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The other articlesin thisissue plus other recent articles on Polanyi’s ethics have helped clarify Polanyi’'s
distinctive contribution to ethical theory. This article seeks to integrate these insights with Polanyi’'s
somewhat diffuse treatment of ethics by suggesting what features would be included in a distinctively
Polanyian moral point of view. Grounded in psychological satisfactions, social dynamics, and values and
idealsregarded asreal, Polanyian ethicsincor poratesfeaturesof deontological, utilitarian, and virtue ethics
and would support a practice of moral discovery.

The goal of this essay is to take a further step toward articulating the contours of a distinctively
Polanyian ethics. | am particularly interested in considering how Polanyian ethics can best be formulated so
asto facilitate its dissemination, especialy in the classroom. The modest and basically programmatic step
attempted here relies upon some significant stepstaken in recent years. The essaysof CharlesMcCoy, D. M.
Y eager, Mark Discher, and Elizabeth Newman publishedinvolume29:1 of thisjournal significantly advanced
understanding of Polanyi’ sapproachto ethicsasacul minating dimension of humanresponsibility. Theessays
by UrsulaGoodenough and Terrence Deacon, Phil Mullins,and D. M. Y eager publishedinthisissuecontribute
further insightstothearticulation of aPolanyianethics. | will incorporate someof theseinsightsintothisessay,
emphasizing the ways in which the articles complement each other.

Theessaysby McCoy and Y eager in volume 29:1 are particul arly successful in offering an overview
of Polanyi’ sunique approach to ethics. McCoy statesthat Polanyi “ sees ethics, not asan isolated specialty of
philosophy or theology, but rather as central to the wholeness of human action in achieving knowledge and
seeking to act responsibly in every sphere of life. The morality of personal knowing and the commitments
involved are not peripheral but pervadethe historical, communal nature of human existence.”! Totreat ethics,
asistypically donein university courses, as a special discipline with a distinctive methodology islikely to
sunder it from its comprehensive role in human existence.

Moral judgments cut much deeper than intellectual valuations. A man may be consumed by an
intellectual passion; he may be aman of genius, yet be also sycophantic, vain, envious and spiteful.
Though a prince of letters, he would be a despicable person. For men are valued as men according
to their moral force; and the outcome of our moral striving is assessed, not as the success or failure
of any external performance of ours, but by itseffect on our whole person. Accordingly, moral rules
control our whole selves rather than the exercise of our faculties, and to comply with a code of
morality, custom and law, is to live by it in a far more comprehensive sense than is involved in
observing certain scientific and artistic standards. (PK 214-215)

A Polanyian ethics, then, deals with awhole self and, as we shall see, with whole societies.
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Thosewanting toteach the Polanyian approachto ethicsare presented with asizeablechallenge. How
can they square the comprehensive Polanyian understanding of ethics with the traditional way that ethical
theories are treated as disunctive alternatives? Typical courses introduce students successively to rule-
stressing deontological views of morality, result-calculating utilitarian theories, and character-emphasizing
theoriesof virtueethics. Fortunately, inthepast several decades, ethical theoreticianshavecreatively set forth
various proposals about how to integrate the formerly discrete theories. Consequently, our age seemsasif it
would be more receptiveto Polanyi’ s synoptic approach to ethicsthan Polanyi’ sown erawas. Themannerin
which | will proceed isby showing how Polanyi’ scomprehensivevisionincludesandinterpretsininteresting
wayssometypical expression(s) of deontology, utilitarianism, virtueethics, and other influential perspectives
taken on moral matters. Then | will proceed to highlight additional features of Polanyi’ sthought that bear on
morality.

Deontology and the Moral Point of View

First, let us examine deontological approaches to ethics. Deontological ethics states that dutiful
obedience to some standard of morality iswhat determines that which ismorally right. Kant’s Foundations
of the Metaphysics of Moralsisthe classical text of deontology; it utilizes reason in combination with respect
for the moral law to determinewhat ismorally right. But rather than examining Kant’ sthought in Polanyian
light, | prefer to discuss the notions of a more recent thinker in the deontological tradition (who uses an
admixture of social contract theory), awriter who takes obedienceto rationally justifiable rules asthe key to
morality. Nearly half acentury ago Kurt Baier argued along essentially Kantian linesfor taking up “themoral
point of view” asthebest way to securemoral agreement andthereby ensuresocial control. By “themoral point
of view,” Baier meant “a point of view which furnishesacourt of arbitration for conflicts of interest. Hence
it cannot (logically) beidentical with the point of view of any particular person or group of persons.”? There
aretworelated principlesincorporatedin Baier’ sformulation. Oneisthe principlethat themoral point of view
overridesself-interest (or indeed theinterestsof any particular person or group). Thesecondisthat auniversal
point of view isrequired that considersimpartially theinterestsof al stakeholders. It can be seenthat Baier’'s
formulation isinfluenced by Kant’ s categorical imperative: the notion that the subjective maxim guiding any
individual’ saction should be universalizable and reversible, that is, followed asthe guiding rule by anyonein
similar circumstances and applicable to oneself as recipient as well as agent.

