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Embracing Modernity: The 
Conservatism of Hayek and Polanyi 

Thomas E. Lynch 

THE DOMINANT THEME of contemporary con- 
servative thought is the rejection of 
modernity. We first encounter the no- 
tion of modernity in Richard Weaver’s 
Ideas Have Consequences, where moder- 
nity refers to the chain reaction of ideas 
let loose by the medieval philosopher 
William of Occam and his repudiation of 
transcendental values, which led to the 
philosophical Enlightenment and re- 
sulted in modern positivism, relativism, 
andutopianism. Thevillains of this move- 
ment are part of a lineage that extends 
from Machiavelli to  Marx, and from 
Descartes to Freud, and are all united by 
a comprehensive rejection of medieval 
classicism.’ 

Although this distinction between 
classicism and modernityis heuristically 
useful for some purposes, it is entirely 
blind to the nuances and variations in 
contemporary political philosophy. As 
the traditionalist Thomas Molnar has 
noted, “political thought is not fully ac- 
counted for when it is limited to the 
polarity of two teams ... [more likely, it] 
may be arranged according to many pat- 
terns, not simply in the camps of sinners 
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and saints.”2 
The fundamental thesis of this essay 

is that modernity-as exemplified by 
modern science-is in many ways con- 
sistent with conservative values and an- 
tithetical to the contemporary biases in 
favor of positivism, relativism, and 
utopianism. We will further argue that 
the bifurcation of political philosophy 
into these two opposing camps not only 
fails to describe a more complex situa- 
tion, but even tends to destroy the very 
values of all those who classify them- 
selves as conservatives. 

Our last assertion is basically a prag- 
matic one, and we will not thoroughly 
discuss it here. But consider that the 
conservative movement, when it rejects 
the major threads of Enlightenment and 
post-Enlightenment thought, is standing 
in total opposition to many of the most 
alluring ideas in the history of mankind. 
The most seductive of these is the idea 
of scientific progress. That idea, along 
with all its concomitant assumptions, 
has been among “the chief guides to- 
ward all the intellectual, moral and so- 
cial p r ~ g r e s s ” ~  of contemporary man. 
Thus, to repudiate modernity may be 
virtually tantamount to spurning all 
progress, and any political program so 
constituted “will never, except in short 
periods of disillusionment, appeal to the 
young, and all those others who believe 

Modern Age 107 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



that some changes are desirable if this 
world is to become a better p l a ~ e . ” ~  

That the previous two quotations be- 
long to Michael Polanyi and Friedrich 
Hayek, respectively, provides a first clue 
about the nature of their own unique 
breed of conservatism. Both men began 
their education planning a career in sci- 
ence: Hayekstudied psychology for years 
before choosing economics, while 
Polanyi was an eminently respected re- 
search chemist until late in his fifties. 
For both, their preliminary work in sci- 
ence left them with a respect for its 
achievements that notraditionalist could 
tolerate. 

Nonetheless, their respect for the 
dogma of modern science was far less 
than absolute. Both men wrote exten- 
sive critiques distinguishing between 
real and pseudo-values of scientific en- 
quiry. Hayek himself was eventually 
awarded the Nobel Prize, ostensibly for 
applying the fruits of these critiques to 
economic methodology. Polanyi’s con- 
tribution to the philosophy of science 
was even greater. Along with Popper, 
Kuhn and Lakatos, Polanyi was at the 
center of the great methodological, de- 
bates which revolutionized our under- 
standing of modern science. 

We find the central contention of both 
men’s critique of science in Hayek‘s as- 
sertion that the methods that natural 
scientists claimed to employ “were not 
always necessarily those which the sci- 
entist in fact followed in his own field.”5 
Thus, the values which traditionalists 
attacked may actually have described 
aberrations of the true methods of scien- 
tific enquiry; the real values were in fact 
largely consistent withconservative prin- 
ciples. Hayekand Polanyi supported this 
lastclaim, but sincethey embraced what 
is known in America as alibertarian form 
of conservatism (Hayek preferred to be 
called an “Old Whig”), what issues from 
their methodological revisionism does 
not result in a philosophy that is totally 

acceptable to the traditionalist. 
However, it is surely a mistake to 

classify this philosophy,which embraces 
modernity, in the camp of sinners. For it 
might be, as I will maintain, that moder- 
nity properly understood issympathetic 
to most conservative values. And if this 
is true, itmight not onlypersuade us that 
there is a consistent philosophical basis 
for the middle road between traditional- 
ism and liberalism, but it would also 
unearth an entirely untapped reservoir 
of thought from which the conservative 
movement can draw. As the citations 
from Hayek‘s and Polanyi’s writing tes- 
tify, modern scientists and philosophers 
such as Godel and Heisenberg, James, 
Whitehead, Bergson, and even Sartre 
have positive contributions to make to 
the genealogy of contemporary anti-col- 
lectivist thought. 

The roots of modern science can be 
traced back to the Copernican Revolu- 
tion of the sixteenth century. The Coper- 
nican cosmology, wh i c h d e-an t hro- 
pocentrized the theory of celestial mo- 
tions, opened the floodgates for a mod- 
ern science which aimed to  replace sub- 
jective valuations with impersonal, ob- 
jective standards. AsE.A. Burtt has noted, 
the Enlightenment was the philosophi- 
cal heir of the Copernican Revolution, 
and the names in its genealogy include 
Kepler, Galileo, and finally Descartes, 
who 

with clearer consciousness of the impor- 
tant implicationsof the new methods than 
had been shown by his predecessors ... 
attempted both to justify and atone for 
the reading of man and his interests out of 
nature by his famous metaphysical dual- 
ism.6 

Descartes’s method was that of logi- 
cal deduction from explicit premises; 
his dualism postulated one geometri- 
cally specified extended world, and an- 
other consisting of unextended thinking 
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spirits. This view, as Hayek has written, 
was unprecedented and revolutionary, 
for when it separated science from sen- 
tient beings, it overthrew the medieval 
notion that men “had capacity to recog- 
nize truth, when they met it.”7 

