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ABSTRACT 

 

This essay discusses elements of Michael Polanyi‘s effort to revitalize liberal political and economic ideas in the 

period before his 1951 and 1952 Gifford lectures. It draws extensively on a 1945 Polanyi proposal for a new 

journal focusing on liberal ideas and ideals. But it links the ideas in the journal proposal to similar ideas Polanyi 

developed both before and after 1945 in published and unpublished writing. 
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Introduction 

 

Finally, liberalism revived from its roots and re-established on the lines of an intelligent 

economic and political theory, must again become a great engine of reform. Even though 

our primary tasks are of a conservative nature, our aim must be to release the generous and 

intelligent forces now ensnared by vain destructive aspiration and give them scope with a 

framework of real issues. While reconquering the foundation of freedom we must 

remember that the main justification of freedom will always lie in its creative functions 

(―Civitas,‖ 7).
1
 

                                                 

* One of my striking memories is meeting Márta Fehér at the opera house in Budapest and enjoying the opera with her 

as her guest. She acknowledged that she really could not see well enough to read the subway signs but she knew her 

way; she certainly could not see the stage or the electronic sign hanging above the stage in the opera house that 

displayed the Italian words in Hungarian and English, but she did an excellent job of orienting me to what was 
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From about the time he immigrated to the UK in 1933 until he gave his Gifford Lectures in 1951 

and 1952, Michael Polanyi was continuously engaged in a serious effort to rehabilitate liberalism.
2
 

This was not his only project—for most of this period he was doing significant research in 

chemistry and late in the period he was working on his Gifford Lectures—but it was an important 

project and one that seems to have woven together a number of the threads of Polanyi‘s developing 

non-scientific ideas. In Polanyi‘s early effort to rehabilitate liberalism are visible the seeds from 

which his later more broadly based philosophical perspective grows. Polanyi‘s early criticisms of 

liberalism and his interest in rejuvenating liberal political and economic philosophy are sometimes 

underplayed in Polanyi scholarship. This essay attempts to remedy this lacuna by discussing 

several important dimensions of Polanyi‘s effort to rehabilitate liberalism in the period before his 

                                                                                                                                                  

happening.  She knew every audible note in that opera. 

1
 ―Civitas‖ is a seven-page, unpublished journal proposal included in Collected Articles and Papers of Michael 

Polanyi. 1963, compiled by Richard L. Gelwick. Berkeley, CA: Pacific School of Religion. This copyrighted 

microfilm collection (Microfilm 4008 in the Graduate Theological Union Library, Berkeley, CA) is today accessible in 

digitized form at http: 

//www.polanyisociety.org/essays.htm. ―‗Civitas‘ 1946 (?)‖ appears in handwriting at the top of this copy given to 

Gelwick by Polanyi; however the date on the document at the end is March 1945. The original title for the proposal 

has been crossed out and there are a few other minor editorial changes in this Gelwick copy. The same unedited 

proposal is included in Box 4, Folder 12 of the University of Chicago Library‘s archival Michael Polanyi Papers 

(hereafter MPP) with its original title ―Our Times‖ and also in Box 50, Folder 5 of MPP with the title ―Civitas.‖ See 

the discussion in the note below which comments on the evolution of Polanyi‘s proposal. The many quotations 

hereafter from Polanyi‘s proposal are identified only as ―Civitas‖ by page number in parenthesis. The Reference list 

identifies this proposal as both ―Our Times‖ and ―Civitas‖ and also provides a link for the slightly redacted version 

(―‗Civitas‘ 1946 (?)‖ ) in the Gelwick microfilm collection. 

2
 Polanyi‘s interest in liberalism in fact carries over into his writing after the Gifford Lectures. Rehabilitating 

liberalism is not, however, so much front and center as Polanyi focused on his ―fiduciary‖ program in the 1951 and 

1952 Gifford Lectures (Polanyi 1951 and 1952, available online at http://www.polanyisociety.org/essays.htm) and in 

Personal Knowledge (Polanyi 1958/1964; the 1964 Harper Torchbook Edition [with the Torchbook Preface] is cited in 

parenthesis hereafter as PK with page numbers). Nor is interest in liberalism quite as straightforward in Polanyi‘s later 

writing working out his theory of tacit knowing and his final lectures on meaning. I will here include only a few 

interesting comments on liberalism in Polanyi‘s later writing and I acknowledge that making such later connections 

could be much more extensively done.  

http://www.polanyisociety.org/essays.htm
http://www.polanyisociety.org/essays.htm
http://www.polanyisociety.org/essays.htm
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Gifford Lectures. My discussion draws extensively from an unpublished proposal for a new liberal 

quarterly—apparently at one point to be titled ―Civitas‖—that Polanyi drafted in March 1945 and 

circulated to friends who he thought likely to be interested in supporting this venture.
3
 The 

quotation above identifying liberalism revived as a conservator but also a great engine of reform, 

which releases generous, intelligent and creative forces, appears at the end of this proposal for a 

new journal and suggests Polanyi‘s hope for liberalism. This 1945 proposal is, perhaps, Polanyi‘s 

most concise and clear statement criticizing earlier and contemporary liberalism but also calling 

for and outlining important elements of a rehabilitated liberalism. In discussing here Polanyi‘s 

criticisms of liberalism and his case for a reconstituted liberalism, I focus on several components 

                                                 

3
 It is unclear how many people received this proposal. There is a Polanyi letter of 29 March 1945 (Box 4, Folder 12, 

MPP) to his economist friends Toni and Gustav Stolper, asking them for detailed criticism of the proposal and about 

possible financial support for the journal in the US (Polanyi 1945 [29 March]). Toni Stolper sent to Polanyi a long 18 

May 1945 letter (Box 4, Folder 12, MPP) responding to the proposal (Stolper. 1945 [18 May]). Letters in the 

September 1945 correspondence between Polanyi and Karl Mannheim (included in Gabor 2003) mention a circular for 

a new journal (very likely this proposal) that Polanyi had sent to Mannheim and which Polanyi asked Mannheim to 

support and to approach Routledge to publish (which they eventually declined to do, although Mannheim 

recommended the proposal). Polanyi‘s 14 September 1945 letter updates Mannheim on the effort he is involved in 

with others to put together a readable new quarterly journal which will be for those with serious interests in politics, 

economics and philosophy. Polanyi acknowledges that the journal proposal has evolved since its birth and since it was 

sent to Mannheim. He says the journal will be less partisan and will be like Social Research published in New York. 

He acknowledged that the regulations of the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society (Polanyi‘s originally 

intended sponsor) prohibit publishing an overtly political journal.  Polanyi does note that several persons in 

Manchester will be involved in the new journal (and thus likely were recipients of his original journal proposal); four 

of these people were affiliated with University of Manchester, John Jewkes, Dorothy Emmet, T. W. Manson as well as 

Polanyi, and the fifth, Walter James, was affiliated with the Manchester Guardian. (See especially Letter 260 in Gábor 

2003, 232-234).  Éva Gábor believes that publication of the short-lived journal Humanitas (1946-1948), which seems 

to have involved some of these people, is what eventually came out of Polanyi‘s original proposal (Gábor 2003, 458-

459), but I doubt this is the case (see discussion in Mullins, 2022). Polanyi did publish in Humanitas and he at one 

point chairs the editorial group. An unpublished two-page typed note (Box 31, Folder 3, MPP) titled ―Humanitas,‖ 

(Polanyi, 1947 [17 June]) is the draft of an editorial about Humanitas, which is identified as a journal ―in search of a 

home for the things of the mind.‖ Later in this draft, there is a claim that ―we have lost the capacity to hold the 

necessary fundamental beliefs‖ and this is because ―we are affected by a philosophic doubt which turns to dust 

everything we touch.‖ 
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of this 1945 proposal, but include also complementary views Polanyi presents in a variety of 

published and unpublished materials reaching back to the mid-thirties and forward to his 1951 

collection The Logic of Liberty (Polanyi, 1951, hereafter cited in parenthesis as LL).  

 

 

The General Context of Polanyi’s Proposal 

 

Polanyi‘s 1945 proposal for a new journal is written just after the end of the war. Polanyi, like 

many other intellectuals, during and just after the war, was especially concerned with questions 

about ways British society and British and international politics would develop in the post-war 

years. From June 1944, Polanyi participated in the intellectual discussion group called the Moot 

organized by J. H. Oldham, and this group included a number of figures interested in religion and 

society, including T. S. Eliot and Karl Mannheim. Keith Clements suggests that this group was, 

long before Polanyi began to participate, preoccupied with envisioning the emergence of society 

after the war.
4
 Other projects that Polanyi took on, such as his interest in using film as a resource 

to improve ordinary citizens‘ understanding of economics and his leadership role in criticizing the 

―planned‖ science movement reach back to the beginning of the war and suggest Polanyi‘s serious 

interest in civic concerns.
5
 

                                                 

4
 See Keith Clements‘ discussion in The Moot Papers, Faith, Freedom and Society 1938-1944 (Clements, 2010, 14-17 

and 691-692). See also Phil Mullins, ―Michael Polanyi and J. H. Oldham: In Praise of Friendship‖ (Mullins, 

1997,179-189) for a more general discussion of Polanyi‘s important friendship with Oldham and his involvement in 

the Moot and successor Moot-like Oldham discussion groups. 

5
 There is a link for Polanyi‘s 1940 film Unemployment and Money on the Polanyi Society web page 

(http://www.polanyisociety.org/essays.htm). Eduardo Beira and Gábor Bíró have done extensive work on this film.  