There are many indications that Polanyi would be congenial to speaking of a comprehensive
framework suchasamoral point of view. Hiswell-known discussion of Azandemagicin Personal Knowledge
is one example of his consideration of an all-encompassing framework of interpretation. Another example,
repeated in a number of his writings, is the Marxist, or more specifically, the Communist worldview. In
reflecting upon the message of the Hungarian revolution of 1956, Polanyi cites the poem authored by the
Bulgarian Communist Dimitar M etodiev that speaksof aworl dview asseeingwith apair of glasses. Inbreaking
free of the closed system of thought that was Communism, Metodiev used theimage of smashing the glasses
asaleitmotiv (KB 30). Polanyi, of course, generally used the language of dwelling in and breaking out.

The notion of amoral point of view is unlike a closed system of thought, such as Azande magic or
Communism, “that can interpret initsown termsany possiblefact” (KB 31). For the moral point of view can
exist as a selectable alternative to a prudential or self-interested point of view. Situations dictate when
assuming the glasses of the moral point of view is called for. When decisions or actions bear on the health,
welfare, or basicrightsof individual s, themoral point of Xllew oughttobedweltinto determinewhat isthemost



moral decision. The act of assuming the moral point of view should be regarded as a practice that leads to
insight and possible action.

To the best of my knowledge, Polanyi never explicitly speaks about the (or @) moral point of view.
Y et because he used frameworks in his discussion of how our thought is organized systematically, it makes
senseto seewhat amoral framework, developedin relationto the Western tradition of ethics, would ook like.
Therefore, | will consolidate the comprehensive moral considerations that Polanyi discusses into the
framework of aPolanyian moral point of view.

Some aspects of Polanyi’s moral thought overlap Baier's principles, but they are expressed
idiosyncratically by Polanyi. Rather than emphasizingtheneedto overrideself-interest, he speaksof themoral
significance of responding to moral passions (asavariety of intellectual passions) instead of merely satisfying
the appetites.® Intellectual passions manifest selective, heuristic and persuasive functions, each of whichis
directed at understanding and extolling features of the world rather than serving selfish interests. “Heuristic
passion seeksno personal possession. It setsout not to conquer, but to enrichtheworld” (PK 150). Intellectual
passionsfund particular systemsof thought, likescience, art, religion, morality andlaw, with purposeandforce
“which try to evoke and impose correct modes of feeling” (PK 133). The sense of “rightness’ expressed by
indwelt morality, aswith the other systemsmentioned, isdirected outward toward understanding of and action
in the world. On the other hand, when considerations of self-interest are the dominant motivating factors
influencing a person’ s thought and action, manipulation and deception in the service of the satisfaction of
appetites prevail. All too often the language of morality constitutes part of the disguise. Only when one
indwellsthe moral point of view with conviction and commitment is self-interest truly overridden.

The second double-edged principle considered by Baier to constitute the moral point of view isthe
impartial consideration of the interests of al persons affected by the moral situation. Impartiality and
universalization are co-equal inthisprinciple. Towhat extent does Polanyi honor each of them? Both of these
terms conjure up notions of the obj ectivism that Polanyi fought sovaliantly. If all understandingiscarried out
intheserviceof passionslinkedtoone’ sself-set and communal standards, doesit make senseto speak of neutral
impartiality? A personmust apply any universal ruletosituationsby relying onunspecifiableskills. So, strictly
speaking, Baier’ ssecond component of amoral point of view doesnot seem congruent with Polanyianthought.
Y et it would be contrary to much of what Polanyi arguesfor to think that because objectivismisbankrupt we
are consigned to arelativism of individual experience.

Polanyian moral thought rests upon aversion of moral realism that, while honoring the importance
of cultural context, stiflesfrom the beginning any relativism. First, in contrast to the empiricist tendencies of
Anglo-American thought during the past century, a thought world in which values are regarded as merely
subjectiveor emative, Polanyi refersto valuesand idealsasreal and powerful. “ Totrust that athingweknow
isreal is, inthissense, to feel that it has the independence and power for manifesting itself in yet unthought
of waysinthefuture.” (TD 32). Acting ethically isaskill that involves depending upon and expressing the
appropriate real values and ideals, affirmed in some community of interpretation, that are pertinent to a
situation. Prior to acting ethically, another skill must be employed, to wit, the skill of understanding both the
detailsof the situation and what values apply to thisparticular situation. The determination of relevant values
in turn depends upon being ableto rely upon the “ correct modes of feeling” previously alludedto. Inthe sort
of contested situation Baier refers to, where a conflict of interestsis involved, the correct modes of feeling
would likely link oneto such values asjustice and care and make one sensitive to the rights of thoseinvolved
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in the situation.

