes

In the discussion above we saw that the operating principles that are cru-
cial to Polanyi’s notion of dual control are closely related to the telos of 
the comprehensive entity in question. Polanyi also often refers to the 
downward, telic control over subsidiary particulars exercised by 
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comprehensive entities as their meaning. Meaning is thus bound up with 
telos, which is bound up with the telic harnessing of the properties and 
potentialities of subsidiary details achieved by operating principles (in 
essence very close to the Aristotelian concept of substantial form). We 
must also keep in mind that the subsidiary particulars which make up the 
comprehensive entity are themselves comprehensive entities in their own 
right. We have been focusing on the downward pressure exerted by such 
harnessing, but of course this power of top-down control reverberates 
outwards and upwards as well, as the comprehensive entity’s telos is 
achieved by means of its harnessing capabilities. But what does it mean 
for an entity to have such harnessing capabilities? It is in essence to act as 
or to be a formal cause.13

On my reading, then, Polanyi’s terminology ought to be developed 
and updated to explicitly include a recognition that the meaning of an 
entity is a reference to its integrative structure which just is its power of acting 
as a formal cause over its subsidiary particulars. We might even go so far as to 
say that this meaningful integrative structuring of the subsidiary particulars 
implies a sort of indwelling on the part of the comprehensive entity itself. On 
this reading, then, we are not the only ones who comprehend. The other 
entities are comprehensible because they are comprehensive insofar as 
they themselves comprehend their component parts.

This more capacious understanding of the comprehension that grounds 
comprehensive entities not only in the integrative epistemological com-
prehension of the beholder, but also the comprehensive activity by the 
telic harnessing of the entity as a formal cause makes more explicit 
Polanyi’s understanding of reality as unified and rational, indivisible 
along lines of res extensa and res cogitans.

Furthermore, the meanings of comprehensive entities exercise a sort of 
metaphysical priority over their subsidiary components since

The true nature of a thing composed of different levels of reality was found 
revealed by its most comprehensive feature, forming its uppermost level. 
This feature must be recognized first, before we can appreciate the subsid-

13 Terrence Deacon, like Alicia Juarrero discussed below, also has a way of linking dynamic systems 
and their attractors to Aristotelian notions of Formal and Final Causes. See Deacon’s, Incomplete 
Nature (2011).
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iary role played in respect of it by the particulars forming the lower lev-
els. (SOM 71)

This interpretation of Polanyi’s understanding of meaning as a sort of 
substantial form or principle of unity – both the being of the thing and 
an explanation of its integrative power over its particulars – clearly rings 
hylomorphic overtones, but is also similar to Graham Harman’s post-
Heideggerian metaphysical observation that

If the being of the hammer withdraws from all of its relations, it is equally 
true that hammer-being is not a present-at-hand atom descended from the 
skies to breathe life into mere derivative relations. Instead, tool-being is a 
form, a kind of formal cause that acts as substance with respect to its sur-
roundings, but which is born only as a relational composite of its internal 
elements. (Harman 2002, 170)

Or again,

In other words, the bridge is not simply an innocent entity that is later 
hijacked by the as-structure so as to manifest itself in such and such a way. 
Rather, the tool-being of the bridge has already committed a hijacking in 
its own right, appropriating bolt, cable, trestle, and asphalt, devouring 
them into its own being. The bridge, like any tool-being, is already a sys-
tem, a machine in which numerous components are arranged in some form 
or another. The object is a kind of formal cause. (Ibid., 259)

Harman’s tone tends toward darker hues than does Polanyi’s, who 
would be more likely to say that that the bridge has integrated bolt, cable, 
and the rest, rather than hijacked or devoured them, yet the underlying 
concept of telic harnessing is the same, and it can fairly be identified as 
formal causation, again, in rough line with the Aristotelian tradition of 
principles of unity or substantial forms.