Beira has digitized the film and provides several working papers on Polanyi‘s film project and his ideas about using 

film for economics education (available through the link for the film).There is also some relevant discussion in Beira‘s 

―‗Visual Presentation of Social Matters‘ as a Foundation Text of Michael Polanyi‘s Thought‖ (Beira, 2014-15)) and 

his ―‗On Popular Education in Economics:‘ Another Foundational Text of Michael Polanyi‘s Thought‖ (Beira, 2015-

16). Bíró wrote a dissertation on the film (Bíró, 2017) and some sections of his more recent book, The Economic 

Thought of Michael Polanyi (Bíró 2019) also treat the film project as does his 2020 article ―Michael Polanyi's Neutral 

Keynesianism and the First Economics Film, 1933—1945‖ in Journal of the History of Economic Thought (Bíró 

2020). Here, I make only a few general comments about Polanyi‘s film, but I acknowledge that I have learned much 

http://www.polanyisociety.org/essays.htm
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Even before Polanyi wrote his March, 1945 journal proposal, there is evidence that he was 

interested in establishing a new liberal journal. His correspondence with F. H. Hayek, who he met 

in Paris in 1938 at a conference on Lippmann‘s The Good Society (an occasion at which Polanyi 

showed an early version of his 1940 film Unemployment and Money) indicates that Polanyi had 

earlier proposed to Hayek the establishment of a liberal journal; this struck a responsive chord with 

Hayek and the idea of a new liberal journal (at least for Hayek) apparently went back to some of 

the discussions at the 1938 conference.
6
 Hayek and others had already done work toward 

                                                                                                                                                  

from Beira and Bíró‘s scholarly work. This work makes clear that from the mid-thirties to the mid-forties work on his 

film was an integral part of Polanyi‘s work in economics, and economics is intertwined with politics and political 

philosophy for Polanyi and thus is germane to Polanyi‘s effort to rehabilitate liberalism. Some of these matters are 

discussed in topics treated below and I also make clear Polanyi‘s opposition to so-called ―planned‖ science.  

6
 Hayek‘s letter to Polanyi of 28 January 1939 (Box 3, Folder 14, MPP) indicates that Polanyi‘s 15 November letter 

had made the ―suggestion of a Liberal journal‖ which Hayek identifies as ―a favourite plan of mine about which I have 

been thinking a long time and which I have already discussed in some detail with Lippmann and Rougier during our 

meeting in Paris in September 1938.‖ It seems very likely this letter is misdated and was actually written 28 January 

1940, since Polanyi‘s reply to the letter is clearly dated 31 January 1940. Hayek indicates he had put together a 

detailed plan for a quarterly ―called Common Affairs‖ which would be published in both French and English and with 

a ―board of really first class liberal thinkers.‖ He says ―the main purpose of the journal would be to discuss what 

Lippmann has called the Agenda of Liberalism, including of course the question of a future world order. But it would 

of course discuss all ‗cultural‘ problems from a Liberal angle.‖ Hayek laments that he has been unable to muster the 

financial backing for his journal plan. Polanyi‘s response of 31 January 1940 (Box 4, Folder 3, MPP) questions the 

aptness of the proposed title for the new journal (as suggesting a ―strong Western bias‖) but asks for more details about 

the journal plan, since he will later in the week be meeting ―a wealthy friend who has previously subscribed money for 

some plans of mine.‖  Two subsequent letters from Hayek to Polanyi (4 February 1940 [Box 4, Folder 3, MPP] and 18 

April 1940 [Box 4, Folder 4, MPP]) discuss in some detail the plans for the new journal and a meeting with the 

possible patron. Particularly the three-page 4 February 1940 letter makes clear that Hayek and Robbins (another LSE 

economist who Polanyi also knows) have already been working to set up this journal and have carefully projected 

writers and costs. The journal would be ―concerned with [the] problem of economic and social policy and the general 

questions of individual and particularly intellectual freedom;‖ it would be ―in tendency equally anti-fascist as anti-

socialist, in short anti-totalitarian‖ and should ―devote itself to the advocacy of some federal organization of Western 

and Central Europe.‖ Hayek‘s 18 April 1940 letter tenders regrets that he will not be in London at the time Polanyi‘s 

film Unemployment and Money will be shown (and to which he has been invited) but requests that Polanyi meet him 

to ―talk the whole [journal] project over.‖ There likely are some letters from Polanyi in this early 1940 exchange that 
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establishing such a journal when Polanyi made his proposal to Hayek. Polanyi seems to have been 

added by Hayek, as a welcome newcomer, to those who were planning for this earlier new liberal 

journal, which never seems actually to have gotten off the ground. Polanyi‘s 1945 proposal for the 

liberal journal ―Civitas‖ is apparently not directly linked to the efforts at the beginning of the 

forties to work with Hayek and others to establish a new journal. Nevertheless, Polanyi‘s earlier 

interests and efforts lie in the background of his later journal proposal.
7
  

Polanyi‘s proposal was marked ―confidential‖ but clearly was a circular intended to be 

considered by those persons he thought might wish to join or at least support ―the common 

endeavor of a group of like-minded writers who desire to explore the path of a good society and 

promote progress towards it‖ (―Civitas,‖ 1). Other than his economist friends Toni and Gustav 

Stolper now in the US, Karl Mannheim, and probably some colleagues at University of 

Manchester (see note 3 above), it is not known to whom Polanyi circulated his proposal. The 

introductory paragraph, however, seems to makes a special effort to be irenic. Polanyi clarifies that 

the proposal is not an attempt ―to formulate a body of doctrine to which every member should 

assent‖ (―Civitas,‖ 1). Instead, the articulation of views is presented to ―members of the group in 

hope that they may prove sufficiently congenial to them to form a common ground of active 

interests‖ (―Civitas,‖ 1). 

Polanyi‘s proposal indicated that the new quarterly was ―to be published by The Manchester 

Literary and Philosophical Society‖ (―Civitas,‖ 1). At the time Polanyi wrote his proposal, he 

apparently had not investigated whether publication by this group was actually feasible. As noted 

                                                                                                                                                  

are missing. 

7
 Polanyi‘s exchanges with Hayek about a new liberal journal produced a closer connection between Polanyi and 

Hayek. By 1941, they were cooperating in opposing the British ―planned‖ science movement. Hayek, as editor of 

Economica, recognized Polanyi‘s leadership in this area and joined Polanyi‘s efforts. In May, he reviewed Polanyi‘s 

1940 book The Contempt of Freedom (Hayek, 1941: 211-214) which included some Polanyi writing on ―planned‖ 

science, as well other material published earlier on the Soviet economy. Hayek‘s letters to Polanyi of 1 May (Box 4, 

Folder 6, MPP) and 1 July 1941(Box 4, Folder 7, MPP) work out plans for Polanyi to write a review article on J. G. 

Crowther‘s new book The Social Relations of Science which supported ―planned‖ science. Polanyi‘s article, ―The 

Growth of Thought in Society‖(Polanyi. 1941[November], 428-456, cited hereafter in parenthesis as ―GT‖) places 

Polanyi‘s criticisms of Crowther in the broader philosophical context of Polanyi vision of liberal society, which he 

contrasts with totalitarian society. 
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above, he later learned The Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society had regulations 

prohibiting its publication of a politically partisan journal and this perhaps led Polanyi and others 

to modify the original proposal and seek other funding (see the discussion in note 3). Polanyi was 

in this period regularly a participant in programs of The Manchester Literary and Philosophical 

Society. On November 17, 1944, a few months before he wrote his proposal for a new quarterly, 

Polanyi, gave a lecture titled ―Science and the Modern Crisis‖ in a two-meeting symposium (under 

the general title ―Science, the University and the Modern Crisis‖) sponsored by The Manchester 

Literary and Philosophical Society. Polanyi‘s essay ―Science and the Modern Crisis‖ was 

published in Memoirs and Proceeding of the Manchester Philosophical Society, in June 1945, 

shortly after writing his March 1945 journal proposal.
8
 His essay includes ideas which are similar 

to some of the ideas in his March 1945 proposal for a new liberal quarterly. 

 

 

Basic Ideas about Society  

 

The fundamental aims of society are of the moral and intellectual order; to 

foster charity, justice and truth among men. The main practical task of 

society, and its most prominent activity, is to provide a framework for its 

members to make a living (―Civitas,‖ 1). 

 

In his 1945 proposal, Polanyi offers these basic claims about the nature of society as his starting 

point. His distinction between ―fundamental aims‖ and the ―main practical task‖ of society makes 

clear that Polanyi thinks about human social life in non-materialistic but nevertheless practical 

terms. Human beings pursue moral and intellectual achievements. Although Polanyi later suggests 

that ―striving for material welfare‖ should be regarded as ―prompted by the instinct of survival and 

the appetite for sensual enjoyment,‖ this striving is the ―medium of moral achievement.‖  Such 

striving ―raises the problems for the practices of justice and charity and it forms the material basis 

for the pursuit of truth in all its forms‖ (―Civitas,‖ 1). 

                                                 

8
 Michael Polanyi, ―Science and the Modern Crisis,‖ (Polanyi [1943-1945a], 106-117) is cited in parenthesis hereafter 

simply as  ―Science and the Modern Crisis‖ with page number. 
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There are other Polanyi writings, both before and after, his concise 1945 formulation of his 

basic ideas about society, which present views very similar to what is articulated here. After 

Polanyi moved to Manchester, he became very friendly with John Jewkes, an economist and likely 

recipient of the 1945 circular, and it was Jewkes who in 1948 worked out with the University of 

Manchester administration a plan to exchange Polanyi‘s chair in Chemistry for a position in the 

Faculty of Economics and Social Studies (which allowed Polanyi to prepare for his upcoming 

Gifford Lectures). Long before Polanyi became a member of Jewkes‘ department, however, 

Jewkes was for Polanyi an interested colleague and a mentor in economics as well as a critic of 

Polanyi‘s developing ideas about economics and politics. In what was apparently a set of points for 

discussion (Polanyi, 1940 [November]), titled only ―Notes for Talk with Prof. Jewkes—Nov. 