It is not surprising that Cartesian sci- 
ence evolved into the anti-metaphysical 
creed of nineteenth-century scientific 
positivism. After all, if truth could not be 
recognized, it must ipso facto be deemed 
irrelevant to scientific theorizing. This 
was precisely the conclusion of Ernst 
Mach and his Vienna school of positiv- 
ism. This school believed science should 
appeal to no authority and that it should 
be rid of all metaphysical delusions. For 
the positivists, science was simply a 
convenient summary of experience. By 
the mid-twentieth century, positivism 
was so widely accepted that Bertrand 
Russell could remark that the great ben- 
efit “that science confers upon those 
who understand its spirit is that it en- 
ables them to live without the delusive 
support of subjective authority.”8 

This elimination of subjective belief 
fully brought to aclose the millennium of 
Augustinian thought. In the last century, 
Saint Augustine’s central epistemologi- 
cal credo, (“nisi credideritis, non 
infelligitis”) was turned on its head; when 
Hegel observed that the “subjective term 
is the original sin of modern philoso- 
phy,” he completely captured the spirit 
of the times. 

If this philosophy, which modern sci- 
ence engendered, had remained in its 
own domain, it would be of little interest 
to us. Instead, positivism, under the ae- 
gis of August Compte and his succes- 
sors, was applied to politics, law, art and 
all other fields of human thought. As a 
social philosophy, positivism relent- 
lessly reiterated man’s physical insig- 
nificance in the universe. Positivist 
dogma not only rendered man physi- 
callyinsignificant, but also, according to 

Polanyi, even robbed man ofany hope of 
transcendence, asserting that human 
thoughts and values were valid only “in 
the sense that [they] serve the interests 
of a certain p o ~ e r . ” ~  

In modern economics as well, positiv- 
ism found a home. As Nobel laureate 
economist Milton Friedman asserted,the 
ultimate goal of economics must be the 
same as that of any other positive sci- 
ence: it must pursue “the development 
of a ‘theory’ or ‘hypothesis’ that yields 
valid and meaningful [ i.e., not truistic] 
predictions about phenomena not yet 
observed.”’o 

The Austrian School of Economics was 
among the leading methodological o p  
ponents of positive economics. This 
school, founded in the nineteenth cen- 
tury by Carl Menger and subsequently 
led by Ludwig von Mises and Friedrich 
Hayek, was characterized by an a 
prioristic and highly individualistic analy- 
sis of thedemand element in an economy. 
Mises and the Austrians rejected posi- 
tivism not only because it sought “to 
deny the cognitivevalue of a priori knowl- 
edge,”” but primarily because it contra- 
dicted their fundamental methodologi- 
cal axiom that human beings act freely. 
As Mises discerned, positivism “com- 
prehends only what can be recognized 
bytheexperimental methods of thenatu- 
ral sciences. It ignores the human mind 
as well as human actions.”I2 Thus, 

It seeks to investigate reflexes and in- 
stincts, automatisms and unconscious 
reactions. But it has told us nothing about 
reflexes that have built cathedrals, rail- 
roads and fortresses, the instincts that 
have produced philosophies, poems, and 
legal systems, the automatisms that have 
resulted in the growth and decline of 
empires, the unconscious reactions that 
are splitting atoms.I3 

Essentially, Mises’s claim, which 
Hayek even more relentlessly advanced, 
holds that we cannot legitimately de- 
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anthropomorphize an entirely anthro- 
pocentric discipline. After all, the social 
sciences must deal with the thoughts 
and actions of real people; it is difficult 
to imagine much good coming from the 
positivist social scientists who deny this 
elementary fact. This is precisely the 
claim that philosopher Alfred North 
Whitehead made when he wrote that 
“the science of political economy, as 
studied .... after the death of Adam Smith 
[1790], did more harm than good ...[ b e  
cause] it riveted on men a certain set of 
abstractions which were disastrous in 
their influence on modern mentality.”14 

In the mid-l940s, Hayek coined the 
term “scientism” to describe the pro- 
cess wherein these positivist scientific 
abstractions were misapplied t o  the so- 
cial sciences. This slavish application of 
the methods appropriate to  another field 
was entirely unacceptable to Hayek, for 
it 

is decidedly unscientific in the true sense 
of the word, since it involves a mechani- 
cal and uncritical application of habits 
and thoughts to fields different from those 
m which they have been formed. The 
scientific view is ... a very prejudiced ap- 
proach which, before it has considered 
its subject, claims to know what is the 
most appropriate way of in~estigating.’~ 

However, within fifteen years of the 
publication of Hayek‘s remark, Karl Pop- 
per, one of this century’s preeminent 
philosophers of science, was able to 
convince Hayek that he had radically 
misunderstood the methods of the natu- 
ral sciences. Under Popper’s tutelage, 
Hayek came to believe that the social 
sciences were not inappropriately bor- 
rowing natural scientific methods, but 
rather they were merely “aping what is 
widely mistaken for the method of sci- 
ence.”16 

This redefinition of scientism provides 
an important pointof convergence in the 
theorizing of Hayek and Polanyi. For 

whenHayek agreed with Polanyi’s asser- 
tion that “science has become the great- 
est single source of popular f a l l a ~ i e s , ” ~ ~  
he went on to  accept Polanyi’s prescrip- 
tion that “a humanistic revisionism can 
be secured only by revising the claims of 
science itself.”ls 