Second, an assessment of amoral situation isundertaken out of acommitment to moral truth. Acting
upon those real values determined to be salient in some moral situation constitutes moral truth. Rather than
speaking with Baier and Kant of seeking some universalizablerule, Polanyi attendsto theintentionality of the
person utilizing moral skill. If the person judgesand actswith universal intent, thisisthe mark of the personal
knowing required for enacting moral truth. Being committed to moral truth and acting out of that commitment
isall that can beasked of aperson addressingamoral dilemma. Polanyi expressesthese pointsinthefollowing

powerful passage.

It isthe act of commitment initsfull structure that saves personal knowledge from being
merely subjective. Intellectual commitment is aresponsible decision, in submission to
the compelling claims of what in good conscience | conceiveto betrue. Itisan act of
hope, striving to fulfil an obligation within a personal situation for which I am not
responsible and which therefore determines my calling. This hope and this obligation
are expressed in the universal intent of personal knowledge. (PK 65)

So far, the Polanyian moral point of view includes the skillful use of moral passions, the
acknowledgement of the powerful reality of values and ideals, and taking the stance of universal intent in
seeking moral truth. Before we leave the comparison of Polanyi’s moral theory to that of deontology, one
additional observation is much needed. Polanyi is sympathetic to the senses of obligation and rightness that
arefound in deontological theories. Persons are called to attend to the call of conscience and submit to their
communally affirmed valuesandideals. Rightness, however, isnot something imposed by asocial authority;
rather it is a communally endorsed standard guiding the performance of one seeking to do the good with
universal intent. Vauesliketruth, beauty and justice do not exist in some sort of Platonic eternal ideal realm,
for they are“things which can be apprehended only in serving them” (PK 279). Our obligationto them flows
out of our commitment to them, whichinturnisbased on our assessment of them asreal and worthy of respect.

Utilitarianism and Social Contract Theories

Next, let usturnto assay Polanyi’ stakeon utilitarianism, theview that themorally best actsarethose
that maximize pleasure (hedonistic utilitarianism) or maximize expected preference fulfillment (preference
utilitarianism). Polanyi considersutilitarian cal cul ationsto be di sembodi ed expressions of materialismrather
than passionate commitments to moral ideals engaged with universal intent (M 11). Such calculations are
cousinsto theideawithin socialism and communism that the pursuit of scientific knowledge should betied to
anticipated public benefit. In these political systems, a collective entity undermines the freedom of the
individual responsibly to pursue her or hispassions. But it isfreeinquiry that has the power to produce on a
regular basis that understanding of reality capable of producing real public benefit.

Interestingly, Polanyi criticizesutilitarianism andits“ emotional brother” (PK 211), romanticism, for
their shallow individualism. Thisview isstriking becauseutilitarianismisgenerally classified asatheory that,
in contrast to ethical egoism, is group-centered rather than individualistic. Maximum utility is that which
conveys the greatest amount of good to the greatest number of people. Polanyi calls utilitarianism
individualistic because it privileges individual desires and in effect regards society as an aggregate of
individuals. Ultilitarianism presupposes maximizing each individual’ s freedom from social restraints so that
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asummation of subjective ends prevails over substantive social obligations (M 201).

DoesPolanyi thoroughly reject social contract theoriesof ethicsaswell asutilitarianism? Bothview
moral thought associally constructed. Certainly Polanyi isnofan of sociological or psychoanal ytic construals
of morality, which tend to reduce moral injunctionsto such things as protections of power or sublimations of
sexuality.

Our morally neutral account of all human affairs has caused our youth, and our educated peoplein
general, to regard all moral professions as mere deceptions— or at best as self-deceptions. For once
weinduce ourselvesto regard all established rules of moral conduct as mere conventions, we must
come to suspect our own moral motives, and thus our best impulses are silenced and driven
underground. (M 23)

Y et Polanyi’s position is not easily categorized as opposed en toto to social constructivism. For
Polanyi isabundantly aware of the activerole played by symbolismin the construction of culture. Indeed, the
main focus of Meaning is upon the different forms such social construction may take. Moreover, as Mullins
and McCoy each emphasize, the constructiverol e of the convivial community and theimportance of tradition
in establishing an individual’ s sense of calling are absolutely essential to Polanyi’sthought. The important
point to bear in mind is this: Polanyi’s notion of social constructivism is tied to the realities of — on the
subjectiveside— intellectual passions seeking contact with— on the objective side— aplethoraor realities
ranging from perceptions of dewdrops and elephants to ideals of beauty and justice. The sociologist and
psychoanalyst are critiqued not because of their constructivism but because of their reductionism. Passionate
commitment to loving othersisnot merely the expression of aninsecure person seeking reciprocal affirmation.
Theideal of loveisareality worthy of honor and reverenceeventhoughitsreality could not berecognized apart
from a symbolization process.

