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For my mother, Edith Harvey Lightcap
—gratefully.

For the Polanyi Society
—convivially.



We can account for this capacity of ours to know more than we can tell if we 
believe in an external reality with which we can establish contact. !is I do. I 
declare myself committed to the belief in an external reality gradually acces-
sible to knowing, and I regard all true understanding as an intimation of such 
a reality which, being real, may yet reveal itself to our deepened understand-
ing in an indefinite range of unexpected manifestations.
—M  P 
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Introduction

Michael Polanyi was a premier scientist-turned-economist-turned-
philosopher whose career spanned the 8rst decades of the twentieth 

century. A Hungarian of Jewish descent, his life story is deeply marked by 
the tumultuous ravages of Europe in those years. Born in 1&&% in Budapest 
to a wealthy industrialist and mother whose living room salons were 8lled 
with intelligentsia of Hungary’s gilded age, Polanyi’s career moved him to 
and through Berlin to Britain, where he died in 1%79. 

He was a prominent physical chemist, to whose lab scientists came 
from around the world to apprentice and collaborate, whose work involved 
him in interchanges with Albert Einstein (to name only the most gener-
ally known of a cadre of great scientists), whose discoveries contribute to 
many 8elds, including the technology of X-rays, and whose e;orts spawned 
Nobel Prize winning scientists—including his own son, John Polanyi. 
Turning to philosophy in the 1%(0s, Polanyi gave the prestigious Gi;ord 
Lectures in Natural Religion in the early 1%70s. :ese became his magnum 
opus, Personal Knowledge, in 1%7&. He traveled to the U.S. repeatedly to give 
lectures and seminars at prestigious universities. With the help of Ameri-
can philosopher Marjorie Grene, he oversaw study groups which included 
premier philosophers such as Charles Taylor, Herbert Dreyfus, and Alasdair 
MacIntyre. His work played a major, misrepresented, role in the thought 
of in<uential historian of science :omas S. Kuhn. Polanyi was among the 
8rst in modernity to identify key dimensions of inquiry and knowing that 
now have come to be more widely appreciated—for example, tradition, ap-
prenticeship, and connoisseurship, and the vision of a society of explorers.1

1. Scott and Moleski, Polanyi: Scientist and Philosopher is the de8nitive biography of 
Polanyi. See also Breytspraak and Mullins, “Polanyi and the Study Groups.”
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Public intellectual Wilfrid McClay deems Polanyi the greatest under-
rated public intellectual of the twentieth century.2 Despite his greatness, Po-
lanyi’s insights and even in<uence are little remembered or identi8ed. :ose 
who do keep his work alive wonder at this and lament it. How can this be? 
Various factors are commonly cited. Polanyi, a polymath, over his career 
contributed work in multiple areas, o;ering a wider interdisciplinary vision 
that it would be misrepresentative to reduce to—and perpetuate in—a sin-
gle area of study. Further, in philosophy and philosophy of science, he con-
tributed a wider epistemic vision that was fundamentally innovative. :e 
vision was so deeply challenging that his work was unheard and dismissed 
in a time dominated by the presumptions and detail of analytic philosophy. 
Additionally, Polanyi did not write like an analytic philosopher—nor would 
he have cared to. His work is characterized, someone has said, by strings of 
quick, creatively brilliant insights.3 On a positive side, precisely because his 
writing is so lustrous, e;orts in secondary literature—such as this one—pale 
in comparison. :at makes it a challenge to disseminate it. And my own 
personal theory regarding Polanyi’s partial eclipse: Polanyi’s epistemology is 
so personally liberating that the recipient is freed to be him- or herself—and 
tends to forget the liberator in the conviction that the work is his or her own.

:is book concerns one of those creatively brilliant insights: Polanyi’s 
idea of contact with reality. At the heart of what Polanyi was about, espe-
cially in his stepping away from science to do philosophy, was his concern to 
o;er a fundamentally di;erent epistemology that, rather than undercutting 
science (not to mention all of Western culture)—as he felt the prevailing 
paradigm was doing—would save it and enhance it. It was as a premier sci-
enti8c discoverer that he o;ered an account of knowing that accords with 
discovery. :is is in contrast to a prevailing epistemology that remained 
preoccupied, instead, with explanation or justi8cation. Now, over 8=y years 
since the publication of Personal Knowledge, his proposals remain innova-
tive and healing. :ey ring true to what we actually do when we come to 
know—when we know, that is, not only in frontline scienti8c research and 
discovery, but throughout all the byways of ordinary life. Polanyi’s distinc-
tive epistemology is featured throughout his philosophical writings. Also 
lacing those discussions is a frequently repeated insight regarding the mak-
ing of a discovery. How do we know that we have made contact with real-
ity? We know because our discovery is accompanied, and therein attested 
to, by a sense of unspeci8able future prospects of what we have found. In 