Hayek’s scientific theorizing was highly 
dependent on Popper’s writings, and 
Popper substantially disagreed with 
many aspectsof Michael Polanyi’s meth- 
odological work. Consequently, Hayek 
and Polanyi could never agree upon the 
proper method for falsifying scientific 
theories; nor could they agree on the 
type of knowledge that merits the appel- 
lation “science.” Despite these differ- 
ences, they share acommon understand- 
ing of the possibilities and limitations of 
scientific investigation. Both Hayek and 
Polanyi rigorously sought to prove that 
modern science was infected with what 
the ancient Greeks called hubris; scien- 
tists have arrogantly failed to limit their 
claims to power. According to Hayek, 
this failure is founded partly in thescien- 
tific community’s refusal to accept “that 
there can be no such logical procedure 
as ‘induction’ which leads with neces- 
sity from the observation of facts to the 
formulation of general rules, and that 
the latter are products of creative acts of 
the mind which cannot be f~rrnalized.”’~ 
Thus, Hayek fully agrees with Polanyi’s 
assertion that “science has been carried 
on successfully for the last three hun- 
dred years by scientists who were as- 
suming that they were practicing the 
Baconian method,which in fact can yield 
.no scientific results whatever.”*O 

A historical case study of the Coperni- 
can revolution clearly demonstrates the 
shortcomings of positivistic, empirical 
induction in explaining the development 
of modern science. Copernican theory 
in its predictive capacity only matched 
the Ptolemaic system, while it created 
many new anomalies and blatantly de- 
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fied the empirical testimony of the 
senses. Accordingly, the method that 
natural scientists claimed as their own 
(i.e., the objective accumulation and 
organization of simple facts into effi- 
cient theory) could never explain the 
development of heliocentric astronomy. 

Throughout history, that method con- 
tinually fails to explain the development 
of modern science. How, for instance 
can empirical induction explain both 
Harvey’s rejection of the existence of 
invisible passages in the heart and 
Vesalius’s postulating of their existence 
between veins and arteries? Surely E.A. 
Burtt was correct when he remarked 
that “contemporaryempiricists, had they 
lived in the sixteenth century, would 
have been first to scoff out of court’the 
new philosophy of the universe.”21 The 
rejection of some of the pretensions of 
inductive science common to Hayek and 
Polanyi significantly transforms the role 
of scientist from passive compiler to 
active, creative participant. Facts alone 
never arrange themselves into hypoth- 
eses, sequences never define just one 
function, and results never arrive la- 
beled “accidental fulfillment” or “true 
confirmation.” All these determinations 
require heuristic leaps of judgment that 
can be made only by active thinking 
scientists. As Polanyi has concluded: 

Any account of science which does not 
explicitly describe it as something w e  
believe in, is essentially incomplete and a 
false pretension. It amounts to  a claim 
that science is essentially different from 
and superior to all human beliefs which 
are not scientific statements, and this is 
untrue.22 

What this basically means is that natu- 
ral scientific knowledge is no better (i.e., 
more objective) than social scientific 
knowledge, or in Hayek’s terms, “the 
difference between the two groups of 
disciplines has ... been greatly nar- 
rowed.”z3 The conclusion of Hayeks and 

Polanyi’s study of scientific methodol- 
ogy can therefore be summarized as fol- 
lows: knowledge claims in the natural 
sciences are epistemologically equal to  
those in the social sciences, and conse- 
quently, the lessons learned from a re- 
vised, less pretentious understanding of 
natural science are readily applicable to  
the social sciences. 

My comments on scientific method leave 
Hayek and Polanyi with one salient epis- 
temological question: How is discovery 
possible? When practicing inductive sci- 
ence, on the one hand, the scientistneeds 
only to allow the multitude of facts to  
resolve themselves into efficient theory. 
An anthropocentric, deductive science, 
by contrast, must be able to  explain how 
ascientist makes the leapfrom the known 
to the unknown. This problem was first 
pointed out by Plato in the Meno. In this 
dialogue, Plato formulated the so-called 
eristic paradox: the puzzling dilemma 
that notes that the search for the solu- 
tion to a problem is absurd, for either 
you know the solution and need not 
search, or you don’t know the solution 
and then don’t know what to search for. 

Meno: But how will you look for some- 
thing when you don’t in the least know 
what it is? How on earth are you going to  
set up something you don’t know as  the 
object of your search?24 

At the beginning of this century, theo- 
retical work bymathematician Kurt Godel 
pointed toward a solution to this conun- 
drum. Godel’s theorem demonstrated 
that the axioms of a deductive system 
(i. e.,  arithmetic or geometry) could never 
be proven either consistent or mutually 
contradictory. Since thelogical relations 
between axioms in a formal system are 
unknowable, so must be the meaning of 
the individual axioms. AsHayek has writ- 
ten, this failure of formalisms to account 
for what human minds understand leads 
to a “general principle applying to all 
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conscious and particularly all rational 
processes, namely the principle that 
among their determinants there must 
always be some rules which cannot be 
stated or even be conscious.”2s Polanyi 
concurs with Hayeks interpretation of 
Godel’s theorem;consequently, both “re- 
consider human knowledge from the fact 
that we can know more than we can 

The solution to the problem of discov- 
ery is implicit in this understanding of 
the limits of formalization. For Meno’s 
perplexity was that the process of dis- 
covery could not be completely formal- 
ized, but as Godel has shown, this prob- 
lem is common to all knowledge. Thus, 
scientific discovery must also be ex- 
plained by these “rules which cannot be 
stated”: anunderstanding of both knowl- 
edge and discovery must be rooted inan 
epistemology of the “tacit dimension” of 
human 

Before discussing the origins of tacit 
knowledge, it might be best for us to 
pause a while and consider why arcane 
matters of epistemology are important 
to  a political philosopher. After all, 
doesn’t epistemology deal only with the 
acceptability of knowledge claims, not 
political action? Yet, we must remember 
that political action, like all other human 
action, is controlled by human thought; 
consequently, an understanding of the 
limits of knowledge is vital for generat- 
ing an adequate political philosophy. 
Specifically, we will contend in the fol- 
lowingdiscussion that the theory of tacit 
knowledge provides the necessary foun- 
dation for the unique political philoso- 
phy of Hayek and Polanyi; and further, 
slight variations in their understanding 
of this “modernistic” epistemology are 
directly responsible for the few political 
differences that arise between them. 