ThePolanyian moral point of view consequently contains an acknowledgment of the social character
of valuesthat command our respect. When onefacesamoral dilemma, one of the sourcesfor inspiration that
one should turn to is the tradition that has shaped one’s sense of what isworth living for. The symbols just
referredto are not just our own. They are part of asocial inheritancethat rootsusin aculture and nurtures our
moral vision. Furthermore, asthoroughly socia beings, we are called not just to turn to tradition, but also to
engageinconvivial discoursewith othersinthecommunitieswithwhichweidentify (PK 210). Oneof thekeys
to being amoral person, as Goodenough and Deacon emphasize (20), isto share our moral experiences with
one another. When this sharing is carried out in the context of a free society that respects the integrity of
individual consciences, moral existenceis most likely to flourish.

Theideal of afree society isinthefirst place to be agood society; abody of men who respect truth,
desirejusticeand lovetheir fellows. Itisonly because these aspirations coincide with the claims of
our own conscience, that the institutions which secure their pursuit are recognized by us as the
safeguards of our freedom. It is misleading to describe a society thus constituted, which is an
instrument of our consciences, as established for the sake of our individual selves; for it protectsour
conscience from our own greed, ambition, etc., asmuch asit protectsit against corruption by others.
Morally, men live by what they sacrifice to their conscience; therefore the citizen of afree society,
much of whose moral lifeisorganized through hiscivic contacts, largely depends on society for his
moral existence. (LL 36)
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Not only will the Polanyian moral point of view endorse consultation of the traditions and
communitiesthat shape aperson making moral decisions, it will cel ebratetheimportance of rational discourse
inreachingthosedecisions. Y es, seeking moral truthisaskill, butinrelyingonmoral standardsitisnot simply
atacit skill. For moral standards are the explicit expression of communal consensus about what sort of
considerations and acts are required for individuals and their communities to flourish.* The reaching of
consensusisdependent onrational discoursewithinthecommunity of interpretation. “ Theawarenessof moral
truth is founded on the recognition of avalid claim, which can be reasonably argued for and supported by
evidence; moral illusion, in contrast, is compulsive, like a sensory illusion” (KB 33). Through rational
discourse, social consensus can be reached about such things as the nature and extent of rights and
responsibilities; how best to characterize distributive, retributive and compensatory justice; and what ideals
and obligationspertaininacertain circumstance. Theway social consensusisreachedinethicsisnot different
in kind from the way agreement isreached in science about the status of various theories on the cutting edge
of research. In each case rational communication and the weight of general agreement lend authority to the
decisions reached.

But theroleof rationality in Polanyi extendsbeyonditsexpressionindiscourse. Polanyi isimpressed
at how reflection aided by mathematics has brought into being theories in physics that were accepted by the
scientificcommunity long beforethey wereconfirmed by empirical evidence. Einstein’ sdiscovery of relativity
theory isbut one of many such caseshediscusses. “Modern physicshasdemonstrated the power of the human
mindto discover and exhibit arationality which governsnature” (PK 15).5 Rationality hasthispower not only
intherealm of physics, but with respect to“ domainsfar beyondtheexact science” (PK 64), including morality.
Polanyi would argue strenuously against any postmodern relativization of reason just as he would combat a
relativizing of values.

Virtue Ethics, Moral Sense Theories, and the Social Dimension of Morality

To what extent does Polanyi embrace virtue ethicsor its cousin, moral sensetheories? A virtueisa
stateof one' scharacter that inclines oneto act in abeneficent way because of one' sconviction that such away
of actingisright. Humans may exhibit many virtuoustraits—honesty, courage, generosity, charity, etc. If one
hasthe virtue of honesty, one ismotivated to act honestly in all situationsand do so cheerfully because oneis
satisfying astandard of truthfulness one deeply believesin. Polanyi, like virtue ethicists, believesthat moral
actionsariseout of embodied skillsand deeply held commitments. Hewould acknowl edgethat ethical decision
making utilizesapractical reasoning process, consistent with Aristotelian phronesis, that wisely appliesideals
and valuesto specific situations. Insum, Polanyi would appreciate how virtue ethicsilluminatesaspectsof the
tacit functioning of the moral actor. But it isalso the case that Polanyi never devotes attention to the virtues
assuch.

Similarly, Polanyi doesnot rely upon moral sensetheories. Thistwofold neglectisof special interest
with respect to two of the articlesin thisissue. For Goodenough and Deacon see their approach as congruent
with virtue ethics, and Diane Y eager claimstheir approach isaversion of amoral sensetheory. Therefore, it
is appropriate to examine the extent to which the article by Goodenough and Deacon (hereafter GD) is
consistent with, orindeedilluminates, Polanyi’ sthought. Then'Y eager’ scritiqueof thearticlewill beassessed.

First, aword of appreciationisdue Goodenough and Deacon for theway they updatetheevol utionary
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material in Part IV of Personal Knowledge. | particularly have learned from their discussion of biological
traits, cell-based versus brain-based awareness, and the role of masking in brain change. The authors and
Polanyi share abelief in the importance of evolutionary explanations. Presumably, this belief might extend
to an interest in explaining the rise of morality.