1940‖ (Box 26, Folder 5, MPP), Polanyi says,  

 

I think it is imperative that Liberal economic thought should summarise its 

fundamental principles now and announce them without further delay. The 

statement should be positive and emphatic; it should not give detailed 

suggestions but proclaim our conception of the purpose of society and of 

the technique for pursuing that purpose. 

 

He then adds, 

 

The more specifically economic purpose of producing material goods for 

individual use must be represented in its proper position as one section of 

the purposes of society which comprise both the not only individual, but 

also communal, aims, qualified by a mixture of spiritual as well as material 

values. A liberal manifesto must make clear the principles by which the 

greatest total benefit of society is to be attained in the joint fields of 

communal and individual satisfaction, and must also show the way to a 

maximum benefit in the sum total of spiritual and material products of 

social life. The liberal manifesto must set out the framework of a Good 

Society.  
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Polanyi planned, in his conversation, to explain to Jewkes ―if, with this broader view, I address 

myself to economic thought and not to political philosophy, my reason is that the most urgent task 

and the most decisive one lies in this part of social theory.‖ Nevertheless, what is clear in his notes 

for this discussion with Jewkes is that Polanyi takes society‘s purposes to include what he here 

calls ―spiritual and material products.‖ ―Spiritual products‖ are moral and intellectual 

achievements that are won in the arena of activity (to paraphrase the quotation above from 

―Civitas‖) providing a framework for its members to make a living, but which must be 

distinguished from material products. To put matters as Polanyi does at the end of Science, Faith 

and Society (Polanyi 1946/1964; the 1964 reprint is cited in parenthesis as SFS), ―the whole 

purpose of society lies in enabling its members to pursue their transcendent obligations; 

particularly to truth, justice, and charity‖ (SFS, 83). Polanyi acknowledges that ―society is of 

course also an economic organization‖ but this ―seems not to be the real purpose of society but 

rather a secondary task given to it as an opportunity to fulfill its true aims in the spiritual field‖ 

(SFS, 83).
9
 

 

 

Modern Society and the Challenge to Modernity 

 

Polanyi makes a historical distinction between modern society and earlier Western society: he 

avers that in a society ―ruled by theocracy and dogma‖ it may have been possible to conceive a 

good society ―without much freedom and individual responsibility‖ (―Civitas,‖ 1).
10

 But freedom 

                                                 

9
 Or to put matters as Polanyi later did in his final chapter of The Logic of Liberty, ―economic tasks cannot even be 

rationally formulated, without presupposing a society in which other purposes than those of satisfying the senses are 

also embodied, as no society can be based exclusively on the sensual appetites of its members‖ (LL, 193). 

10
 In some other writing, Polanyi focuses on the French Revolution as the watershed separating modern societies from 

earlier societies. In the essay ―Tyranny and Freedom, Ancient and Modern‖ (Polanyi 1958, 9-18; available in the 

Gelwick microfilm collection at polanyisociety.org/essays.htm), published in the same year as Personal Knowledge, 

Polanyi claims there is ―a specific modern master idea, infecting all of this planet with the same fever‖ and it is ―the 

ideal of modern man is self-determination.‖ (9). He contends that ―modern dynamism went into action for the first 

time in the French Revolution and all typically modern political movements have risen from this source‖ (10). Prior to 

http://www.polanyisociety.org/essays.htm
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and individual responsibility are basic elements of modern society ―dedicated as it is to a 

continuous improvement of its institutions, its understanding and its material welfare‖ (―Civitas,‖ 

1). Polanyi thinks of modern society as dynamic; it is committed to improving moral and 

intellectual as well as material resources and to reforming institutions. The medieval idea of a 

static society Polanyi suggests disintegrated due to the influence of ―Protestantism, Scientific 

Enlightenment and the spread of Capitalism‖ (―Civitas,‖ 1). These three Polanyi characterizes as 

―liberation‖ movements which successfully challenged ―sacerdotal authority‖ and ―feudal 

economic obligations‖ and they did so by going ―back to the Bible and to individual religious 

conscience,‖ by ―adopting skeptical philosophy‖ which ―established  a new empirical science of 

nature‖ (―Civitas,‖ 1) and by developing legal systems (―the individual was made master of his 

property‖ [―Civitas,‖ 2]) and ―democratic constitutions...incorporating these new principles‖ 

(―Civitas,‖ 2) .   

Both in his 1945 proposal and in other writing it seems clear that Polanyi believed that modern 

society in Europe was based on liberal principles which had been able gradually to improve 

society and life. He viewed the Russian Revolution, however, as a decisive turning point that 

challenged the liberal principles which underlay gradual reform. In his journal proposal, he says, 

 

For 300 years, until the outbreak of the Russian Revolution, the new 

system of liberal principles was never seriously challenged. But when it 

was challenged it transpired that it possessed no sufficient foundations. 

The liberal order collapsed over wide regions of Europe (―Civitas,‖ 2).
11

 

                                                                                                                                                  

the French Revolution ―men have accepted existing custom and law as the foundation of society. There have been 

great changes, but never before has the deliberate contriving of unlimited social improvement been elevated to a 

dominant principle. The French Revolution marks the dividing line between the immense expanse of essentially static 

societies and the narrow ledge of time in which our modern experiment of social dynamism has so far taken place‖ 

(10).  

11
 Polanyi made much the same point in the discussion at his first Moot meeting on 23 June 1944. Eric Fenn‘s 

careful notes on the discussion of the opening session indicate that Polanyi argued, against Karl Mannheim and H. A. 

Hodges, that ―western society showed a steady progress throughout the Middle Ages and up until the present day. 

The dramatic departure was the Russian Revolution, which was not merely an economic revolution but a sudden 

‗going mad‘ in the moral and intellectual sense. The civilized society had always been able to draw from its own 



   

 

120 

 

 

 In his November 1944 paper presented at The Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society- 

sponsored two- meeting symposium, Polanyi began his talk proclaiming 

 

History will view, I believe, the events which have taken place on the 

Continent during the last generation as one coherent process of upheaval. 

The rise of a totalitarian regime in Russia and the growth of Fascism in 

other European countries will be seen to arise from joint sources. These 

movements will then represent the breakdown of a previous system of 

public life and its replacement by a new one (―Science and the Modern 

Crisis,‖ 107). 

 

Polanyi contended that the  

 

form of European civilization which was submerged by the European 

upheaval still stands out clearly in the living memory of those who like 

myself came to maturity before the last war. It was a liberal civilization in 

which free institutions had been established throughout Europe and were 

still being actively developed in many places‖ (―Science and the Modern 

Crisis,‖ 107). 

 

In his account, the freedom and tolerance known ―before the European upheaval is almost 

inconceivable to the present generation‖ and ―the very conception of totalitarianism was 

unknown—except as a matter of speculation before 1917 in Europe.‖ That is, ―no secular 

authority‖ before this time ―even remotely attempted to enforce among its citizens a conformity of 

views such as is now commonly demanded in totalitarian countries‖ (―Science and the Modern 

Crisis,‖ 107). 

In the later public discussion of his paper, Polanyi noted that he approved of the thesis of 

                                                                                                                                                  

tradition the power to extricate itself from social difficulties and clear up its own messes. The Russian Revolution 

said that all history was wrong and had to be rolled up and begun again‖ (Clements 2010, 691-692).  
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Dorothy Emmet‘s paper presented at the same symposium. He describes her thesis as involving 

several points: ―that truth is worth pursuing, the importance of justice and fair-mindedness, respect 

for freedom of spirit, the conviction that we can to some extent recognize nonsense when we see it, 

and the recognition that man can interpret experience in more than one way.‖
12

 He then notes that 

the ―purpose of my paper was to point out that these presuppositions which represent in fact the 

minimum requirements of liberalism are not accepted any more by a very large part of European 

opinion‖ (―Postscript,‖ 162). Instead, these principles  

 

are held in contempt as vague and deceptive and looked upon as mere cant, 

intended (consciously or unconsciously) to rationalize or conceal the real 

motive forces. That human affairs are thought to be governed in reality by 

economic interests and the will to power—while all talk about justice, 

freedom, etc. is regarded as mere ideological chatter. That is the problem 

which my paper set out to discuss‖ (―Postscript,‖ 162).   

 

In the Preface and some of the essays in his 1940 collection titled The Contempt of Freedom, 

The Russian Experiment and After (Polanyi, 1940/1975, hereafter CF cited in parenthesis by page), 

Polanyi also focuses on the recent rejection of liberal values and in particular the way that liberty 

has taken on negative associations in British culture. Polanyi argues, in one essay, that, under the 

illusion of protecting freedom, British politics recently adopted extreme laissez faire policies, and 

thereby in fact brought ―contempt on the name of freedom‖ such that freedom came to be deprived 

―of all public conscience‖ (CF, 58). This, in turn, precipitated a new public illusion that ―supported 

the claim of Collectivism to be the sole guardian of social interests‖ (CF, 58). Progressive minds, 

captivated by what has purportedly been happening in the Soviet Union, now look with contempt 

on traditional liberties and ―consider them as ineffectual and hollow phrases as compared with the 

solid realities of the coming social revolution‖ (CF, v). There is now a ―tragic separation of 

progress and liberty‖ (CF, vi) that is a part of the ethos of the day; the cause of liberty no longer is 

inextricably linked to ―social redress‖ (CF, vi) and in fact no longer is central to a coherent 

                                                 

12
 Polanyi‘s later public discussion was published as  ―Postscript‖(Polanyi 1943-45b, 161-162) and is cited hereafter 

by page number as ―Postscript‖ in parenthesis. 
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political philosophy. In tones that complement the quotation with which this essay began, which 

identify a revived liberalism as a great engine of reform that releases generous, intelligent and 

creative forces, Polanyi concluded  that ―no one can lead the peoples of this planet who does not 

lead them to progress; and Liberty, therefore, cannot be saved unless it again becomes a 

progressive idea‖(CF, vi). 