Although Hayek refers to inarticulate 
knowledge as “knowledge how” (Gilbert 
Ryle’s term), while Polanyi uses “tacit 
knowledge,” both are describing essen- 

tially the same epistemological phenom- 
enon. The single most apparent manifes- 
tation of this kind of knowledge can be 
found in a child’s use of language. For 
without any conscious knowledge of the 
rules of spoken language, children readily 
acquire the capacity to speak correctly. 
As Noam Chomsky has shown, children’s 
understanding of language is based on 
tacit rules which they can apply but 
never verbalize. 

What is not commonly understood is 
that, even in adulthood, these tacit un- 
derstandings can never be eliminated. 
Acquiringthe capacity to  speak requires 
that certain perceptions be denoted by 
words, and that specific arrangements 
of these words be deemed corollaries of 
experience. Since these judgments are 
made before language can be spoken, 
they must be viewed as totally inarticu- 
late attributions. Thus, all languages are 
necessarily based upon man’s inarticu- 
late predispositions, or as Polanyi has 
said: “...our articulate utterances can 
never altogether supersede but must 
continue to  rely on [those] mute acts of 
intelligence [that] we once had in com- 
mon with chimpanzees.”28 

Language is not alone among human 
skills in its reliance upon tacit knowl- 
edge. In actuality, language is just one 
example of what Polanyi calls, “the well- 
known fact that the aim of [any] skillful 
performance is achieved by the obser- 
vance of a set of rules which are not 
known as such to the person following 
them.”2g Both Hayek and Polanyi agree 
that it is the joint influence of tacit men- 
tal rules which makes it possible for 
humans to perform any skillful activity. 
As  examples of thepervasiveness of tacit 
rules, both writers cite a similar cata- 
logue of skillful performances ranging 
from physiognomy perception to judi- 
cial decision-making. In recognizing a 
facial expression, just as in rendering a 
legal decision, the actor is guided by an 
incomplete set of explicit rules which 

t 
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must be supplemented by tacit under- 
standings. This insight is brought out 
most clearly by the example of the bicy- 
clist who, without knowing the laws of 
centrifugal force, manages to apply them 
and therefore maintains his balance. 

This recognition that all human knowl- 
edge is based upon unformalized mental 
skills cannot be fit comfortably within 
the framework of modern rationalism: it 
does not meet the Cartesian demand for 
a body of wholly explicit knowledge. 
Hence, tacit knowledge must be ex- 
plained by a theory of mental events 
outside the rationalist framework. Both 
Hayek and Polanyi posit such theories, 
and although their two theories are basi- 
cally alike, theone major difference sepa- 
rating them has rather significant impli- 
cations. 

Since modern science has shown that 
sensory qualities do not inhere in physi- 
cal objects, the nature of the connection 
between the two has become problem- 
atic. Hayek makes the connection by 
claiming that the mind is essentially a 
mechanism of classification wherein 
physical events are endowed with sen- 
sory meaning. Furthermore, “the quali- 
ties which we attribute to the experi- 
enced objects are strictly speaking not 
properties of that object at all, but a set 
of relations by which our nervous sys- 
tem classifies them...”.30 In essence, 
Hayek is saying that the phenomenal 
world of sensory experience is entirely 
the product of neurological classifica- 
tions-and to this he adds that there is 
no justification for postulating any sort 
of direct correspondence between these 
classifications and physical entities. 
Thus, according to Hayek, our knowl- 
edge does not permit us to make any 
ontological claims. 

As Hayek see it, classification is made 
possible by two structures, which he 
labels the “map” and the “model.” The 
map is the static, pre-sensory mecha- 

nism of classification; it is a “record of 
past associates of any particular stimu- 
lus with other stimuli which have acted 
upon the organism at the same time.” 
The model, on the other hand, is the 
dynamic aspect of classification. I t  re- 
sponds to new combinations of stimuli, 
and over a long period of time, its more 
important aspects are grafted onto the 
map. Simply stated, the Hayekian episte- 
mology consists of an open-ended set of 
Kantian categories neurologically speci- 
fied. But unlike Kant’s categories, Hayek’s 
vary throughout the development of the 
species. 

Our inabilityto specify the rules which 
govern mental operations is a conse- 
quence of the inherent limits of anyclas- 
sificatory system. As Hayek writes: “If 
everything we can express is intelligible 
to others only because their mentalstruc- 
ture is governed by the same rules as 
ours, it would seem that these rules 
themselves can never be communi- 
~ a t e d . ” ~ ’  Specifically, if the rules that 
guide mental structures could be com- 
municated, it would imply that a prior 
set of rules exists in order to make the 
later rules communicable; hence, to  
avoid an infinite regress, we must as- 
sume that all mental operations are 
guided, “by a supra-conscious mecha- 
nism which operates upon the contents 
of consciousness but which itself cannot 
be conscious.” 

Whereas Hayek‘s defense of inarticulate 
knowledge is both mathematical and 
neurological, Polanyi’s is essentially 
paradigmatic. Polanyi’s epistemology 
begins with theincontrovertiblefact that 
“there is only one single thing in the 
world we normally know only by relying 
on our awareness of it for attending to 
other things.” This unique thing is, of 
course, our own body, and by being 
subsidiarily aware of things happening 
t o  it, we can successfully attend to exter- 
nal objects. 
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What emerges from Polanyi’s obser- 
vation is an epistemology which asserts 
that all conscious knowledge is based 
upon twolevels of awareness. The higher 
level, known as focal awareness, con- 
sists of comprehensive entities which 
emerge only as a result of the knower’s 
selective integration of the lower level, 
that is, his own body’s subsidiary clues. 
All knowledge thus consists of a subsid- 
iary and a focal pole, mediated by a 
knower who integrates the first into the 
second. 