!. Personal conversation, !009.
'. Amartya Sen’s assessment in his foreword to the !00% edition of Polanyi’s Tacit 

Dimension. Sen, “Foreword,” in Polanyi, Tacit Dimension, xv.
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this the inquirer experiences the characteristic signature of reality as she 
or he contacts it: the real is that which manifests itself indeterminately and 
inexhaustibly in the future. It is this repeated, tantalizing, “reality statement” 
that I examine in this book, along with the distinctive realist stance that 
Polanyi therein maintains.

:e 8rst part of this book is my until-now unpublished 1%&' Ph.D. dis-
sertation. I found Polanyi’s work around 1%7& during my graduate studies. I 
had been a kind of skeptic even as a child: unreasonable though it seemed, 
I felt that I had no proof that reality existed outside my mind—that it was 
there, independently of my knowing it.4 :is was the seemingly unsolvable 
concern that drove me into philosophy as a teenager. Truth to tell, Polanyi’s 
distinctive, repeated utterance of this remarkable notion about contact with 
reality, when I 8rst heard it some years later, struck me as the one glimmer 
of hope, the one hint of water in a desert, of something I desperately needed. 
“Contact with reality” was the very thing that I longed for. :us, eventually, 
in the dissertation I was trying to develop a viable response to my urgent 
childhood question, which remained, to me, the most critical question there 
could be.5 

:e approach of the dissertation to this problem of realism was as 
follows: to explore and analyze all of Polanyi’s frequent expressions of the 
reality statement, to endeavor to connect his work with prevailing contem-
porary discussion of realist issues, such as progress in science, the realism 
vs. anti-realism debate, and truth (required by my dissertation supervisor, 
philosopher Joseph Margolis at Temple University), and then to cra= a full-
er defense of what Polanyi was o;ering by drawing on the resources of the 
convergent work of contemporary Continental phenomenologist Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty. In this last component I was following the personal guid-
ance of Dr. Marjorie Grene, at that time a visiting professor to my philoso-
phy department.6

At the time of its completion, I felt that the dissertation was only par-
tially successful in proving realism. For one thing, it was timidly o;ered 
in the acerbic atmosphere of a highly analytic philosophy department. :e 

(. Born into a faithfully practicing Christian family, I also asked, how do I know 
that God exists? But it was obvious to me that the questions were related—in fact, cru-
cial each to the other.

7. Polanyi never seems to have posed the skeptical question, even though I took 
what he was saying as hope for mine. His posture, as evidenced in any expressions of 
the reality statement, was unquestioned and presumptively con8dent. I will explore 
this presently.

9. See her own work on this: Grene, “Tacit Knowing and the Prere<ective Cogito,” 
in Langford and Poteat, eds., Intellect and Hope; see also her Philosophical Testament, 
ch. (.
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dissertation lacked both con8dence and conclusions. But neither did the 
dissertation make a believer of me, the young Cartesian skeptic—a believer 
in the real. I felt that Polanyi didn’t provide exhaustive—or even any—justi-
8cation of his realism. :en, although Merleau-Ponty’s work expanded and 
joyously corroborate key aspects of Polanyi’s vision, one could walk away 
from it feeling both that it lacked a key Polanyian insight and that it ulti-
mately fell short of the hoped-for proof of realism.

In spite of that, through the decades from then until now, through 
long-lived re<ection on Polanyi’s realism, it turns out that I have grown to 
embrace it. :is lived re<ection has leavened my epistemology, and it is con-
tinuing now further to leaven my sense of reality. Out of it has grown my 
own epistemic proposals, which I call covenant epistemology.7 I have moved 
from child skeptic to seasoned intoxicated realist. Because of this, I believe 
that publishing the dissertation only now, with the addition of fresh chap-
ters and an overall reframing, allows me to convey a felt sense of the very 
transformation in outlook that Polanyi’s contact with reality has brought 
about—and can bring about for readers. 

From this vantage point, I can 8nally see that the dissertation, driven 
as it was by the prevailing agenda of analytic philosophy and the arti8cial 
structures of a dissertation project, not to mention my own inherited mod-
ernist epistemic default, took what is perhaps fundamentally an informal 
Polanyian insight and endeavored to formalize and systematize it, and seek 
its exhaustive justi8cation. In this, the dissertation—by de8nition an analy-
sis—partly defaces the very insight that has brought me life and hope of 
reality. :at is precisely why the dissertation, now reframed, can that much 
more e;ectively address the need of the day. 