 

 

Epistemic Criticisms of Liberalism 

 

In his journal proposal, Polanyi identifies the ―attacks on liberal principles‖ as coming from 

many directions ―but they all proceeded on the same lines‖ in pointing ―at the internal 

contradiction of liberalism‖ (―Civitas,‖ 2). That contradiction is that liberalism ―based freedom on 

the affirmation of certain principles which it assumed to be self-evident, though in fact they were 

not‖ (―Civitas,‖ 2). In fact these principles presumed to be self-evident ―were actually open to 

destruction by the very spirit of radical skepticism which liberalism was committed to foster‖ 

(―Civitas,‖ 2): 

 

...the continued application of Cartesian doubt to which modern thought 

owed its liberation from dogma could not fail to reduce our conception of 

reality to a radical naturalism which affords no independent standing to 

any of the rational, moral or religious principles by which liberty is 

sustained‖ (―Civitas,‖ 2). 

 

Polanyi‘s claim is that, in the history of ideas, Cartesian doubt was first an intellectual liberator, 

but then became a culturally dominant orientation that reduced reality to ―a radical naturalism‖ and 

eliminated the ―independent standing‖ of principles undergirding liberty. Particularly important in 

his 1945 proposal is the notion that ―liberty‖ is undergirded and can become a plausible center of 

personal and social life only when ―rational, moral or religious principles‖ are regarded as 

independent. Polanyi‘s account here, although focused on the undermining of principles, which 

bear on social life, and the emergence of ―radical naturalism,‖ is very akin to philosophical views 
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developed later in his Gifford Lectures and in Personal Knowledge.
13

 In both of these later works, 

Polanyi acknowledges that he is working out what he calls in the 1964 Preface to Torchbook 

Edition of Personal Knowledge a ―fiduciary program‖ (PK, 1964, ix) which distinguishes his 

―post-critical‖ orientation. But he also, in much later writing, articulates in detail his critique of 

doubt and his understanding of both the achievements and the shortcomings of the era of critical 

thought. These critical elements of his views directed at critical philosophy complement his 

―fiduciary program.‖
14

 

Polanyi‘s discussion in his proposal of the ravages of Cartesian doubt is also similar to ideas 

developed in The Logic of Liberty. In his Preface to this collection, which Polanyi was pulling 

together as he worked on his Gifford Lectures, Polanyi notes that  

 

There is a link between my insistence on acknowledging the fiduciary 

foundations of science and thought in general, and my rejection of the 

individualistic formula of liberty. This formula could be upheld only in the 

innocence of eighteenth-century rationalism, with its ingenuous self-

evidences and unshakable scientific truths (LL, vii). 

 

The era in which ideas about liberty could be regarded as grounded in self-evident principles, 

Polanyi suggests, has now past. Cartesian doubt has eliminated that self-evidence and thus 

                                                 

13
 Also in his 1958 essay ―Tyranny and Freedom,‖  Polanyi claims ―the beliefs of liberalism‖ are ancient but have 

recently been through a period of crisis. Belief in reason and justice was once self-evident but this is no longer a viable 

option and thus ―modern man can hold this belief only as an act of faith, as I do myself.‖ He declares that ―a society 

guided by the ideals of reason and justice and dedicated to their service is not authoritarian‖ but it is a ―particular 

orthodoxy‖ allowing ―a wide scope for independent thought.‖ A liberal society integrates a ―wide diversity of often 

contradictory impulses, all rooted in the same ideals.‖ He suggests that British institutions, after a century and a half of 

widely debated reforms that fundamentally transformed life, remain ―a single harmonized system. It is a system of 

dynamic order‖ (Polanyi, 1958 12). 

14
 See my expanded discussion of the ―fiduciary program‖ in the Gifford Lectures and Personal Knowledge in ―An 

Introduction to Michael Polanyi‘s Gifford Lectures‖ (Mullins, 2016 online only) posted with the Gifford Lectures at 

http://www.polanyisociety.org/Giffords/Giffords-web-page9-20-16.htm. 

 

http://www.polanyisociety.org/Giffords/Giffords-web-page9-20-16.htm
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Modern liberty, which has to stand up to a total critique of its fiduciary 

foundations, will have to be conceived in more positive terms. Its claims 

must be closely circumscribed and at the same time sharpened for a 

defense against new opponents, incomparably more formidable that those 

against which liberty achieved its first victories in the gentler centuries of 

modern Europe (LL, vii). 

 

In a similar vein, in his 1945 journal proposal, Polanyi says the first task of the new journal of 

liberalism must be to ―declare that society can be free only if it places a positive faith in certain 

principles,‖ admitting and asserting that such principles are not self-evident today and can be held 

only when ―based on personal conviction‖: ―The liberalism which took its foundations for granted 

has collapsed over wide ranges of Europe and it has been rendered generally untenable 

everywhere. We must replace it by a liberalism based on explicit profession‖ (―Civitas,‖ 2). 

 

In his proposal, Polanyi implies that the late ravages of Cartesian doubt have undermined the 

rationality of liberalism by promulgating an orientation toward explicitness. He says ―a cardinal 

difficulty of liberalism‖ (―Civitas,‖ 3) is that  

 

No set of principles—no matter how firmly and generally recognized—

can govern men in society; simply because rules are generalisations and 

can be applied in each particular case only by an act of interpretation, and 

no rule can prescribe its own interpretation. Thus a set of rules always 

require supplementation by an act which is not itself prescribed; and 

therefore liberalism, when demanding government by knowable 

principles, also postulates that decisions be made which are not given by 

knowable principles (―Civitas,‖ 3). 

 

What Polanyi saw in the attacks on liberalism is the idea ―that liberalism is logically incomplete.‖  

He suggests that opponents turn this notion into the claim that any 
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attempt to govern society by fixed principles is meaningless if the 

interpretation of these principles is left indeterminate. If individuals are 

called upon to interpret principles, such as truth or justice, in the light of 

their own conscience, they can turn truth and justice into anything they 

please (―Civitas,‖ 3).   

 

This means, according to opponents, that effectively the common good is untended in a society in 

which principles are said to govern: ―A society (it is argued by the Planners who have succeeded 

Hobbes to-day) in which ultimate decisions affecting the public good are made by a set of 

independent individuals or centres is a society adrift; a chaotic society, at the mercy of mere 

chance‖ (―Civitas,‖ 3). 

 

It is not altogether clear in his proposal that Polanyi in 1945 believed he had a well worked out 

response to these criticisms, but clearly he thinks one of the projects of the new journal is to try to 

address such questions. He, of course, later works out philosophical ideas about how rules of art 

operate in science and other domains; his later epistemology affirms the ubiquitous presence of a 

proximate background, the tacit dimension that makes possible all sense-reading. However, what 

Polanyi is quite emphatic about in his 1945 proposal is that liberalism is not irrational; he says it 

relies on conscience, conviction and inspiration: 

 

It is essential to demonstrate how such decisions are actually being made 

under liberalism and to show that the method is rational. Detailed studies 

of the liberal way may follow up the part played by individual conscience 

in every decision which strives to be fair; the part of instinctive conviction 

in every judgment seeking the truth; the factor of inspiration which enters 

into the historical actions of statesmen, and into all the creative choices of 

scientists and artists, as well as of ordinary people shaping their lives and 

forming their convictions (―Civitas,‖ 3).
15

 

                                                 

15
 See D. M. Yeager‘s excellent discussion in ―Exploring the Underground: Silent Assumptions and Social 
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Other Problematic Aspects of Liberalism 

 

In his journal proposal, Polanyi suggests that the decline of liberal values is at least in part the 

result of the recent failure to develop liberal theory in ways appropriate to the times. He notes that 

liberal economic policy has not been properly shaped by a richer liberal philosophy: 

 

For the last hundred years liberal economic policy has been conducted 

without effective guidance from liberal theory. It was in fact made up of a 

series of disjointed concessions from a theory of laissez faire to the claims 

of humanitarianism and the obvious demands of the public interest. This 

unsatisfactory intellectual situation has caused comparatively little trouble 

so long as the major premises of liberalism were uncontested. To-day it 

must be remedied without delay if liberalism is to be restored. The great 

task of laying down a system of liberal economic policies must be 

shouldered forthwith (―Civitas,‖ 6). 

 

                                                                                                                                                  

Pathologies,‖ (Yeager 2013-14, 14-25) of Polanyi‘s ideas presented in Science, Faith and Society about reliance on 

―conscience‖ and its connection to ―transcendent beliefs‖ (16-17). She raises a good question about the extent of 

Polanyi‘s confidence that reason can resolve very substantial differences in perspective between human beings. 

