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INTRODUCTION

In his book The Tacit Dimension Michael Polanyi says that our attempt to understand the

nature of human knowledge will face the fact that “we know more than we can tell.”
1

 This

means that our very act of communication presupposes a knowledge that we cannot tell.

Although we are given adequate methods for expressing ourselves, the application of such a

method does not change the fact that previous to it we did know more than we could tell at the

time.

The important clue to understand the value of this fact is a distinction between two

kinds of awareness: focal and subsidiary. “All thought,” as Polanyi says, “contains

components of which we are subsidiarily aware in the focal content of our thinking and …

dwells in its subsidiaries, as if they were parts of our body.”
2

 With subsidiaries Polanyi means

such clues which are aspects of ourselves: they are points in our own intuition, attitudes,

skills, memories, and hunches. They include general notions or theoretical frameworks that

we use to know reality. In this aspect, knowing means an active comprehension of things

known, an action that requires skill. Human knowledge then is not something that could be

told but something that we do in our searching for truth.

But while personal, the subsidiary, or tacit root of knowing is primarily directed away

from the inner core of my being to the focal centre of my attention. “All knowledge,” as

Marjorie Grene interprets Polanyi in her “Introduction” to Knowing and Being, “consists in a

from-to relation.” She goes on, “Of course, subsidiary knowledge is mine: indeed, it is what I

have assimilated to my very self; it is what I have interiorised to a point where I can rely on it.

But such an interiorisation to a point guides me towards a distally located goal.”
3

 All

knowing, therefore, displays this dual structure. I attend from a proximal pole, which is an

aspect of my being, to a distal pole, and by attending to it I place it at a distance from myself.

Knowing then is both personal and universal.

The central concern of this study is to explicate Polanyi’s concept of the nature of

scientific knowledge by means of an analysis of the from-to structure of tacit knowing which

permits the appeal to reality to be attested to, although not verified by the positivistic

scientific method. Polanyi’s enquiry into the nature of human knowledge of course leads on to

a wide range of questions outside science, like arts, ethics, religion, and the problem of free

1

 Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1983), p. 4

2

 Ibid., p. x

3

 Michael Polanyi, Knowing and Being, edited by Marjorie Grene (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,

1969), p. x
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society. But the enquiry into the nature and justification of scientific knowledge provides the

first model to understand the theory of tacit knowing.
4

 Based on this reason we will trace out

the crucial problem in the philosophy of science, which cannot be handled through the

positivistic method: that is the problem of scientific discovery. Science, as Polanyi argues it,

lives by discovery and ever further discovery;
5

 without the itch to solve problems, to follows

hunches, to try out new and imprecise ideas, science would cease to exist. Yet discovery

cannot be explained in terms of wholly formalisable, wholly explicit knowledge. Any attempt

to deem impersonal, universally established, objective knowledge through a mechanism of

scientific method is meaningless. Science is more than an explicit method that we use. It is an

art of knowing in which a professional scientist, using all his method and his knowledge,

seeks to search reality. Our intellectual passions which impel us towards this contact with

reality will always suffice to guide our personal judgement so that it will achieve the full

measure of truth that lies within the scope of our particular calling.

The purpose of this study then is to explore Polanyi's understanding of scientific

knowledge based on his theory of tacit knowing. How he elucidates the tacit element in

scientific knowledge and how it is justified are the crucial questions which this study tries to

answer. To start this study first of all we have to demonstrate the biographical roots of the

theory of tacit knowing. This is the task of Chapter one: tacit knowing is the result of

Polanyi’s concern for the philosophical problem of scientific knowledge. It will be showed

that his struggle for the freedom of science has led him to the position that scientific

knowledge is rooted in scientific beliefs and tradition. And his attempt to justify the role of

scientific beliefs to support the organisation of scientific freedom is another side of his

attempt to expose the unspecifiability of scientific knowledge. Criticising positivism Polanyi

contends that scientific knowledge of reality basically cannot be counted through explicit

ways. Scientific knowledge is based on the tacit elements: intuition and belief.