:e “problem of realism” is driven by presumptions so deep that we 
cannot entirely see how they are playing out in our best e;orts to respond to 
it. Presenting my early systematization a;ords the reader a felt sense of the 
ultimate unsuitability of analysis to the endeavor to lay hold of this brilliant 
informal insight of Polanyi’s. Key to the mismatch of Polanyian insight and 
early Meekian treatment of it is the matter of indwelling—itself a brilliant 

7. See Preface to pt. ! for a brief summary of covenant epistemology. Meek, Longing 
to Know; Loving to Know; Little Manual. One way I came to express it in Longing to 
Know was to say that reality doesn’t answer your questions so much as explode them—
or to start questioning you (ch. 19). I must note that having children and living life 
ought to make a realist out of you. As Grene quipped of her revised take on Kant as a 
result of her life as a farmer: “My 8rst ten years farming I found I had lost any ear for the 
sacred text. We had a great gray Percheron mare named Kitty; I couldn’t look at her and 
ask, was she an appearance or a thing in herself. . . . Come to think of it, I don’t know 
why one’s o;spring don’t have the same e;ect: babies are not just phenomenal either (or 
not in the Kantian sense!)” (Philosophical Testament, '7.)
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insight of Polanyian epistemology. Simply put: if you are to contact real-
ity, you must be subsidiarily indwelling its clues. If you are staring at them 
focally—as in a formalized presentation—you are therein prevented from 
the insight that is making contact with reality. Just as, to see the moons of 
Jupiter, you can’t look at the telescope but must rather give yourself to it to 
look through it, the committed posture of indwelling alone sidesteps the 
problem. :e “problem of realism” proves to be not so much answered as 
obviated.

So why resurrect this dissertation? For one thing, as Polanyi stipulated, 
analysis is destructive only if you permanently ensconce it focally. Tem-
porary reversion to focus on what should be indwelt subsidiarily is both 
necessary and helpful. It is only permanent reversion to the focal which 
blinds—and which futilely typi8es modernist epistemology, to be frank. 
Contexting my focal analysis of Polanyian realism with the wider vision it 
is meant subsidiarily to support appropriately accredits the analysis, while 
enabling us in the future to indwell it with greater expertise and artistry. As 
we will see in the early chapters, this is just how knowing works, according 
to Polanyi. 

:e dissertation is studiously full of the many dimensions and pros-
pects of Polanyi’s remarkable notion of contact with reality, as well as of 
my sustained endeavor to set these alongside major claims of the prevailing 
philosophical discussion of realism. Even apart from the recent updating 
and reframing, the dissertation’s focus beams life and hope. :is idea of 
contact with reality needs to be heard and taken deeply to heart. 

Additionally, I have deliberately preserved the dissertation with only 
minor revisions, out of respect for my colleagues in the Polanyi Society. It 
was this dissertation which, even though unpublished, in !000 led them to 
draw me into their convivial communion. I continue to value their criticism 
as much as I value their a?rmation. I commend their Polanyian conviviality 
to others: Polanyi Society conferences are the most delightful professional 
meetings to attend.

But the most critical reason that I resurrect the dissertation is that I am 
not alone in tending to be a skeptic regarding contacting reality. Modernity 
has deeply marked us all in the West, cutting us o; from the natural trust 
and communion with reality that lies at the heart of humanness. People 
need not have raised the question in the form it took for me in eighth-grade: 
how do I know that reality exists outside my mind? Distrust of reality 8g-
ures in decisions regarding life, time, nature, and culture. Modernity itself 
is centrally characterized by the Baconian vision of human mastery over 
nature. :is outlook tacitly implies a distrust of reality, pitting us against it 
in our unceasing e;ort to triumph over it for entirely utilitarian purposes of 
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self-aggrandizement. Postmodernity so utterly distrusts it and dismisses it 
that it is common to feel that we can make reality however we want it—and 
that we must. In this we also deface our own humanness. I o;er this book—
the dissertation freshly reframed—not only as the critical backdrop to all 
my other work, but as a healing, hope-8lled challenge to modern culture 
quite generally.

:is work submits the thesis that Polanyi’s innovative notion of con-
tact with reality and related claims render Polanyi an epistemic realist, a 
position especially surprising and intriguing given his celebrated but mis-
understood commitment to the personal dimension of knowledge. Given 
that his philosophy challenges fundamental parameters of the philosophical 
debate, then and now, regarding realism and anti-realism in philosophy of 
science and in epistemology, it is both unsurprising that his position is not 
widely entertained or engaged, and it is di?cult to attempt to do so. For 
all that, it is a telling and valuable exercise to identify Polanyi’s potential 
contributions to that conversation. 