Clearly, this is an issue that Polanyi is wrestling with in earlier writing (see discussion in Jacobs and Mullins 2018, 4-

13]). It is a question that he continues to work on both in his Gifford Lectures and in essays such as ―The Stability of 

Belief‖ (Polanyi 1952, 217-232), an essay that is a recycled version of Polanyi‘s eighth Series I Gifford Lecture, ―The 

Doubting of Implicit Beliefs‖ much of which later becomes part of Personal Knowledge. What Polanyi comes to call a 

―post-critical philosophy‖ includes ideas about rationality that move beyond the narrow ones developed in the 

eighteenth century. But from early to late Polanyi often seems to have some confidence that persons who engage in 

free discussion can solve difficult problems. Polanyi put matters as follows in a 23 October 1937 report in Nature on a 

Paris scientific conference: ―The idea of liberty derives its strength from many roots but among these there is one most 

vital:  the belief that men can reach a better understanding by free discussion, that in fact society can be continuously 

improved if public life is steadily guided by reasoned controversy‖ (Polanyi 1937 [October], 710, online in the 

Gelwick microfilm collection at www.polanyisociety.org/essays.htm). 

http://www.polanyisociety.org/essays.htm
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In a similar way, Polanyi criticized ―the exiguous political theory of liberalism‖ as a nineteenth 

century hand-me-down which ―requires to be rewritten‖ (―Civitas,‖ 6). The maxims of J. S. Mill 

were ―a going concern‖ in his day, but they ―answer none of the searching objections which 

modern totalitarians and planners have raised. For this we need a new radically sharpened theory 

of democracy and civic liberties‖ (―Civitas,‖ 6). 

 

 In some of his lectures in the thirties,
16

 Polanyi suggests that earlier economic liberalism, which 

he frequently calls ―utilitarian philosophy‖ (i.e., unregulated laissez faire) was the primary 

conservative force in the last half of the nineteenth century, although this was also a time in which 

                                                 

16
 All of the quotations in this and the next two paragraphs are drawn from one important lecture ―On Popular 

Education in Economics‖ that Polanyi gave to the Manchester Political Society in February 1937 (Box 25, Folder 9, 

MPP). The lecture was published in 2016 in Tradition and Discovery (Polanyi, 1937/2016, 18-24) and this copy is 

cited by page number in parenthesis hereafter as ―Popular Education.‖ This lecture, given after Polanyi had carefully 

studied Keynes, is akin to ―Visual Presentation of Social Matters,‖ a June 1936 Polanyi lecture (pre-Keynes), 

delivered to the Association for Education in Citizenship (also in Box 25, Folder 9 in MPP); this lecture was also 

recently published in Tradition and Discovery (Polanyi, 1936/2014,13-24). Both lectures discuss Polanyi‘s ideas about 

film as a medium for economics education; he believed economics education held great promise and should be part of 

the effort to revitalize liberalism. In the late thirties, Polanyi made an economics education film whose 1940 version 

has the title Unemployment and Money. As noted above, a version of the film was shown in September 1938 at the 

Good Society Conference in Paris. These two lectures also suggest Polanyi‘s rough outline of economic history 

leading to contemporary society immersed in the modern crisis (see the discussion above) in which liberalism has now 

almost completely collapsed and many are infatuated with the Soviet Union and Marxist ideas. Polanyi was convinced 

that the complexity of the modern economy led most people to subscribe to certain economic fallacies. People did not 

understand the flow of money in complex market systems and the way in which unemployment (resulting from the 

boom-and-bust cycle) could be addressed by regulating the money supply. Because ordinary citizens did not 

understand the complex market economy, there was, in contemporary society, a certain political fragility and an 

uninformed and unrealistic enthusiasm for Marxist experiments such as the Soviet Union as well as Marxist-inspired 

efforts to ―plan‖ British society, including British science. All of this is, for Polanyi, is germane to the displacement or 

decline of liberal values and the sort of revitalized, more robust liberalism (economic and political) that Polanyi hoped 

a new journal exploring liberal ideas would articulate. Perhaps somewhat naively, Polanyi believed that using film to 

show diagrammatically how money works could provide broad general understanding of market economies and 

promote regulation of the money supply to address unemployment. Polanyi seems to have regarded moving diagrams 

as an innovative and readily graspable kind of simulation. 
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important reforms were enacted. But liberal economic theory did not develop as it should have,
17

 

and, in this period, its four weaknesses became very plain. ―Utilitarian philosophy‖ manifested ―1) 

inability to secure justice in distribution of income, 2) inability to define the limits of buying and 

selling, 3) inability to grasp the trade cycle, and 4) inability to make the community conscious of 

and responsible for its economic life.‖ (―Popular Education,‖ 20-21)
18

 

These weaknesses, of course, also suggest at least the general outline of what Polanyi 

anticipated that a richer and more current articulation of liberal economic and political philosophy 

should include. His account of the fundamental aims of society as a moral and intellectual order 

promoting charity, justice, and truth (see the discussion above) implies that Polanyi believed it 

possible and important to ―define the limits of buying and selling.‖ Although Polanyi saw the 

productive and distributive activity in society as fundamental, it is the arena, as I have noted, in 

                                                 

17
 In his 1940 book, The Contempt of Freedom, Polanyi argued in the same vein that recently economic liberalism had 

turned toward extremism because it failed to understand unemployment and this led to devastating errors in policy in 

the Great Depression, bringing the rise of the Nazis in Germany. Polanyi suggested orthodox liberals are superstitious 

about the market and have a somewhat mystical view that unemployment is the inevitable result of any market 

interference. He compared this superstition to the myopic ―obsessions of collectivists about the evil powers of the 

market‖ (CF, 59). He suggested that public conversation about social order was largely a standoff between voices 

favoring complete laissez faire and those favoring collectivism and that this standoff played into the hands of 

collectivists. His own position, he contended, was a more balanced and robustly liberal position that resisted the 

prevailing dichotomous framework: ―I consider that the alternative to the planning of cultural and economic life is not 

some inconceivable system of absolute laissez faire in which the State is supposed to wither away, but that the 

alternative is freedom under the law and custom as laid down, and amended when necessary, by the State and public 

opinion. It is law, custom, and public opinion which ought to govern society in such a way that by the guidance of 

their principles the energies of individual exertions are sustained and limited‖ (CF, 59). 

18
 In other writing, Polanyi offers similar criticisms. In ―Social Capitalism‖ (Polanyi, 1946 [April ], 341-342, cited 

hereafter in parenthesis as ―Social Capitalism‖ by page number), Polanyi praises the motives and social effects of 

early capitalism but suggests ―in demanding that the whole life of society be governed by the laws of the market, this 

vision was turned into its own travesty.‖ Interestingly, Polanyi argues that ―this curious self-debasing deception‖ (of 

capitalism) was something that ―sprang from a new conception of society based on scientific pretensions.‖ Bentham 

jeered at the emptiness of the Rights of Man and sought ―to build a good society on scientifically secure grounds of 

the Desires of Man. Ricardo and Malthus followed with gusto, defining society in terms of greed and mathematically 

progressive breeding. The scientific travesty of society was complete; mercy banned as unscientific; sympathy was 

indicted as the true enemy of welfare ...‖ (―Social Capitalism,‖ 341). 
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which charity, justice and inquiry about the nature of things is pursued. It is the arena of moral and 

intellectual achievements. Polanyi steadfastly resists a materialist account of society. Polanyi‘s 

suggestion that earlier liberalism was not able to ―grasp the trade cycle‖ or ―make the community 

conscious of and responsible for its economic life‖ points to some of the elements of his own 

developing ideas about economics and economics education (see note 16). After he studied 

Keynes‘ The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money, Polanyi believed that it was now 

possible to understand and control the boom-and-bust cycle in markets.
19

  Polanyi‘s writings about 

and work on his film Unemployment and Money make clear that he anticipated ordinary people 

could, with the ―diagrammatic writing‖ film made possible, understand the circulation of money 

and the ways in which unemployment comes about and could be addressed. In sum, Polanyi 

anticipated that economics education could now ―make the community conscious of and 

responsible for its economic life‖ (―Popular Education,‖ 21). 

Polanyi contended that the weaknesses of ―utilitarian philosophy,‖ sensed by many people, set up 

the ―the latent revolt against an economic life based on this gravely deficient philosophy and 

[many people] expect more or less that the revolt might break out as early as at the next 

[economic]slump‖ (―Popular Education,‖ 21). In Polanyi‘s thumbnail historical account in his 

1937 lecture, the obvious defects of economic liberalism propelled a reaction ―led today by two 

political forces, Communism and Fascism‖ and the older force Communism ―attacked 

utilitarianism at all the weak points... It demanded that exploitation, marketing, the trade cycle 

should be wiped out and the acquisitive system replaced by a community consciously working for 

                                                 

19
 In ―Social Capitalism,‖ Polanyi‘s summarized his post-Keynesian perspective: ―The Keynesian theory shows that 

unemployment, far from being inherent in capitalism, is merely due to an incidental defect of it—a defect, which can 

be eliminated without any other ‗planning‘ than is involved in the maintenance of an appropriate budgetary deficit. 