Chapter two will deal with the concept of tacit knowing. Polanyi’s thesis that knowing

is an active process will be introduced in this stage. The chapter will delve into the nature of

human knowledge and demonstrate that the search for reality concerns itself with the question

of the subject’s capability for knowing. Polanyi’s reference to Gestalt psychology shows that

knowledge is not a mechanistic process but a creative one. And this creative process is not a

psychological by-product but has its own logical structure. The chapter will clarify the from-

to structure of tacit knowing in all its aspects: functional, phenomenal, semantic, and

4

 Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, Towards a Post-Critical Philosophy (Chicago: The University of

Chicago Press, 1964), p. vii

5

 Michael Polanyi, Science, Faith and Society (Chicago: The University Press of Chicago, 1964), p. 28
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ontological. Through this explanation it will be shown that the notion of contact with reality is

the centre of his epistemology: the structure of tacit knowing is the possibility of making

contact with reality.

Chapter three will argue that scientific knowing is a skilful, perceptive knowledge. Its

attempt to produce the general conception cannot be traced out through the positivistic

method but in principle is an art of knowing. Polanyi’s contends that to bring about the

general conception, scientist should indwell in the general notion and theoretical background.

“The general conception is a personal grasp of reality” is the message of the concept that

science is an art of knowing. As a consequence, only a theory that appeals to reality is

accepted as rational and objective.

Chapter four has a continuity with Chapter three. If the purpose of science is to appeal

to reality, the question arises as to how science sets its task to achieve this goal. This is the

problem of scientific discovery. Before we accept a theory as being to be proved, first of all

we have to suggest that any theory is rational and scientific. Following Henri Poincaré and

George Polya, Polanyi contends that the scientific concept can be discovered when we dwell

in the problem. He believes that the problem in which we dwell is not only a puzzle, a

discomfort, or a conflict; it includes the clues on which we are relying and which have a

bearing on the solution – or in other words, it includes the clues which are in fact aspects of

the entity we are seeking to comprehend. With this paradox of the problem in mind, Polanyi

then defines his concept of discovery as the imaginative-intuitive vision of reality. This

personal vision of reality will be regarded as scientific not primarily because it has predictive

capability, but because it appeals to reality to which the scientist and his community have to

commit themselves.

Chapter five will deal with the problem of verification. Rejecting the predictive power

of science as the criterion for verification, Polanyi criticises inductivism and falsificationism

in science. The truth of scientific theory cannot be judged by empirical data, whether it

confirms or falsifies the theory. The function of scientific theory is to explain some data, and

this in principle presupposes understanding. With this position in mind Polanyi contends that

verification has a tacit dimension: it presupposes personal beliefs, of course, in dialogue with

scientific beliefs held by the scientific community. This is the message of Chapter five. It

might be thought that for Polanyi data cannot speak directly to us. They could be counted as

scientific data because they have been seen in a certain scientific framework.

Since all knowledge presupposes tacit elements, Chapter six will deal with the

fundamental question concerning the concept of tacit knowing: Is it a fundamental ground of
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all knowledge, without which knowledge is impossible? Or it is only a diversification of

human knowledge, and therefore only one side of the focal aspect of human knowledge? To

handle these questionings this chapter tries to make a comparison between tacit knowing,

paradigm and fore-understanding. It might be thought that there is a continuity between them.

Through the concept of paradigm Thomas Kuhn in a sense has revived what Polanyi has

thought, namely, that a scientist lives, thinks, and solves his problem according to the

framework that has been lived in the scientific community for a period of time. But the

problem with Kuhn is his relativism. Scientific paradigm is only one model of problem

solving. And any revolution of paradigm – that one paradigm could be changed by the other -

has no relation to the nature of a goal.

The problem of relativism has been thought by Hans Georg Gadamer in his thesis of

prejudices, that all understanding presupposes a kind of prejudice. Giving the justification of

prejudices in his search of effected history, Gadamer suggests that a full understanding might

be achieved in a continuing dialogue between I and the other. In such a dialogue it might be

hoped that we could find the truth of the other. But Gadamer has to make clear that the truth

of the other in dialogue with the other might be different from the truth of the other in the

stage of prejudices. To this problem Polanyi’s thesis of from-to structure in tacit knowing

could give a positive contribution. What we thought, lived, and dwelt-in are no more than

subsidiary elements that we need to understand the other on another level of understanding:

the other as he is. There is for Polanyi a triad structure in tacit knowing: “A person A may

make the word B mean the object C. Or else: the person A can integrate the word B into a

bearing on C.”
6

 What we have integrated then are prejudices or paradigm. But these are the

subsidiaries that we need to bear on the focal terms, the universal. For Polanyi, knowing is not

just what we have experienced but something that we intend to know, that is more real and

universal.

6

Knowing and Being, p. 181