Polanyi’s triadic structure of knowl- 
edge is best brought out by elucidating 
the way our body participates in using a 
tool. When driving in a nail with a ham- 
mer, we watch the effects of the strokes 
upon the nail, without openly consider- 
ing their effect upon our hand. Yet the 
sensations in the hand that holds the 
hammer have effectively guided the 
strokes. The difference inawareness may 
be stated this way: the strokes have 
been the object of our attention, while 
the sensations have been an instrument 
of it. As Polanyi puts it, these sensations, 
“are not watching in themselves; we 
watch something else while keeping in- 
tensely aware of them. I have a subsid- 
iary awareness of the feeling in the palm 
of my hand which is merged into my 
focal awareness of my driving in the 
nai1.”321n asense, then, thetool is merged 
with my bodily awareness, I interiorize it 
so that I may uses its subsidiary clues to  
achieve a focal awareness of a task; I 
interiorize it so that I may use its subsid- 
iary clues to achieve a focal awareness 
of a task that is more meaningful to me. 

In the above case, we are confronted 
with the same general principle which 
gujdes all our knowledge. Mechanical 
tools can be replaced by intellectual 
tools-consider for instance, theformal- 
isms of language, science, or culture: 

... when we learn to use language, or a 
probe, or a tool, and thus make ourselves 

aware of these things as we are of our 
body, we interiorize these things and make 
ourselves dwell in them. Such extensions 
of ourselves develop new faculties in us; 
our whole education operates in this way; 
as each of us interiorizes our cultural 
heritage, he grows into a person seeing 
the world and experiencing in terms of 
this 

Consequently, a person’s entire 
interiorized cultural milieu, in addition 
to  his physical sensations, forms the 
“subsidiary” roots of all his knowledge. 
The reason that this knowledge has tacit 
roots is twofold: (1) the set ofparticulars 
which constitute an individual’s subsid- 
iary awareness is far too large to be 
calculable, and (2) the integration of the 
particulars of subsidiary awareness is, 
as we have seen, a personal act partially 
rooted in subjective valuations of mean- 
ing; such valuations differ from person 
to person and generation to  generation: 
they could therefore never be wholly 
subject to universal and timelessformal- 
isms. 

In Polanyi’s epistemology, knowledge is 
not only rooted in tacit understandings; 
those understandings are part and par- 
cel of the individual’s culture. Such a 
postulation inevitably recalls t h e  
Marxian doctrine of a socially condi- 
tioned consciousness. This doctrine, 
most clearly expressed in Marx’s Intro- 
duction to the Critique ofPolitica1 Economy 
(1867-1895) simply states that: “it is not 
men’s consciousness which determines 
their existence; but on the contrary their 
social existence which determines their 
consciousness.”34 

Surprisingly, Hayek also seems ame- 
nable to such a theoryof consciousness. 
As already noted, he characterizes the 
mind ascontrolled by “supra-conscious” 
rules (categories) which are the product 
of man’s historical development. Thus, 
at any singlemoment, the evolved social 
facts of man’s existence structure his 
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consciousness: “the growth of the hu- 
man mind is part of the growth of civili- 
zation; it is the state of civilization at any 
given moment that determines the  
[mind’s] scope and po~sibil i t ies.”~~ 

In positing a theory of knowledge 
which makes mental events immanent 
in the social evolution of the species, 
both Hayek and Polanyi run the risk of 
developing an historicist philosophy. By 
historicism, we refer not to what Hayek 
has called “the older view which justly 
contrasted the specific task of the histo- 
rian with that of the scientist and which 
denied the possibility of a theoretical 
science of history,” but rather to “the 
later view which, on the contrary, af- 
firms that history is the only road which 
can lead to a theoretical science of so- 
cial phenomena.” Historicism, in this 
second sense, is the operational prin- 
ciple behind the theories of “scientific 
socialism” that guides theLeninist school 
of socialist thought. Its advocates be- 
lieve that the evolution of man’s con- 
sciousness is guided by laws which can 
be known and then subsequentlyused to 
determine the futurecourse of his devel- 
opment. But, as we have seen in the 
epistemology of inarticulate knowledge, 
it is impossible to elaborate an explicit 
formalism which could specify, at any 
one instance, the particulars which con- 
stitute the comprehensive entity known 
as the mind. Knowing, just like any other 
human skill, is rooted in a tacit aware- 
ness that no explicit formula can ever 
capture. As Hayek writes, “the picture of 
man as a being who, thanks to his rea- 
son, can rise above the values of his 
civilization, in order to judge from out- 
side, or  from a higher point of view, is an 
illusion.”36 Both Hayek and Polanyi agree 
that the laws of man’s evolutionary de- 
velopment are necessarilyunspecifiable. 

The rejection of historicism on these 
grounds almost inevitably leads to  one 
of the so-called characteristic sins of 
modernity: historical or cultural relativ- 

ism. The relativist recognizes that the 
variations in human knowledge and cul- 
ture are not subject to any determinate 
laws; and he finds no grounds for claim- 
ing that the knowledge of any one cul- 
ture or epoch is truer than another. The 
only escape from relativism of this sort 
is by appeal to ontology. If either the 
evolutionary process (or any one epoch 
in it) is accredited with the capacity to 
make contact with a stable reality, then 
all specific times and cultures could be 
judged according to the standard of truth. 
Hayek refuses to make any ontological 
claims. Accordingly, he is willing to go 
so far as to claim that 

We are probably ... entitled to conclude 
that our present values exist only as the 
elements of a particular cultural tradition 
and are significant only for some more or 
less long phase of evolution-whether 
this phase includes some of our pre-hu- 
man ancestors or is confined to certain 
periods of human civilization. We have 
no more ground to ascribe to them eter- 
nal existence than to the human race 
itself.37 

Immediately following the above com- 
ment, Hayek attempts to rescind his 
seeming acceptance of relativism by 
claiming that, “while we know that all 
those values are relative to something, 
we do not know to what they are rela- 
tive.” However, this sort of dictum begs 
the question, for while it states that there 
are no legitimate grounds for abandon- 
ing our beliefs, it likewise asserts that 
there can be no legitimate reason for 
holding them. 