What is needed is the issue of new money carefully regulated so as to fill the gap between Saving and Investment‖ 

(―Social Capitalism,‖ 342). In ―The Age of Discovery‖ (Polanyi 1956 [March], 227-234), Polanyi argues that 

economic liberalism once saw unemployment in terms of the operation of an impediment to self-adjustment and this 

often led to efforts to force down prices and wages, which at times exacerbated unemployment. But, after Keynes, 

later liberal economists favored expanding the money supply to address unemployment and Hitler did this successfully 

after coming to power. He suggests that if this had been done effectively in 1930-33 by leading industrial nations, 

Hitler would not have become more popular and powerful, communism would not have flourished in many settings, 

and World War II, which shattered Europe, might not have occurred. 
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its common needs‖ (―Popular Education,‖ 21). But Polanyi also argued that communist ideas 

incorporated two fundamental errors: ―... the idea that an industrial economic system producing a 

great variety of goods by a wide division of labor could be run without the guidance of 

competitive prices, wages and profits‖ and the ―second error, more disastrous even in its 

consequences, was the theory of class war‖ (―Popular Education,‖ 21). However, these erroneous 

ideas were not taken seriously in the nineteenth century, according to Polanyi, where Marxist ideas 

were merely the backdrop of ―the progressive labor movement‖ (―Popular Education,‖ 21). But in 

1917 after the Russian Revolution these two ideas did come to be taken seriously with disastrous 

consequences.
20

 

 In his 1944 essay ―Science—Its Reality and Freedom‖
 
(Polanyi 1944 [February], 78-83, cited 

hereafter by page in parenthesis as ―Science—Its Reality and Freedom‖), Polanyi lays out roughly 

the same historical perspective, but here the connection between this course and the contemporary 

plight of science and the abandonment of traditional liberal values underlying scientific work is 

more clearly set forth. For Polanyi, science is an organism of ideas which grows and it prospers 

when and if researchers are free to pursue interests within the framework of the present organism 

and to debate with peers the validity of conclusions they have come to in their research. But 

Marxism and Fascism undermine this process; in particular, they do not affirm the independence of 

thought which is integral to science and society, in Polanyi‘s view: 

 

Marx claimed the primacy of class interests as the reality behind all the 

higher manifestations of thought in society, and his followers, quite 

                                                 

20
 I cannot here treat Polanyi‘s intricate and complex account of how, through political alliances, the early Bolsheviks 

and successors came to power and proceeded with efforts to govern, including setting up, with some disastrous 

missteps, an economy. These are matters Polanyi often discussed. Polanyi made several scientific trips to the Soviet 

Union beginning in 1928 and published (and re-published twice) an early, largely empirical assessment of the Soviet 

economy in 1935 (Polanyi 1935, 67-89). Much of Polanyi‘s early and late writing treats topics concerned with Soviet 

politics and economic experiments which he regarded as fundamentally misguided failures, which, nevertheless, were 

largely misrepresented in much Western literature and by the Soviets themselves. The larger historical narrative that 

Polanyi seems to subscribe to is one that traces the success of early economic liberalism and then the emergence and 

recognition of its serious deficits, which ultimately are important contributors leading to World War I, the Russian 

Revolution and the rise of communism and fascism and World War II.  
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logically, concluded that once all classes are abolished, all intellectual and 

moral ideas are to be subordinated to the collective needs of Society. The 

German Fascist philosophy replaces Class by Race; the superior race has 

to impose its unlimited will on the world, and to subordinate all 

manifestations of the mind to its interests (―Science—Its Reality and 

Freedom,‖ 81-82).   

 

Polanyi thus distinguishes but nevertheless yokes together communism and fascism as 

philosophies that also have contributed to the elimination of the liberal principles that were central 

to modern society until the early twentieth century:  

 

Marxism aims at the universal good; Fascism seeks the advantage of only 

a limited group. The difference is profound but it does not impair the 

fundamental agreement of the two movements in their repudiation of all 

traditional ideas as guides to social action. The philosophies of both 

movements assert that the material interests of society must override all 

considerations of truth and justice, and they both endow Society with an 

absolute right over the minds of its members. They thus jointly represent 

the philosophy of Social Absolutism, which is the central creed of all 

modern revolutionary forces. It is this philosophy in various more or less 

attenuated forms also actuates the convinced Planners in England and 

America (―Science—Its Reality and Freedom,‖ 81-82). 

 

The term Polanyi most frequently used to characterize the political philosophy he saw 

embodied in both the Soviet Union and fascist nations in the period between the world wars—and 

the direction that he feared other nations were moving—was ―totalitarian.‖ He attacks ―totalitarian 

states‖ so frequently in his writing in the thirties and forties that it is easy to forget that Polanyi, 

has very specific ideas in mind when he uses the term ―totalitarian.‖ As noted in the quotation 

above, he believes ―totalitarian‖ states are a new phenomenon in complex modern society. 

Certainly, earlier there were authoritarian regimes, but such regimes did not reconceive the 
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parameters of personal life and its bearing on the common good. Put somewhat differently, 

Polanyi‘s use of the term ―totalitarian‖ points to the way some modern states construe freedom as 

exclusively private. ―Totalitarian‖ states assume there is a basic opposition between public 

interests and private liberty; the role of the state is to foster public interests and this often involves 

curtailing private liberty, although Polanyi also suggests that some totalitarian states may allow a 

wide range of private liberties. Nevertheless, independent personal actions are not, in a 

―totalitarian‖ state, regarded as a viable vehicle to accomplish social functions; such personal 

actions, by definition, only satisfy private desires.
21

 Social responsibility can thus be achieved only 

by limiting private liberty, by subordinating private freedom to the state. Decisions about public 

goals or ends can only be made by the state. The action of persons as individuals serving 

transcendent ideals such as truth in the context of intermediate-level specialized social networks or 

communities such as science cannot redound to the common good. This is the logic of the 

―totalitarian‖ state as Polanyi saw it.
22

  

 

In his 1945 proposal, Polanyi proclaims that the ―picture of modern totalitarianism‖ includes 

 

the assimilation of every phase of human life by the totalitarian rule [and 

this] follows logically from a view of reality which denies independent 

standing to truth and morality. Once the State is radically released from 

any obligation to these principles, it is logical that it should exercise 

unlimited powers over its citizens and it may logically claim also the right 

and the duty to subject every phase of life within its domain to its own 

                                                 

21
Polanyi argues ―modern revolutionary philosophy‖ subscribes to the ―doctrine of social control which teaches that all 

social activities must be subordinated to a clearly perceived central purpose, representing the recognized interests of 

society‖ (―Science—Its Reality and Freedom,‖ 82). 

22
 Polanyi does contend, especially after his Gifford Lectures, that totalitarian approaches are themselves an outgrowth 

of scientistic thinking. That is, the historical development of the critical tradition leads to a misrepresentation of 

science which then is used to justify totalitarianism. In ―Totalitarianism,‖ Polanyi says ―I think the totalitarian 

movement represents the culmination of Western critical thought within a social milieu lacking the political restrains 

imposed by a liberal tradition. Western society lives today by rote, unsupported by any philosophically respectable 

doctrines‖ (Polanyi, 1951[August], 802). 
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day-to-day decisions‖ (―Civitas,‖ 2). 

 

Polanyi, in sum, argues that the logic of ―totalitarian‖ states  does not—as had modern states since 

the Renaissance and the Enlightenment—rely on traditions that presume that improving 

understanding and fostering enlightened behavior in persons pursuing traditional virtues and 

transcendent ends is a viable vehicle for reform.
23

 

 

 

Polanyi’s Effort to Re-Ground Liberalism: Principles and Practices 

 

In his journal proposal and some other writing, Polanyi discusses not only the failures of 

contemporary liberalism and the challenges of modern ―totalitarianism,‖ but he also calls for the 

articulation of a more profound understanding of liberalism. Discussion above briefly noted 

                                                 

23
 See, for example, Polanyi‘s discussion in ―The Growth of Thought in Society‖ of the ideas of freedom and social 

action presupposed by the ―totalitarian‖ states of modernity (―GT,‖ 429-431).  In this 1941 essay, for the first time 

Polanyi contrasts ―private‖ liberty (or private freedom) and ‗public‖ liberty (or public freedom); other publications in 

the forties pick up this theme and it is found especially in several of the essays in the 1951 collection The Logic of 

Liberty, which might have been more accurately titled ―The Logic of Public Liberty‖ (see LL, 198 where Polanyi says 

―the logic of public liberty is to co-ordinate independent individual actions spontaneously in the service of certain 

tasks‖). With his discussions of ―public‖ liberty, Polanyi seems to have been working to expand the vocabulary of 

liberalism. Much of Polanyi‘s 1941 essay is included (and then expanded) in The Logic of Liberty. Public liberty is 

voluntary action of persons in the context of a particular social network or location. Public liberty is thus embedded 

and reactive social action. It presupposes a tradition which has been absorbed and it aims for the reformation of that 

tradition. It is action that promotes the public good, in Polanyi‘s account, through interaction with social companions 

or agents in the same social niche. Public liberty is personal action exercising (or realizing) opportunities in which 

persons take up the chance to serve transcendent ideals or beliefs—that is, traditional liberal ends such as truth, justice, 

and charity. Private freedom—at the expense of public freedom—had become, Polanyi believed, the dominant 

ambience of freedom. From 1941 until the end of his life (but especially in the 1941-1951 period), Polanyi tried to 

reframe ideas about freedom by discussing the importance of ―public‖ liberty and suggesting that ―public‖ liberty in 

public discourse needed to be distinguished from individual private freedom. Rehabilitating liberalism, Polanyi 

believed, required these moves to establish a deeper understanding of freedom. See the discussion of ―public‖ liberty 

in Phil Mullins, ―Michael Polanyi‘s Early Liberal Vision:  Society as a Network of Dynamic Orders Reliant on Public 

Liberty‖ (Mullins 2013, 162-171), as well as the brief discussion below. 
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Polanyi‘s account of the failures of earlier economic liberalism and his anticipated remedies for 

some of its shortcomings. Polanyi believed it was now possible for citizens to understand the 

complexity of the modern economy and society could address the problem of unemployment. 

However, Polanyi‘s call for a richer understanding of liberalism also moved beyond the orbit of 

economics. In his proposal (as suggested above), Polanyi reached for a richer account of liberalism 

by emphasizing that the new journal should stress the importance of ―principles‖ (―Civitas,‖ 1). 

