M Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, RKP 1958

The Tacit Component

The answer to the first is that experience is an indispensable clue to the
understanding of nature, even though it does not determine its under-
standing. Einstein speaks of ‘ein intuitives Heranfiihlen an die Tatsachen’,
which I should call a groping for the meaning of the facts. In this empirical
guidance of our groping lies all the difference—elusive and yet utterly
decisive—between a merely formal advance and a new insight into the
nature of things. Whence this elusiveness? It is a reflection on the canvas
of the highest scientific achievement of the fact that we can never tell
exactly what we mean, or even whether we mean anything at all. In-
determinacy of meaning is not eliminated, but only restricted, when we
eventually decide to accept a theory as a true statement of something new
about nature. For, while we heavily commit ourselves thereby to a belief
concerning certain things, such a belief can have no bearing on reality
unless its scope is still left indeterminate.

The answer to the second question, why we should prefer science to
astrology, cannot be given briefly. In the next section I shall approach it
by one step and a fairly conclusive reply will be reached at the end of
Part Three; but the whole of this book is but a quest for a substantial
reply to a question of this kind. In the end I should be able to say as a
statement that will appear neither dogmatic nor trivial: ‘I do not entertain
explanations in terms of astrology, for I do not believe them to be true.’

5. ScIENTIFIC CONTROVERSY

Heuristic passion seeks no personal possession. It sets out not to
conquer, but to enrich the world. Yet such a move is also an attack. It
raises a claim and makes a tremendous demand on other men; for it
asks that its gift to humanity be accepted by all. In order to be satisfied,
our intellectual passions must find response. This universal intent creates
a tension: we suffer when a vision of reality to which we have committed
ourselves is contemptuously ignored by others. For a general unbelief
imperils our own convictions by evoking an echo in us. Our vision must
conquer or die.

Like the heuristic passion from which it flows, the persuasive passion too
finds itself facing a logical gap. To the extent to which a discoverer has
committed himself to a new vision of reality, he has separated himself
from others who still think on the old lines. His persuasive passion spurs
him now to cross this gap by converting everybody to his way of seeing
things, even as his heuristic passion has spurred him to cross the heuristic
gap which separated him from discovery.

We can see, therefore, why scientific controversies never lie altogether
within science. For when a new system of thought concerning a whole
class of alleged facts is at issue, the question will be whether it should be
accepted or rejected in principle, and those who reject it on such compre-
hensive grounds will inevitably regard it as altogether incompetent and
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Tatellectual Passlons

unsound. Take, for example, four contemporary 1ssucs: Froud®s psycho-
analysis, Eddington’s a priorf system of phiysics, Rhine’s "Reach of the
Mind’, or Lvscnke's envitonmental genetics, Each of the four authors
mentioned here has his own conceptoal framework, by which he identifies
his facts and within which be conducts his arguments, and each expresses
his conceptions in his own distiactive terminalogy. Any such framework
is relatively stable, for it can account for most ol the evidence which it
accepts as well established, and it 1s sufficiently coherent in itself’ to justily
to the satisfaction of its followers the neglect for the time being of facts, or
alleged facts, which it cannot interpret. It 15 corrcspondingly segregaled
from any knowledge or alleped knowledge rooted in diflerent conceptions
of experience. The two conflicting systems of thought are separated hy a
- logical gap, in the same sense as a problem is separated from Lhe discovery
which golves the problem. Formal operations relying on one framework of
interpretation cennot demonstrate a proposition ti persons who tely on
another framework. s advocates may not evensucered in petting a hearing
from these, since they must first teach them a new language, and no one
can Jearn a new languape unlesz he first trusts that it mecans something.
A hestile audicnice may in fact deliberately cefuse to entertsin novel
conceplions such as those of Freud, Eddington, Rhine o Lysenko,
precisely hecause its memhbers frar that once Lhey have accepted this
[ramework they will be led to conclusions which they—righily or wrongly
—abhor, Proponents of a new system can convince their qudience only by
first winming their intelleetual sympathy for a doctrine they have nat yet
grasped. Those who listen sympathetically will discover for themselves
what they would otherwisc nover have undersioad. Such an acceptance is
a heuristic process, a self-modifving act, and Lo this extenl a conversion.
It produces disciples forming a school, the members of which are separated
for the time being by a logical gap from those oulside it They think differ-
ently, speak a dillerent langnage, Hve in & ditferent world, and at lcast onc
of tha two schools is excluded to thiz extant for the timme being {whether
rightly or wronogly) Irom (he community of selence,

We can now see, also, the preat difficulty that may arise in the atiempt
to persuade others to aceept 4 new idea in stienes. We have seen that to
the extent to which it represents a new way of reasoning, we cannot con-
vince others of it by formal argument, for so long as we argue within their
framework, we can never induce them o abandon it. Demonsiration must
be supplemented, therefore, by forms of persuasion which can induce a
voavorsion. The refusal te enter on the opponent’s way of arguing muost

be justified by making it appear altogether unreasonabla.
~ Buch comprehensive rojection cannot fail to diseredit the opponent. He

will be made to appear a3 thoroughty deluded, which it the heat of the

battle will easily come to mmply that he was a fool, a crank or a fraud, And

once wWe are oUt to establish such charges we shall readily po on 1o expose

our gpponent as a ‘metaphyvsician’, a 'Jesmit’, 4 “Jew’, or « ‘Balshevik', as
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