Second, | would note with Mullins (23-25) that the role of the active center of life, so important to
Polanyi, isnot picked upin GD. Polanyi’ sdiscussion of thelogic of achievement flowsfrom thefact that each
individual center has a purpose or purposes apart from the laws of physics and chemistry that form the
background out of which life emerges. | believe the three orders of emergence proposed in GD are less
illuminating than thethree ordersthat may be extracted from Polanyi’ sthought.® | do not see how thereisany
significant differencebetweentheauthors' first order (“ shapeinteractions’ [6]) and second order of emergence
(“shape interactions played out over time” [6-7]). To beinteractions, shape interactions must be played out
over time. Moreover, asfundamental categories designed to explain different kinds of emergence, the three
ordersare perspicuousfor not articulating any causal mechanismsthat might explain how anew order arises.
There is no mention of how forces are implicated in each order. While perhaps not successful in his
speculations about the principles driving basic evolutionary changes, Polanyi does recognize that some
account is needed (see Mullins, 25-28).

Third, any assessment of GD requires clarity about its intended scope of explanation. Hereisthe
authors’ basicthesis: “Given that we have evolved from anintensely social lineage, we are uniquely aware of
what itfeelsliketobepro-social, anditisthisawarenessof what it feel sliketo bemoral —thismoral experience
—that undergirds and motivates the actions of amoral person” (16). Thethesisis presented as a claim about
theoriginsof moral motivation. Strikingly, thethesisisdevel opedinwaysthat are compatiblewith deontol ogy
aswell asvirtueethics. What it feelsliketo be pro-social functions as animmanent moral standard that must
be discovered anew by each individual and secured through symbolization. This fundamental moral
experience is not something that can be developed through rational discourse, a social contract, or cultural
instruction (17). Thusit appearsthat theauthors are making aquite sweeping casefor both the source of moral
motivation and a standard by which to judge putative moral actions.

Thereissomeresonancein Polanyi’ sthought with the sort of claim being made by Goodenough and
Deacon. Polanyi claimsthat new valuesarisein human experience” subsidiarily, embodiedin creative action.
Only after thiscan they be spelled out and professed in abstract terms and thismakes them appear then to have
been deliberately chosen, which isabsurd. Theactual grounds of avalue, and its very meaning, will ever lie
hidden inthecommitment which originally borewitnesstothat value” (“ CreativeImagination” inR. T. Allen,
ed., Society, Economics, and Philosophy [ New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1997], p. 263). Presumably,
moral val ues associated with primate sociality might be engaged by aperson as subsidiariesto some potential
solutiontoarel ationship problem andinthe processbe captured by symbol sand made conscious. Thusperhaps
Polanyi can help clarify the process whereby our primate feelings are transmuted into moral sensibility and
practice.

The authors' speculations about the rise of the virtues of compassion, fair-mindedness, care, and
reverenceareprovocativeand plausible. But their extended discussion of moral motivationislessconvincing.
They suggest that “the heart-warming sense of gladnessthat we experience when we encounter moral beauty”
(19) servesto stimulate moral action. If the pro-social values attained prominence in primate behavior, they
surely must have gained this status through the reinforcing satisfactions they provided. Why wouldn’t such
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satisfactions continue as motivators on into human experience? |sthere any evidence that these satisfactions
have an aesthetic quality such asisimplied by the discussion of moral beauty? There seemsto be no obvious
link between moral experienceasthey describeitsstatusinthe primate mind and themoral beauty they suggest
iscrucia for moral motivation.

More seriousto consider are the questions and criticisms Y eager directstoward GD. She wonders
why GD reinstates the gap between motivation and action that moral sense theories are often thought to have
closed (34). But Goodenough and Deacon seem to betrueto human experiencein discussing thisgap. Surely
the difference between knowing the good and doing it is acommon experience.

Next, Y eager statesthat if moral sensetheoriesaretrue, then persons ought to be good nearly all the
time and agree about moral matters (34). GD, she says, does not explain why these two conditions do not
pertain. Shethinksthat theauthorsfall intotroublebecausethey do not recognizetheimportant rolethat culture
plays not just in expressing morality but in developing and sustaining it. However, it seemstomethat GD is
not fairly understood if it isinterpreted simply asamoral sensetheory. Theauthorsclearly recognizethat the
primate brain is not just wired for empathic actions but also for self-interested and even violent actions. On
such an account, it is not surprising that human behavior is a cocktail mix of actions— moral, amoral, and
immoral. | tend to seethereferenceto moral beauty as a perhaps unfortunate appendage to the main thrust of
GD, not as crucial to its message.