Indeed, on the subject of relativism, 
the entire body of Hayek’s work is re- 
plete with contradictions. For instance, 
in The Counter-Revolution of Science, 
Hayek opposed relativismon the grounds 
that throughout time, “all mind must run 
in terms of certain universal categories 
of thought.” This postulation is totally 
irreconcilable with the notion of an his- 
toricallyconditioned consciousness that 
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Hayek presents in his other writings. 
These ambiguities are not due to  

Hayek’s indecisiveness, for he has re- 
peatedly and firmly stated his opposi- 
tion to historicalrelativism. Rather, they 
are the product of a more fundamental 
flaw in Hayek’s exposition. As we have 
seen, Hayek posits an epistemology de- 
void of ontological considerations. This, 
I would assert, is an impossible endeavor: 
the logic of knowing must be based upon 
some logos of being; we cannot state 
how we knowwithout first affirming that 
there is something to be known. Conse- 
quently, all knowing is necessarily a func- 
tion of the living knower and the objects 
to be known; epistemologies are ines- 
capably rooted in ontologies. It follows 
then that even though Hayek fails to  
elaborate an explicit ontology, his epis- 
temology must be based upon an im- 
plicit theory of being. 

Furthermore, I would claim that from 
his political theorizing, we can infer at 
least the broad outlines of thisontology. 
Clearly Hayek believes that one specific 
political program is better than others, 
that the past epoch of liberalism was 
truer than the present epoch of egalitari- 
anism. Although culture, and therefore 
mind, have evolved since that former 
epoch, Hayek would not diminish the 
validity of liberal maxims. Those max- 
ims were true, and are true now, be- 
cause they capture the essence of man’s 
being in civilization and suit the param- 
eters of his rationality. It needs to be 
repeated thatHayek himself would agree 
with only the latter half of thischaracter- 
ization of his philosophy. Paradoxically 
for an anti-Cartesian, Hayek has accepted 
Descartes’s fact-value dichotomy, and 
has assumed from it that political pro- 
grams can be judged by knowable facts 
alone, without appeal to valuations re- 
garding the nature of man or reality. The 
positing of separate worlds of facts and 
values is itself a valuation of the nature 
of reality: there is no escaping the onto- 

logical basis of all epistemologies. 
Wecan thensee thereason for Hayek‘s 

trouble with the idea of relativism. Al- 
though he implicitly believes in an ontol- 
ogy which attributes stable values to 
beings, he refuses to  base his epistemol- 
ogy upon it. Thus, in the conlext of his 
epistemology alone, Hayek is a relativ- 
ist; while in the context of his overall 
philosophy (which is not entirely ex- 
plicit), Hayek is an ardent foe of relativ- 
ism. The conflict in Hayek’s philosophy 
is entirely predicated upon his failure to 
accredit his capacity to  perceive the 
truth of certain values. 

Polanyi’s salvation from Hayekian rela- 
tivism is rooted in his teleological, goal- 
oriented understanding of the process 
of evolution. As noted earlier, Polanyi 
recognizes that the workings of evolu- 
tion are primarily unspecifiable, and 
therefore he rejects the closed, mecha- 
nistic teleologies of both the Darwinians 
and the scientific socialists. Instead, 
Polanyi’s teleology resembles the looser 
ones of Pierce, James and Bergson,where 
evolution is seen as the natural process 
in which life strives for ever higher gra- 
dients of meaning. 

This teleology is not one of laws, but 
one of tendencies. Although the final 
target of evolution is indeterminate, its 
direction can be inferred through its 
homologous impact upon living things. 
For instance, 

As far down the scale of life as worms and 
perhaps even the amoeba, we meet a 
general alertness of animals, not directed 
towards any specific satisfaction, but 
merely exploring what is there; an urge to 
achieve intellectual control over the situ- 
ations confronting it3* 

Likewise, in the case of the human 
child, this natural urge is manifest in, 
among other things, his groping effort to 
gain greater intellectual control through 
the mastery of speech. 
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All through nature we see life’s in- 
stinctive striving for more meaningful 
control over matter. Even in the biologi- 
cal mechanisms of evolution, we must 
concede the presence of this teleologi- 
cal tendency. For how else, in the face of 
thestaggering number of random chemi- 
cal possibilities, could we possibly ex- 
plain the preponderance of meaningful 
combinations? Both Polanyi and his in- 
tellectual predecessor, Henry Bergson, 
have legitimately surmised that “it is 
difficult to avoid the notions that some 
sort of gradient of meaning is operative 
in [biological] evolution in addition to 
purely accidental mutation and plain 
natural selection, and that this gradient 
somehow evokes ever more meaningful 
organizations ... of matter.”39 

It must be noted that man cannot 
simply assume that all the values and 
institutions which have most recently 
evolved are themost valid, for evolution 
exudes only a tendency toward more 
meaningful arrangements. It inhibits, but 
does not preclude, the emergence of 
destructive forces. Thus, even if we ac- 
cept that there is a natural tendency 
toward meaningful emergence in evolu- 
tion, the problem of relativism remains 
salient until we accredit man with the 
capacity to validly know universal truths. 

In accrediting man with this capacity, 
we must jointly draw upon Polanyi’s 
ontology and epistemology. In the above 
paragraphs, we have described what 
Polanyi calls life’s tendencytoward more 
meaningful arrangements of matter. Hu- 
man knowledge, as we have seen, also 
exhibits this tendency: subsidiary clues 
are interiorized to achieve a focal aware- 
ness of an entity (or action) more mean- 
ingful to the knower. It might be, as 
Polanyisuggests, that man’s innate grop- 
ing for knowledge should be viewed as a 
patent manifestation of these deeper 
ontological urges. In this context, the 
claims of sincere knowledge could justi- 
fiably be held only because they repre- 

sent valid intimations of a more mean- 
ingful reality. Those accustomed to ob- 
jective, scientific knowledge will find 
little appeal in this sort of epistemology. 
But, as previously shown, the old Carte- 
sian epistemology could never ad- 
equately explain either the processes or 
the outcomes of scientific inquiry. 
Polanyi’s view, on theother hand, which 
represents knowing as a call to the 
Pygmalion in man, fares much better. 