In a related vein, Alicia Juarrero attempts to provide an account “of 
mereological causality that allows a rethinking of both formal cause and 
intrinsic teleology” (2013–2014, 9) by taking a dynamical systems 
approach in conversation with Polanyi’s work. Taking autocatalytic reac-
tions as a jumping off point, her work is fascinating and worth quoting 
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at length. Using Polanyi’s understanding of boundary conditions as a 
jumping-off-point, she notes that

The two aspects of boundaries, the inner and the outer, correspond to 
Polanyi’s insight concerning from/at epistemological perspectives, but the 
point [she tries] to make…is an ontological one: that the symmetry break 
occurs thanks to closure of context-sensitive feedback and that the radical 
emergent is the newly formed relational, hierarchically differentiated 
whole, which, in turn, is not other than the lower level in any sense of 
substance or efficient causality. From the complex dynamical systems per-
spective, then, mind and body are not “two different things” as Polanyi 
claims (KB, 238), but decoupled levels in a hierarchically differentiated 
dynamics. The question of whether whole-part causality violates the laws 
of conservation suddenly dissolves. What has changed is that mereological 
causality has been revitalized and higher levels of organization therefore 
given their ontological—and causal—due. (Ibid., 10)

Thus she welcomes

…the reappearance of teleological language. Not only can we now under-
stand the workings of formal cause: decoupled from energetic consider-
ations, formal causes are the operation of second order context-sensitive 
constraints acting as a process of selection (regulation, modulation). 
Patterns, which are not other than relations, are far from epiphenomenal; 
they are indeed causally potent. So top- down causality understood in this 
manner, I believe, is all one needs to refute supervenience à la Kim. If caus-
ally effective, the higher level is real. And not only is it causally powerful; it 
exercises its top-down causality on its terms, that is, according to criteria 
determined at the higher level. Final causality is also thus compatible with 
real, ontological emergence: not only is the telos not pre-established or pre-
determined; it is also self-organized and thus radically emergent. As men-
tioned earlier, formal cause (now reinterpreted as the operations of 
second-order top-down constraints) selects for inclusion in or deletion 
from an autocalytic cycle those molecules that enhance and improve the 
integrity or cohesion of the higher level. Final causes (now reinterpreted as 
the metastable coherence of the higher level organization) are the self-
organized telos in evidence in autopoiesis and other autonomous processes. 
(Ibid., 11)
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Juarrero’s analysis is lucid and helpful, though the narrow scope of her 
example (autocatalytic reactions) mean that the explicitness and clarity of 
her description of the functioning of formal causation or telic harnessing 
may be overstated, or at least inapplicable with such simplicity and per-
spicuity in many cases.

Nonetheless, Juarrero’s semi-Polanyian reading of the causal and emer-
gent structure of the comprehensive entity that is an autocatalytic reac-
tion directs our attention in a structured way to the causal motion or 
directionality of Polanyi’s conception of meaning as being. Meaning’s 
downward action – its telic harnessing of subsidiaries – constitutes its 
being as formal cause; its telos – that is to say, its upward and outward 
teleological orientation which produces IFMs – constitutes its being as 
final cause. While Juarrero’s willingness to countenance radically novel 
and emergent ontological final causes does not cohere well with the post-
critical Platonism I am developing here, this can be surmounted by turn-
ing our attention once more to a more robust ontological view of 
potentiality as seen in our discussion of discovery and invention above, 
which renders a picture of the emergence of such formal causes not ex 
nihilo, but rather from the matrix or field of formal possibility which 
sculpts all possible telos, often referred to by Polanyi as fields. As Iain 
Hamilton Grant puts it, we are gesturing toward

a phase space of the Idea in unlimited not-being, that is, the always-
becoming, in which the Idea acts as the limit-attractor towards which 
becoming never ceases to become, the auto or absolute approximated but 
never realized in the generated particular, the whole caused by and causing 
productive and intelligent nature. (Grant 2006, 45)