Y eager then criticizes GD asrelativistic because it bases morality in feelings and experiences, each
of whichareremarkably diverseandineluctably subjective (34). Again, | do not think thiscriticismisentirely
ontarget. Theissue seemsto turn not so much on the fact that GD advertsto experience and feelings, but on
what it isthat isfelt or experienced. In Polanyian perspective, we are embodied beingsinevitably relying on
felt sensesof adequacy, coherence, and other satisfactions (more on these shortly) aswe construct meaningful
engagementsin theworld. Goodenough and Deacon claim there are certain pro-social feelingsthat are basic
toamoral rather than a self-interested relationship to other persons. Thisclaim, as| have already suggested,
has more of adeontological than arelativistic flavor. Because these basic pro-social feelings are devel oped
in assorted symbol systems, they are expressed in avariety of ways, but there does seem to be some cross-
cultural convergence toward agreement about basic values, as the authors note (19). GD seems to me to
acknowledge adequately the moral compulsion, basic agreement, and apparent moral confusion that are part
of everyday experience.

Tothispoint, Y eager’ squestions and criticisms do not seem unduly damaging. But inthevariety of
remarks she makes about the lack of asocial dimensionin GD (35-37), Y eager seemsentirely ontarget. GD
runs into problems when it claims to offer a comprehensive account of the sources of moral motivation and
moral standards. Theauthors collapse ethicsinto amatter of interpersonal relationships and offer empathy as
thesine quanon of morality. “Morality without empathy isby definition oxymoronic” (17). But surely moral
deeds may be enacted out of asense of duty, aregarding of rights, asense of justice or for other reasons even
when empathy is lacking. Surely GD is of little use for ethical analysts trying to decide which of several
problematic alternativesis most morally permissible or for interpreting the moral impact of social structures
and institutions. It isironic that an account based on primate social behavior tends to ignore human social
behavior. Well, perhaps|’ ve overstated theissue, for the authors complement their bottom-up approach with
a top-down recognition that cultures develop moral ideals, rituals, and other features that heighten moral
consciousness (19). But in stating that morality is never gained through instruction (17) or that rewards and
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punishmentscommodify morality (18) theauthorscut away some of theactual social processesthroughwhich
morality comes to life in society. Aristotle, invoked on behalf of the authors' understanding of moral
experience (17-18), viewscultural instruction asessential to thedevelopment of moral virtue. He seesvirtues
as sets of habits gained by originally supervised repetitions of virtuous acts.

Goodenough and Deacon make it clear that human consciousness is an emergent phenomenon
qualitatively different in kind from its supportive biological substrate. But do they accord an appropriate
emergent status to such transpersonal products of human consciousness as social institutions, technological
innovations, or theories? They say that the concepts that are central to human consciousness enable us to
“inhabit avirtual reality with alife of itsown” (15). Butitisnot clear in their article what sort of power this
“virtual reality” has. Recall that they claim morality is not acquired viacultural instruction. The complexly
influential realm of symbolically generated entitiesand structurestendsto beregarded under theundifferentiated
rubric of human culture. A richer notion of the emergent qualities of culture is needed.

Y eager offers the social psychology of George Herbert Mead as a helpful way of accessing and
interpreting socia construction and itsdynamicsand powersleft opaquein GD. Goodenough and Deacon are
similartoMead (and Polanyi) inemphasi zing the symbol -medi ated, cognitivedimension of self-understanding,
but Mead relieson cognitionintheconstruction of morality toafar greater degreethanisfoundin GD, inwhich
emotional response playsacentral role. The authors show great finessein discussing how culture, language,
and brain areinvolved in co-evolution (13, 14). If they wish their account of ethicsto underwrite ageneral
theory of ethics, their account woul d benefit from describing a) how emotion, cognition, and cultural influence
are co-involved in the emergence of personal morality, and b) how the competing and shared goals of
individuals, groups, and institutions are co-involved in the genealogy of social ethics.

To sum up, the article by Goodenough and Deacon offers an intriguing account of possible second-
order (biological) processes that underlie human morality, but as yet they have not built a convincing
explanation of how the biology impacts everyday human experience of morality. Diane Yeager writes
persuasively about thesocial dimensionof morality. Together thearticlesadvancethe causeof aholistictheory
of ethicsand can be usefully assimilated into the comprehensiveethical theory that isstill partly nascentinthe
corpus of Polanyi’ swritings.

Satisfactions and | deals

Finally, | should liketo discussafeature of Polanyi’ sthought that is not often commented upon, but
which | think has profound implicationsfor understanding moral action. Thisfeatureisbest grasped through
considering how to respond to this question: What factors motivate human actions? | will proposeboth adeep

level psychological answer and ahigh level spiritual answer. Thereareavariety of possible answersthat fall
between these extremes, but we will only consider the two responses just alluded to.

Thepsychological notion of motivationthat appearsnow and againin Polanyi’ swritingistheseeking
of satisfaction. Satisfactionsare part of our biological heritage. Theamoebafollowing atrail of pheromones
to nutritional satisfaction is a primitive example. In human existence, there are many sorts of satisfactions:
satisfactions of completion, of triumph, of release, of expression, of fulfillment, of recognition, etc. For
Polanyi, the quest to understand and resulting feeling of satisfaction are essential to his notion of personal
knowledge. “Thesefeelingsof comprehension go deep; weshall seethemincreasing in profundity all theway
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fromthe‘l-It’ relationto the‘I-Thou' relation” (KB 149). It should come as no surprise that there are moral
satisfactions, many of them linked to moral virtues.