For instance, while the search for 
knowledge and discovery made little 
sense within a rationalist-empiricist con- 
text, inPolanyi’s philosophy, that search 
can be regarded as a groping for natural 
intimations of a deeper gradient of mean- 
ing. In practical terms, the ultimate suc- 
cess of the non-empirical discoveries in 
Copernicus, Vesalius, and Einstein elo- 
quently testifies on behalf of this ontol- 
ogy/epistemology. These discoveries 
ultimately depended not upon experi- 
ment, but upon critical intimations of a 
more meaningful understanding. Thus, 
the credo of the scientist need not be 
much different from that of Christian 
believers-fides querens intellecturn. The 
scientist must believe (his intimations) 
before he knows. Theconclusion reached 
here is that valid knowledge can be held, 
but it is ineluctably rooted in belief. 

Although Polanyi has shown that 
knowledge claims can be madewith some 
validity, he has not yet shown that con- 
ditions exist for them to be posited with 
universal validity. For example, existen- 
tialists such as Sartre would claim that 
since the subsidiary elements of knowl- 
edge are rooted in our physicalcultural 
milieu, we are essentially products of 
our own facticity. Accordingly, all uni- 
versal claims necessarily ignore that 
facticity by taking the individual beyond 
himself-they are inevitably made in 
bad faith. 

Polanyi, of course, agrees that men 
are products of their own facticity: “our 
most deeply ingrained convictions are 
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determined by the idiom in which we 
determine our e~per ie ince .”~~ Nonethe- 
less, he does not deny man the privilege 
of making universal judgments. For man 
is guided by acritical intimations toward 
a fuller understanding of the external 
pole of reality. In sincerely following 
these intimations, he is being guided by 
a pre-existential orientation; he is heed- 
ing an objective calling over mere sub- 
jective predilections. And, because they 
point to a hidden reality that can be 
shared with others, the product of man’s 
calling (knowledge) can be endowed with 
the claim of universality. 

Polanyi’s ontology has elevated the 
acritical assent endemic in knowing to 
the level of responsible judgment. His 
claim is that it is in the nature of my 
calling to assert that the values which I 
hold are true. But what of those who 
entertain valuesystems which I oppose? 
Is my own personal commitment the 
only defense I have against absurd sys- 
tems like astrology? Unfortunately, the 
answer is yes; Polanyi’s reply to the 
astrologist is simply, “I do not entertain 
explanations in terms of astrology, for I 
do not believe them to be true.”40 As we 
have seen, knowing has tacit, acritical 
roots; evidential systems can give com- 
fort to  the knower, but they cannot give 
certainty. Consequently, the ontology of 
commitment “does not eliminate data, 
but (likechristianity) says thatwe should 
hold on to what we truly believe, even 
when realizing the absurdly remote 
chances of this enterprise, trusting the 
unfathomable intimations that call upon 

What we need to emphasize here is 
that modern science not only implies an 
ontology of commitment but also re- 
quires such an ontology. The fundamen- 
tal prerequisite to all scientific enquiry 
is the simple conviction that there exists 
a meaningful reality which is accessible 
to the scientist. Without such a convic- 
tion, there can be no plausible reason to 

US to do 

practice science. 
The same may be said of social theory 

and the need for anontology. When claim- 
ing that the roots of knowledge are nec- 
essarily tacit, Hayek is consistently 
adhering to the implications of the most 
recent development in Heisenbergian 
physics and Godelian mathematics. By 
continuing to theorize, he necessarily 
accredits himself (and man) with the 
capacity to hold true knowledge, de- 
spite the fact that such knowledge can- 
notbe articulatelyverified. Clearly, there 
must be an ontological basis for such an 
accreditation, but Hayek never enunci- 
ates it. This is the basis of Hayek’s prob- 
lem with relativism. 

The significance of Polanyi’s ontol- 
ogy is that it unrelentingly opposes rela- 
tivism on grounds consistent with those 
of modern science. Although Hayek 
would not find this ontology totally ac- 
ceptable (he would raise many of 
Popper’s objections), it does show that 
there are grounds on which one can 
theorize even after accepting the impli- 
cations of “knowledge how.” In essence, 
then, Polanyi’s ontology legitimates 
Hayek’s epistemology and thereby liber- 
ates it from the scourges of relativism. 

The philosophies of Hayek and Polanyi 
are even more effective when dismiss- 
ing modern variants of rational 
utopianism. The most recent manifesta- 
tion of utopianism passes under theguise 
of modern liberalism. This is not the 
English liberalism of Hume and Smith. It 
is, instead, a political philosophy guided 
by the rationalist methods of Rene 
Descartes. At the inception of the seven- 
teenth century, Descartes was so shaken 
by the collapse of traditional truths that 
he laid down very clear and stringent 
rules for intellectual inquiry. The Carte- 
sians claimed that a whole catalogue of 
certain knowledge could be held through 
logical deduction from clear and distinct 
premises. Although Descartes refrained 

* 
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from applying his methods to moral and 
social questions, his intellectual heirs 
lack such self-restraint. 