Further, this book endeavors to develop, in the apparent absence of 
his own concern to provide one, a thorough justi8cation for Polanyi’s realist 
claims. To this end, I examine Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology 
of perception to elucidate the area of prethetic or subsidiary contact of our 
lived bodies with the world. In the 8nal analysis, however, I conclude, as I 
have suggested above, that Polanyi’s own realism is both the best realism to 
hold and contains the best justi8cation for it. 

:e book ends with a foray along a di;erent path perhaps more accor-
dant with Polanyi’s vision: I raise the question of whether the characteristic 
“indeterminate future manifestations” that signify our having made contact 
with reality are such because reality itself is characterized by indeterminate 
future manifestations. An a?rmative answer to this presents the culminat-
ing claim that reality itself justi8es realism. Taken together, these theses 
o;er hope of restoration to truly human knowing and being, in healing 
challenge to the recalcitrant, deadening themes of modern Western thought 
and culture.

:e work consists of two parts. Part I is the 1%&' dissertation, mini-
mally revised to supply the conclusions and coherence it lacked, but also 
modestly framed with opening and closing comments to link it to my cur-
rent understanding. In addition to an extended systematization of Polanyi’s 
notion of contact with reality, it includes a lengthy e;ort to relate Polanyi’s 
theses to the then-current discussions in philosophy of science surrounding 
realism. :is engagement of an earlier era of the ongoing realist vs. anti-
realist debate nevertheless remains valuable, for it attends to the thought of 
philosophers still deemed to be giants in the area, and it proceeds along the 
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lines of fundamental presumptions that continue to hold sway as the debate 
continues.

Part ! is fresh and current work, representing the vantage point from 
which the entire project may be apprehended. It contains three chapters 
which together serve to update the contemporary realist debate, to assess 
afresh Polanyi’s continuing potential contribution to it, and to o;er what I 
now feel to be a better resolution to “the problem of realism.” :is resolution 
is one that opens out into future prospects for me personally and, I hope, 
for others. Reality solves the problem of realism. In this, it is true to the very 
notion of contact with reality itself: the real is that which promises to mani-
fest itself indeterminately in the future. And just as it took some centuries, 
according to Polanyi, to uncover some of the hints that Copernicus sensed 
in his vision of the planetary system as heliocentric, it is appropriate that it 
be the work of decades to display earlier proposals at the time only felt to 
be insightful.

In my recent early reading of the work of contemporary Swiss Catholic 
theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar, I 8nd that he has uncannily and aptly 
portrayed the philosophical trajectory of my life—and possibly yours.

No philosophical question can be simply resolved, de8nitively 
settled, and then le= behind. :e same basic questions keep 
coming back, at a new level, as we wind higher around the 
spiral, or as we drill more deeply into the mysterious abyss of 
being. One of these questions is the question: Does truth in fact 
exist? . . . Our very inquiry into the essence of truth throws us 
back upon our starting point, which lies in the naked, unassured 
question of whether truth or being exists at all. 

And yet there is an elemental wonderment over the sheer 
fact of existence, essence and truth that, for the genuine thinker, 
does not decrease but only steadily increases in the course of his 
research. But this astonishment, this ever more reverent, ever 
more amazed marveling at the stupendousness of the object of 
his knowledge, indeed, of his knowledge itself, looks less and 
less like the schoolboy’s abstract and fruitless doubt of the ex-
istence of being and truth. His intellectual life may have begun 
with such doubt, when, as a freshman, he made his 8rst tentative 
e;orts at thinking with the help of an epistemology textbook, 
but this starting point now seems touchingly naïve measured 
against the sheer weight of so many years lived in company with 
the truth . . . .

:at is why, when the novice hesitates before the problem 
of truth, not knowing where to begin, he should take the advice 
of those philosophers who urge him to start by diving into the 
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current, to 8nd out what water is and how to make headway in 
it through direct, physical contact with the <owing stream. :ey 
will tell him, and rightly so, that . . . the man who does not dare 
to jump into the truth will never attain the certainty that truth 
in fact exists.8

In other words, over time, life—and hopefully this book as part it—
should make philosophers and realists of us all.

Aliquippa, Pennsylvania
Summer, !019

&. Balthasar, !eo-Logic, I, !(–!7. Balthasar’s work abounds with phrases conso-
nant with the Polanyian vision of contact with reality with its inexhaustible indetermi-
nate future manifestations. Ch. 1( of this work features an analysis of D. C. Schindler’s 
Balthasar-inspired proposals.