Principles establish parameters that both constrain and open up opportunities for persons; they 

identify goals and ideals in particular social domains and the larger social community. Insofar as 

persons respect and serve certain principles or transcendent ideals and beliefs that are central to a 

particular domain of human action, such persons acquire a calling. Through the interaction of 

persons serving particular principles, there emerge new ideas and practices in particular domains 

such as science. 

Polanyi was particularly concerned, in his proposal, with what might be regarded as liberal 

principles applying to the political arena. He affirmed that ―civil liberties are enjoyed when the 

government is tied to definite principles‖ (―Civitas,‖ 1). Civil liberties are not simply natural or 

human rights. Civil liberties are created by a written covenant, one that integrally links particular 

rights to a governance structure that identifies and emphasizes particular principles that 

enfranchise certain liberties. Similarly, Polanyi claimed that ―democratic self-government is the 

appeal of interested parties to public opinion on the basis of common principles;‖ he asserted that 

―unprincipled democracy is lawless and its dominion is tyrannical‖ (―Civitas,‖ 1). Democratic 

polity recognizes the importance of public opinion but only when public opinion is generated in 

relation to certain commonly held principles of the governed.
24

 Polanyi‘s proposal suggested that 

―individual responsibility can be practiced only when the individual is guided by principles. 

Individual independence can be upheld when a person may appeal to the protection of principles‖ 

(―Civitas,‖ 1). Personal responsibility and independence are linked inextricably with the 

                                                 

24
 Later in ―Tyranny and Freedom,‖  Polanyi claims ―we may call democratic a political system in which the rule of 

law sustains public liberties under a government elected by universal suffrage.‖ In order to emphasize the relation and 

interaction of these three elements, he adds, ―public liberties are the heart of democracy; the rule of laws is its 

muscular framework; and finally, a democratically elected government forms a dynamic centre for improving the laws 

by which men live in a free society‖ (Polanyi 1958, 17). 
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acceptance persons give to principles which they believe they share with social companions. 

Some of Polanyi‘s writing that is more expansive than his very concise discussion in his 1945 

journal proposal makes clearer what Polanyi is pointing to in his proposal‘s emphasis upon 

―principles.‖  In The Contempt of Freedom (1940), ―supervisory authority‖ is discussed as an 

alternative to ―comprehensive planning‖ (CF, 35-40). Polanyi contends that ―supervision 

presupposes human activities which are initiated from a great multitude of centres, and it aims at 

regulating these manifold impulses in conformity with their inherent purpose‖ (CF, 36). Polanyi 

suggests that ―guiding principles‖ are integral to this method of organizing human affairs that he 

argues is a traditional and effective social strategy usually to be preferred to ―planning‖ (CF, 39). 

Supervision is ―the method by which the cultivation of things of the mind is regulated‖ so it is 

integral to intellectual pursuits but not only intellectual pursuits. Polanyi believed ―in a Liberal 

society there is a wide domain of activities in which ideas are cultivated under the supervision of 

organizations or public authorities‖ (CF, 37). He contended if ―comprehensive planning were to 

prevail, this would imply the abolition of both the cultivation of guiding principles and the pursuit 

of commerce, with all the liberties inherent in these forms of life‖ (CF, 39). 

 In The Contempt of Freedom, Polanyi also sets forth what he takes to be the liberal view 

of ―the position of science in society,‖ which he argues is a ―significant example‖ or case of ―the 

principles of liberty‖ (CF, 10). He contends that science ―when allowed freely to pursue its own 

spiritual aims‖ provides many gifts for society but that science will collapse if it is pursued under 

the yoke of central planning. The ―spiritual aims‖ that Polanyi identifies here as important are the 

transcendent ideals or ideas (or ―guiding principles‖) that are deeply embedded in the psyche and 

practices of participants in the scientific community. The case of science is the same for ―other 

systems of ideas which possess independent existence‖ (CF 10). Polanyi seems to have believed 

that every type of intellectual endeavor cultivated in the specialized niches of complex modern 

society (as well as perhaps most craft and artistic guilds) are a  

 

system of consistent ideas which can grow only in accordance with their 

own fundamental principles—I mean the whole spiritual realm of truth, 

justice, humaneness, beauty, and its organization in the forms of laws, 

politics, moral customs, arts, religion. The same reasons which cause 
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science to be paralysed by any imposition of secular authority make all the 

wealth of this realm turn to dust the moment it is made subject to the 

demands of the State (CF, 10). 

 

The ―fundamental principles‖ that guide activity are honored by participants in a particular 

domain, but also such principles come to be embodied in practices. By serving such principles, 

which Polanyi suggests can be articulated only in broad ―spiritual‖ terms (such as truth, justice, 

humaneness, beauty) the diverse institutions and practices in a society take form. 

 

Much the same account of the importance of principles and practices in the scientific 

community and larger society is found in Polanyi‘s Riddell Lectures, given in March 1946, just a 

year after writing his journal proposal,
25

 In the final chapter of Science, Faith and Society (which 

is the Riddell Lectures), Polanyi asks  

 

what premises will guide conscience in [serious] decisions [in science 

and/or political life]…in a free society?  Can we find ... a practical art 

which embodies them [i.e., such premises]; a tradition by which this art is 

transmitted; institutions in which it finds shelter and expression? Yes, we 

shall find them underlying the art of free discussion, transmitted by a 

tradition of civic liberties and embodied in the institutions of democracy 

(SFS, 67). 

 

Polanyi goes on to identify ―two main principles underlying the process of free discussion‖ (SFS, 

68). These principles he dubs ―fairness‖ and ―tolerance‖ (SFS, 68). ―Fairness‖ is ―the effort to put 

your case objectively‖ and ―tolerance‖ is ―the capacity to listen to an unfair and hostile statement 

by an opponent in order to discover his sound points as well as the reason for his errors‖ (SFS, 

                                                 

25
 William T. Scott and Martin X. Moleski, S.J. the Polanyi biographers  describe this series of lectures at the 

University of Durham as ―a chance to consolidate his years of reflection on the liberal tradition‖ (Scott and Moleski 

2005, 200). 
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68).
26

 What Polanyi is pointing to is certain transcendent ideals or principles which those who 

practice free discussion must put into play. Polanyi suggests that putting such principles into play 

in arenas such as science is learned by novices:  

 

by apprenticing himself to an intellectual process based on a certain set of 

ultimates, the newcomer enlists as a member of the community holding 

these ultimates and his commitment to these necessarily involved the 

acceptance of the rules of conduct indispensable to their cultivation (SFS 

64). 

 

The scientific life and creative life in many of the other niches of society is grounded in the 

acceptance by persons of certain principles such as tolerance and fairness:  

 

Scientific life illustrates ... how the general acceptance of a definite set of 

principles brings forth a community governed by these principles—a 

community which would automatically dissolve the moment its 

constitutive principles were repudiated (SFS 64). 

 

Finally, it is worth noting that Polanyi in his Riddell Lectures (as in his journal proposal) contrasts 

his reading of the importance of principles with ideas of certain thinkers in the modern tradition of 

political philosophy. His rehabilitated liberalism focusing on the importance of principles is 

sharply at odds, in his view, with ideas that Hobbes and Rousseau added to the stream of Western 

political thought: ―In the case of the scientific community the [social] contract consists of the gift 

of one‘s own person—not to a sovereign ruler as Hobbes thought, nor to an abstract General Will 

as Rousseau postulated—but to the service of a particular ideal‖ (SFS 64). 

 

 

                                                 

26
 Polanyi acknowledged that practices which embody fairness and tolerance can succeed only when supplemented by 

others important dynamics: ―A judicious public with a quick ear for insincerity of argument is therefore an essential 

partner in the practice of free controversy‖ (SFS, 68). 
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Dynamic Orders and Their Study  

 

Embedded in Polanyi‘s journal proposal‘s emphasis upon principles is a rough model or outline 

of modern society as complexly organized but tradition-guided and dynamic.  He says  

 

... individualism … represents a method of organization. By the direct 

mutual adjustment of individuals dynamic order can be formed. When 

individuals contribute to an established system of ideas (like Science or 

Law) their efforts are thereby co-ordinated. When individuals exchange 

their resources and produce though a market, they form a dynamic order of 

production and distribution‖ (―Civitas,‖ 1).
 27

 

 

In his 1941 essay ―The Growth of Thought in Society,‖ Polanyi elaborates in a much more detailed 

fashion what he so briefly notes in these three sentences of his proposal. Modern society is 

complexly organized in that it has many intermediate networks or communities of interpretation 

and practice. The scientific enterprise, for example, is a community of scientists who both compete 

and collaborate to expand the horizons of scientific knowledge. Working scientists are persons 

who always are engaged in a public conversation (with other scientists in their neighborhood of 

the larger scientific community) about their research results and thus scientific knowledge grows. 