Intoxicated by the supposed success 
of Cartesian methods in the natural sci- 
ences, social planners adapted these 
methods to the political realm. Begin- 
ning with the dualistic idea that human 
reason can stand apart from civilization 
to judge it, they attempted to use the 
Cartesian method to create a new, uto- 
pian order. Further, as Hayek writes, “it 
is to this philosophicconception that we 
owe the preference which prevails to 
the present day for everything that is 
done ‘consciously’ or ‘deliberately’, and 
from it the terms ‘irrational’ or ‘non- 
rational’ derive the derogatory meaning 
they now have.”42 

But rationality, as Hayek and Polanyi 
have taught us, is not limited to con- 
scious processes. Conscious reason is 
merely a limited, articulate manifesta- 
tion of a wider process that has essen- 
tially tacit roots. Human understanding 
is the product of many things: of our 
cultural milieu, of our spatial-temporal 
facticity, and of our “naive” intimations 
of value and meaning. To ignore all this 
and attempt to deduce a perfect society 
is, in Morris R. Cohen’s words, to neglect 
“the great lesson of humility which sci- 
ence teaches us, that we can never be 
omnipotent or omniscient ... : man is not 
and never will be the god before whom 
he must bow 

It follows, then, that utopianism, seen 
within theframework of tacit knowledge, 
is a false ideal based upon a discredited, 
pseudo-scientific intellectualism. Just as 
the ideal of perfectly objective and ex- 
plicit knowledge is unattainable, so too 
is the construction of a utopian society 
based upon that knowledge. The politi- 
cal impact of the epistemology of tacit 
knowledge is significant, for as Polanyi 
writes, only when “we have fully grasped 
the import of thenecessary limits on our 
ability to construct a perfect society and 

can dwell in that import, [will we] refrain 
from various sorts of radical actions 
aiming at the full establishment of jus- 
tice and b r ~ t h e r h o o d . ” ~ ~  

In the mid-l950s, Czeslaw Milosz, the 
Nobel Prize dissident poet, wrote that 
“the successes of Communism among 
the intellectualswere due mainlyto their 
desire to have value guaranteed, if not 
by God, at least by history.”45 The desire 
to  have valuesguaranteed by intelligible 
processes is not unique to  communism, 
for modern liberals and utopian social- 
ists also havesought suchguarantees by 
appealing to scientific method. The last 
two millennia have seen many such 
movements, each seeking refuge from 
the indeterminacy of Greek doubts, and 
each, not coincidentally, leading to uni- 
formly destructive results. 

It is no accident that the twentieth 
century, imbued with an unquestioned, 
pseudo-scientific notion of the powers 
of man, has been marked by a series of 
unparalleled human atrocities. Whereas 
in other historical epochs the exercise 
of power was limited by Greek doubts 
and faith in transcendental ideas, mod- 
ern man has felt that “science” freed him 
from such restraints. Born of a mistaken 
idea of science, totalitarianism emerged 
as  a powerful force in this century. Ironi- 
cally, only now is it beginning to be 
understood that science is not a symbol 
of man’s power but rather a symbol of 
his impotence before processes that he 
can never hope to understand or to con- 
trol. One way for man to avoid the ca- 
lamities of this last century is to be 
faithful to the true lesson of science and 
learn, as Hayek writes, that “it is high 
time ...[ to] take our ignorance more seri- 

It is hardly surprising that, as former 
scientists, bothHayek and Polanyi share 
conservatism’s respect for human limi- 
tations. For them, human reason does 
not exist in a vacuum; it exists only 

ously.” 
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within the context of cultural values and 
institutions which are the unplanned 
product of our ancestors’ intimations of 
greater meaning. To subvert all these 
traditionsin the name of “science” would 
be to destroy one of the fundamental 
guides to  our tacit powers. As Polanyi 
has written: 

... to acknowledge tacit thought as an in- 
dispensable element of all knowing and 
as the ultimate mental power by which all 
explicit knowledge is endowed with mean- 
ing, is to deny the possibility that each 
succeeding generation, let alone each 
member of it, should critically test all the 
teachings in which it has been brought 
up.46 

It follows, then, that the epistemology 
of tacit knowledge is fully cognizant of 
the fact that conscious reason is but a 
single manifestation of human under- 
standing, unsuited and unable to judge 
the entire body of human achievement. 

Although modern science has taught 
that the role of conscious reason is lim- 
ited, it has likewise taught that rational 
accomplishments can be great. The tra- 
ditionalist movement, blinded by the 
notion that reason is the uncompromis- 
ing adversary of faith, has ignored the 
tremendous temporal achievements of 
modern science. But as the theorems of 
Godel have shown, faith must necessar- 
ily underlie reason. Modern science has 
shown that the two must co-exist. 

Similarly, science has shown that in- 
tellectual advance is predicated upon 
freedom of inquiry. Man’s great striving 
for fuller meaning is not amenable to 
rational control, for the roots of that 
striving are indiscernible. In essence, 
what makes a libertarian organization, 
operating within the constraints of a 
metaphysical consensus, necessary to 
science is “the unspecific ability inher- 
ent in the processes of discovery, of 
understandingand even of ~erification.”~’ 
Thus, neither science nor societyshould 

ever be organized by a series of compre- 
hensive plans sinceno explicit plan could 
ever be wide-ranging enough to capture 
the exigencies of human knowledge. 

The political results of the epistemol- 
ogy of tacit knowledgeare therefore two- 
fold: (1) freedom is a pre-requisite for 
the evolution of more meaningful insti- 
tutions or understandings; and, (2) free- 
dom can be constructively exercised 
only within the framework of a given set 
of values. Modern science provides no 
justification for the collectivist’s re- 
straints on freedom, nor for his assault 
on values. Accordingly, what emerges 
from Hayek‘s and Polanyi’s epistemol- 
ogy is a political program sensitive to 
the conservatives’s respect for limits 
and to the liberal’s love for freedom. It is 
a political program which is predicated 
on the belief that “no matter how liberal 
a free society may be, it also [must be] 
profoundly con~ervat ive.”~~ 

When viewing three of the character- 
istic sins of “modernity”-positivism, 
relativism and utopianism-it is not sur- 
prising to find that the scientific and the 
classical traditions are in substantial 
agreement. Modernity properly under- 
stood is not antithetical to classicism; in 
fact, it eitherimplies or strengthens many 
classical values. When, therefore, tradi- 
tionalists classify the “modernistic” phi- 
losophy of Hayekand Polanyi among the 
sinners, they are, in large part,condemn- 
ing a body of thought that is highly sym- 
pathetic to their own views. Thomas 
Molnar is right in claiming that political 
philosophies are best categorized ac- 
cording to patterns; simple bifurcations 
lead to the politics of confrontation when 
the politics of consolidation is more suit- 
able. 
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