One of the ongoing hobgoblins of ethicsisthe notion of psychological egoism. Thisnotion claims
that all acts, eventhe seemingly most altruistic, aredone out of self-interest. Thefireman enteringtheburning
buildingisnot selflessly heroic but acting to satisfy acraving for recognition, seeking to requiteanagging sense
of duty, angling for promotion, etc. The psychological egoistisamaster cynic and reductionist. No counter-
examples seem able to budge this person from the view that all action is self-centered.

The notion of satisfaction can be used to counteract the deflation of moral ideals that results from
adoptingtheideasof thepsychological egoist. Foritcanbesaidthat all actionissatisfacti on-seeking, although
thesatisfactionsareof different kindsand strengthsand sometimescontrary to conventional self-interest. The
key point for ethicsisthat therearemoral satisfactionsand many other sortsof the higher sati sfactionsthat John
Stuart Mill tried to articulate in qualifying Jeremy Bentham's notion of utility. An honest and intimate
conversation can beagreat source of satisfaction, onethat buildsup al involved. Satisfactionsasagroup are
not adequately characterized as being “ selfish” (see PK 174).

As we have seen, Polanyi contrasts intellectual passions with bodily passions, our appetites. The
satisfactions endemic to each are different in nature.

By contrast to hisbodily passions, which man shareswith the animalss, the satisfaction of his mental
passions does not consume or monopolize the objects which gratify it; on the contrary, the
gratification of mental passions creates objects destined to gratify the same passions in others. A
discovery, awork of art, or anoble act, enrich themind of all humanity. Man, hitherto self-centered,
enters thereby on a participation in timeless and ubiquitous things. (SM 60)

The satisfaction of intellectual passions, then, builds culture and creates community. Great ideasinspire us.
We apprentice ourselves to persons we admire. “By recognizing our heroes and masters we accept our
particular calling” (SM 98). Out of reflection uponthat whichweadmireor revere, weconstruct guidingideals
andvalues. A measureof thereality of theseideal sand valuesistheir power toinspireusand move usto moral
action.

“ Seeking moral satisfactionsby living up to our models of comportment” —this statement combines
the psychological dimension of moral motivation with whatever spiritual ideal we seek. Polanyi discusses at
many pointsdifferent ideal sto which we submit. Insofar astheseideal sare moral and shared by acommunity,
Polanyian ethics deals not just with moral individuals but also with moral societies. A society manifesting a
commitment not only to its own members but also to the members of other societiesis amorally admirable
society.

Tothispoint, it may sound asif Polanyi thinksthat all any society needs for moral improvement is
abetter theory. But, assuggested, Polanyi understandsthat in human endeavor apervasive gap existsbetween
what isenvisioned and what is achieved (PK 245). Consistent with his commitment to truth as perhaps the
highest of all values(PK 299), and in accordancewith hisinsight intotheroleof utopianisminmoral inversion,
he acknowledgesthe need in any ethicsfor compromise and the pragmatic acceptance of the best that can be
done. At times, atragic note enters his reflections about the course of human history in cosmic context.
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This cosmic emergence of meaning isinspiring. But its products were mainly plants and
animalsthat could be satisfied with a brief existence. Men need a purpose which bearson
eternity. Truth does that; our ideals do it; and this might be enough, if we could ever be
sati sfiedwithour manifest moral shortcomingsandwith asociety whichhassuch shortcomings
fataly involved initsworkings. (TD 92)

Perhaps the most compl ete configuring of Polanyian ethics would include such factors as confession,
forgiveness, grace, and eschatol ogy, factors more often associated with religion than with ethics. If sucha
Kierkegaardian step is called for, it would be a step Polanyi prepares the way for rather than one he ever
fully fleshes out.

A Polanyian Moral Point of View

My exposition of Polanyian ethics is now complete except for one thing. | need to make good my
promiseto potential teachers of Polanyian ethicsthat | would provide asimple framework on which to hang
key Polanyian points. That framework isaPolanyian version of themoral point of view. It obviously will be
more complex than Baier’ s version, but to be useful it must also abstract from the full richness of Polanyi’s
thought. ThePolanyian moral point of view ismorethan the passive perspective suggested by “ point of view.”
It describes a practice that seeksthe resolution of moral issuesand may lead to action. This practice exhibits
many features found in the paradigmatic Polanyian analyses of perception and discovery (TD 79-84). A
morally responsible person will assume the cognitive framework of the moral point of view whenever a
contestablesituation arisesthat deal swithimportant factorsinindividual and corporatelife: mattersof lifeand
death, basic rights, health and welfare. Moral discernment employing the Polanyian moral point of view is
marked by the following features:

1. With sensitivity to social dynamics, oneclarifiesthefactsof any moral situation presenting itself,
identifies all stakeholders, and seeks empathic understanding of what is at stake for each.