Thus – to return to the theme of comprehensive entities – in an entity’s 
meaning, which is to say its being, formal and final causes are united 
symbiotically in a logically harmonious way. This is so because the inte-
grative power exercised by meaning as a formal cause that reorders and 
molds subsidiary elements of reality in accord with its forward-looking 
orientation toward its own telos is precisely what gives rise to a compre-
hensive entity’s indefinite future manifestations, which are, in Polanyian 
terms, the prime determinant of the entity’s reality. Some meanings are of 
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course richer than others, as our discussion of the IFM effect under the 
heading of Polanyi’s Copernican realism would indicate. A richer mean-
ing – one that produces more and greater/richer indefinite future mani-
festations – resonates more resoundingly and sends out stronger ripples 
through the surrounding reality in which it participates, perhaps in the 
process giving rise to the emergence of further comprehensive entities. As 
Polanyi puts it, moving from our phenomenological experience of know-
ing through to its metaphysical implications and basis,

By dwelling in a harmonious sequence of sounds, we acknowledge their 
joint meaning as a tune: a meaning they have in themselves, existentially. 
Up to a point our acknowledgment of the existence of a living individual 
proceeds on quite similar lines. We appraise in it a significant orderliness, 
which as such means something in itself. But a living individual is alto-
gether different from any of the inanimate things, like tunes, words, poems, 
theories, cultures, to which we have ascribed meaning before this. Its mean-
ing is different, perhaps richer, and above all, it has a centre. The focus of 
our comprehension is now something active, that grows, produces mean-
ingful shapes, survives by the rational functioning of its organs; something 
that can behave and acquire knowledge, and at a human level, can even 
think and affirm its own convictions. (PK 344)

The metaphysical stratification of comprehensive entities which 
unfolds on the basis of the flat ontology determined by the subsidiary/
whole mereological structure of beings is primarily one determined by 
richness of meaning, most easily tracked by its IFM production (or 
Eleatic potency).

In our earlier chapter on Polanyi’s Copernican realism we saw that 
some interpreters such as Prosch and Gulick, have argued that meaning 
only enters the world picture through the rise of life, with its introduc-
tion of centers of achievement. There is no doubt that proponents of this 
Proschian approach have a number of texts by Polanyi where he says (or 
seems to say) that meaning enters the world picture with the rise of life. 
For instance in PK he states that the bacillus’ “self-controlled shape and 
structure, and the physiological functions serving its survival, set up a 
centre of self-interest against the world-wide drift of meaningless 
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happenings” (387). Or again, “while the first rise of living individuals 
overcame the meaninglessness of the universe by establishing in it centres 
of subjective interests, the rise of human thought in its turn overcame 
these subjective interests by its universal intent” (Ibid., 389).

In my view there are several things going on here. First, I do not think 
Polanyi had firmly worked out his concept of meaning at the time of 
Personal Knowledge. In these passages “meaning” seems to mean what we 
might phrase in a more mature Polanyian vocabulary as “especially rich 
meanings,” “meanings that involve consciousness,” “meanings that might 
give rise to or involve self-reflection,” etc. As the term comprehensive enti-
ty’s usage is broadened in Polanyi’s more mature work, it seems to me that 
meaning takes on a broader cast as I have glossed above.

In a recent essay, Gulick has argued that

…any of the items Polanyi lists as having existential meaning, certainly 
words, tunes, theories, have in themselves only a certain physical pattern 
that becomes meaningful through human construction and usage crystal-
lized in cultural habits of thought and practice. In other words, the heart 
of the Polanyian Semiotic [Gulick is] proposing regards the proactive per-
son as the creative agent indispensable to any comprehensive theory of 
meaning. Uninterpreted entities have, at best, potential meaning. 
Consequently, [Gulick] reject[s] Polanyi‘s definition of external “existential 
meaning” and reserve[s] the term for an aspect of human experience. 
(2022, 14–15)

This formulation maintains the general Proschian tendency outlined 
above, but it serves as a clarifying foil to the view I argue for here in its 
assertion that “uninterpreted entities have, at best, potential meaning” 
(Ibid.). On a post-critical Platonist account, the potential/actual binary is 
not an ontological distinction, but rather a way of tracking the modality 
of a given entity’s ontological weight. To put the matter frankly, a poten-
tial meaning is a part of reality which exerts causal force as an attractor 
insofar as that potential meaning might be actualized. Emergence, then is 
not an unheralded, bursting-in-upon the ontological scene, but rather a 
coherent shift in modality from potentiality to actuality which takes place 
within the ontological scene.
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