2. One consults the moral traditions of the convivial community that one most honors and seeks to
discern (with community feedback if feasible) the values, ideals, and moral principles that apply to the
situation.

3. One brackets any yearnings of appetite (thereby overriding self-interest) and with moral passion
seeks the satisfactions that come from amoral resolution entered into with universal intent.

4. Oneidentifies the moral subsidiaries (avoidance of harm, care, protective of rights, compassion,
concern for the common good, fair-mindedness, etc.) that conjointly contribute to the envisioned resolution
and either shares the resolution and supporting components or acts upon the insights asis appropriate.

Endnotes

! Charles S. McCoy, “Ethics for the Post-Critical Era: Perspectives from the Thought of Michael Polanyi,”
Tradition and Discovery: The Polanyi Society Periodical 29:1 (2002-2003), 18.
2Kurt Baier, The Moral Point of View: A Rational Basis of Ethics, Abridged ed. with new preface (New Y ork:
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Random House, 1965 [1958]), p. 96.

%1 commend to the reader the instructive chart contrasting the appetites and the mental passions prepared by
Diane Y eager — see her “Confronting the Minotaur: Moral Inversion and Polanyi’s Moral Philosophy,” Tradition and
Discovery: The Polanyi Society Periodical 29:1 (2002-2003), 37.

“Inanarticleclosely related to thearticlein thisissue by Goodenough and Deacon, UrsulaGoodenough defines
morality as “that which allows humansto flourish in community. . . . To flourish isto be well adapted to the particular
environmental circumstance in which one finds oneself, to be healthy and resilient and resourceful” (“Religious
Naturalism and Naturalizing Morality,” Zygon: Journal of Religion and Science 38:1 [March, 2003], 103-104). There
ismuchthat isappealinginthisdefinition, but I’ d offer two cautions. First, thedefinition could beinterpreted asendorsing
theindividualist gratificationsthat Polanyi criticizesutilitarianismfor. Second, becauseit stressesmorality asthat which
enablesindividualstorelate well to specific environmental circumstances, and since such circumstancesare quitevaried,
the definition seemingly supports a relativistic morality. In her article in thisissue, Yeager suggests (34) that such
relativism is common to moral theoriesthat, like the one set forth by Goodenough and Deacon in thisissue, rely heavily
on moral experience. Polanyi’semphasisonreal, shared valuesis at least apartial counter to such relativism, although
it may be open to the sort of Wittgensteinian relativism that would understand different communal values as partially
incommensurabl e because they depend on different language games and resultant forms of life (but see PK 113). See
Andy F. Sanders, “Science, Religion and Polanyi’s Comprehensive Realism” (Tradition and Discovery: The Polanyi
Society Periodical 26:3 [1999-2000], 84-93) for aforceful presentation of this view.

5 In speaking of rationality in these instances, Polanyi is understanding reason in a broad sense that includes
the powers he elsewhere speaks of as imaginative and intuitive and which also incorporates a logos-like sense of the
interpenetration of epistemology and ontology. Polanyi himself had the memorable experience of envisioning atheory
of adsorption in 1916 that proved to be correct, but his supervising professor pointed out that Polanyi’ s derivation was
incorrect (World Authors 1950-1970, ed. by John Wakeman [New Y ork: H. W. Wilson Co.: 1975], p. 1151). In contrast
to the broad understanding of reason, Polanyi was much less appreciative of the formal logic that dominated Anglo-
Americanthought at thetime. “Formal processes of inference cannot thrust toward thetruth, for they have neither passion
nor purpose. All explicit formsof reasoning, whether deductiveor inductive, areimpotent inthemsel ves; they can operate
only astheintellectual tools of man’ stacit powers reaching toward the hidden meaning of things’ (“Faith and Reason,”
Journal of Religion 41 [October, 1961], 243).

6 | argue on Polanyian grounds for arather different set of three orders of emergence in Walter B. Gulick,
“Responseto Clayton: Taxonomy of the Typesand Ordersof Emergence,” Traditionand Discovery: The Polanyi Society
Periodical 29:3(2002-2003), 43. Thedeterministic dynamo-physical world constitutesthefirst order; thelawsof physics
and chemistry act system-wide. Second-order emergence arises with the advent of life; each living entity, asthe active
center discussed by Polanyi, has purposes that distinguish its causal impact from the blind determinism of the whole
system. Theadvent of symbolsgiveshumans new causal freedom,; thethird-order emergence of the human worldisbest
articulated in Polanyian terms, | have argued, through extending Polanyi’ sfrom-to structure of consciousnessto afrom-
via-to structure where the “via”’ indicates the crucial role of symbols.

[Walter Gulick (WGulick@msubillings.edu) is President of the Polanyi Society. He organized the 2002
annual meeting which focused around Ursula Goodenough’ s work on biology and ethics; he subsequently
served as guest editor for thisissue of TAD and has been a frequent contributor to TAD.]
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