The interpretation of case law Polanyi portrays as an analogous enterprise in which judges study 

precedents of pending cases and issue rulings that they regard as faithful to precedents and the 

cultural context of the pending case; future judges following the same procedure make the system 

                                                 

27
 Philip Mirowski suggests that Polanyi‘s claim that ―individualism ... represents a method of organization‖ might be 

taken as evidence that he subscribes to ―methodological subjectivism‖ (Mirowski1998-99, 35) or ―methodological 

individualism‖ (Mirowski1998-99, 37). I am wary of this view, however, since it seems to ignore the subtleties of 

Polanyi‘s claims about ―personal knowledge;‖ it also seems to overlook Polanyi‘s strong claims about the nature of 

―public‖ liberty. In his Preface to The Logic of Liberty, Polanyi declares ―private individualism is no important pillar 

of ―public‘ liberty‖ (LL, vii). However, ―individualism‖ as a ―method of organization‖ should be understood as an 

antithesis to a centrally directed method of organization. Such a method should be linked to his discussion of 

―supervision‖ as a strategy for organization (see above). Polanyi‘s discussions of ―individualism‖ should not be linked 

to what today are regarded as libertarian views, although Polanyi champions the cause of liberty.   
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of legal opinion an evolving one. Society in some sense serves its ideal of justice through such a 

system. Polanyi presents the economic system as a competitive production and distribution system 

that functions effectively because it can rely on the medium on money.
28

 Although ―The Growth of 

Thought in Society‖ focuses on these three analogous systems (showing some of their similarities 

and differences), Polanyi suggests that larger society is itself a network of many such systems 

which overlap and function in a roughly similar fashion. Such systems Polanyi calls ―dynamic 

orders,‖ the same term he uses in his 1945 proposal, but, in ―The Growth of Thought in Society,‖ 

Polanyi acknowledges that he has adapted this term from the Gestalt psychologist Wolfgang 

Kohler (―GT,‖ 435; see also ―GT,‖ 431-433). Kohler uses the term ―dynamic order‖ in the broad 

context of scientific thought to describe systems that reach equilibrium though the interaction of 

elements or forces when other external forces remain constant. In particular, Kohler applied these 

ideas to perception in the Gestalt alternative to behaviorist views. In 1941, Polanyi takes Kohler‘s 

basic idea about orders or systems that change through an interaction of internal forces seeking 

equilibrium and uses this idea to model social orders like the scientific community. He seems to 

have envisioned larger society as a network of dynamic orders. In particular, Polanyi, of course, 

developed the view of science as a dynamic order to argue against ―planned‖ science. He outlines, 

again and again in his writing from the late thirties forward, how science operates as scientists seek 

personal knowledge by pursuing discovery. Their inquiry relies upon requisite skills individuals 

acquired in apprenticeship where they also come to acceptance of certain transcendent beliefs or 

ideals. The results of inquiry are debated in the public conversation of peers.  But, as noted above, 

the case of science is, for Polanyi, the case of every subcultural social community of interpretation 

as well as productive and distributive enterprises.
29

 

                                                 

28
 As noted above, in his 1938 lecture ―Popular Education in Economics,‖ in criticizing Marxian claims, Polanyi 

makes this same point: he finds very dubious ―the idea that an industrial economic system producing a great variety of 

goods by a wide division of labor could be run without the guidance of competitive prices, wages and profits‖ 

(―Popular Education,‖ 21). 

29
 Polanyi recognized similarities between Kohler‘s approach to dynamic order (i.e., an approach focusing on the 

achievement of equilibrium which Kohler and Polanyi found broadly applicable in science) and ―the classical doctrine 

of economic individualism‖ (LL, 154). But Polanyi regards the case of the market as a concrete domain in which a 

more general principle was first recognized. He says in one of his essays from the forties that became chapter 10 (aptly 

titled ―The Manageability of Social Tasks‖) of The Logic of Liberty that his chapter ―has been concerned with 
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In Polanyi‘s journal proposal, he indicates that it should be the program of the new journal ―to 

examine every branch of human activity to elucidate its liberal form, and to demonstrate how the 

liberal way of conducting each embodies the general features of liberty in several particular forms‖ 

(―Civitas,‖ 2). This, he suggests, is a necessary move in the contemporary environment ―to restore 

and consolidate the principles of freedom‖ (―Civitas,‖ 2). He proposes to consider first ―such 

spheres as science, the arts, education; of the various cultural institutions such as universities and 

churches; and of wide ranges of legal and political activities‖ (―Civitas,‖ 2). All of these areas of 

human endeavor Polanyi calls ―forms of life‖ and they each ―have their own liberal ways which 

must be re-defined to-day‖ (―Civitas,‖ 2). He suggests that ―from this systematic exploration of the 

diverse sections of life, there will emerge a system of liberal archetypes; and the internal cohesion 

of such a system should supply a solid contribution to the consolidation of liberalism‖ (―Civitas,‖ 

2). 

Interestingly, Polanyi also notes that ―in each section of life conducted in the liberal way‖ the 

analysis of liberalism must study the ―dividing line between the proper and the excessive use of 

authority and the proper and excessive resistance to authority‖ (―Civitas,‖ 2). Polanyi understood 

that both authority and resistance to authority were elements in the dynamic orders of modern 

society. Authority promotes discipline, Polanyi noted, but must be kept within proper bounds, and 

independence must be nurtured but also must be kept within proper bounds. Polanyi seems to have 

accepted the tension between ―the claims of that which is established and of that which is seeking 

establishment‖ (―Civitas,‖ 3), since this tension promotes both stability and transformation of the 

                                                                                                                                                  

extending the concept of self-co-ordination—known since Adam Smith to operate within a market—to various other 

activities in the intellectual field and with clarifying the relationship between the economic and intellectual systems 

thus brought into analogy to each other‖ (LL, 170). Polanyi offers sharp criticisms of a strict laissez faire (see the 

discussion above) as it has operated in economic history. He says in his 1948 essay ―Forms of Atheism‖ (Polanyi 

1948, 7-11, cited hereafter in parenthesis as ―Forms of Atheism‖ by page number) that ―the followers of Adam Smith 

were wrong in letting their onslaught on protectionism grow into a glorification of capitalism as a state of economic 

perfection‖ (―Forms of Atheism,‖ 10). Nevertheless, he frequently makes the case that elements of a market system are 

necessary to have a functional economic order in a complex industrial society. For a broader discussion of Polanyi‘s 

use of Kohler‘s ideas about ―dynamic orders,‖ see my essay ―Michael Polanyi‘s Early Liberal Vision: Society as a 

Network of Dynamic Orders Reliant on Public Liberty‖ (Mullins 2013, 162-171).  
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status quo.
30

 He notes that those who write for the proposed new journal of liberalism will 

recognize that ―the study of tradition‖ is ―an essential condition of a good society.‖ He says that he 

agrees with those who ―urge that the force of tradition, the inarticulate teachings of custom, may 

be the proper, even though not complete, guides of all ultimate decisions in society‖ (―Civitas,‖ 

4).
31

 Polanyi makes clear that he thinks the ―Progressivist faith on the Continent‖ that has worked 

unceasingly to destroy tradition ―has wrought its own confutation‖ (―Civitas,‖ 4). He allows that 

―our idea of Progress will have to be modified. We must consider its scope to be limited by a 

permanent framework of beliefs and customs. Its task is to evaluate these and to re-interpret them 

to meet the exigencies of ever new situations‖ (―Civitas,‖ 4).
32

 

 

 

Conclusion 

                                                 

30
 In his 1962 essay ―The Republic of Science, Its Political and Economic Theory,‖ later included by Marjorie Grene 

in Knowing and Being, Essays by Michael Polanyi (Polanyi 1969, 49-72, copy cited here by page number), Polanyi 

speaks of the ―dynamic orthodoxy‖ (70) of science; however, other dynamic orders are also dynamic orthodoxies. 

Polanyi intimately links dynamic orthodoxy with freedom ―of a positive kind‖ that ―has no bearing on the right of men 

to do as they please, but assures them the right to speak the truth as they know it.‖ The cultivation of such public 

liberties ―distinguishes a free society‖ (70). In Personal Knowledge, at the end of his discussion in ―Conviviality,‖ 

Polanyi poses two rhetorical questions: ―Can the beliefs of liberalism, no longer believed to be self-evident, be upheld 

henceforth in the form of orthodoxy? Can we face the fact that, no matter how liberal a free society may be, it is also 

profoundly conservative?‖ (PK 244).  

31
 Polanyi‘s emphasis upon the importance of tradition in science and society is found in many of his papers and 

publications from the mid-forties until the end of his life. See, for example, ―The English and the Continent‖ (Polanyi, 

1943 [October-December}: 372-381). 

32
 At the end of ―Forms of Atheism,‖ Polanyi asks ―whether humanity can learn to live once more without the opiate of 

progress‖ (―Forms of Atheism,‖ 11). Just prior to posing this question, he discusses some of the delusions about social 

improvement (and particularly about Socialist visions and experiments) entertained in society. Polanyi‘s sober 

conclusion is: ―deliria of abundance and perfect justice are dissolving. We are touching earth again. Or at any rate, we 

touch it so far as a century of sanguine and often sanguinary daydreaming has not finally unfitted us for the hard 

struggle of stepwise improvement‖ (―Forms of Atheism,‖ 10). Similarly, in the last sentence in his chapter titled 

―Conviviality‖ in Personal Knowledge, Polanyi notes that his book attempts the justification of ―an allegiance to a 

manifestly imperfect society, based on the acknowledgement that our duty lies in the service of ideals which we cannot 

possibly achieve‖ (PK 245). 
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Especially in his non-scientific writing before his Gifford Lectures, Polanyi called for and 

worked to articulate a philosophical perspective that he believed would rehabilitate economic and 

political liberalism. He saw such a rehabilitated liberalism as an alternative to the logic of 

totalitarianism that had emerged in the twentieth century, bringing violence and endangering 

science and culture. Polanyi acknowledged many shortcomings of earlier liberal thought and also 

recognized serious contemporary challenges to liberalism. In particular, Polanyi emphasized that 

what had earlier seemed the self-evident principles guiding liberalism were no longer self-evident 

and could be sustained today only if based upon personal convictions. He recognized that 

Cartesian doubt had been both an important engine of the scientific revolution and a force 

undercutting the transcendent beliefs promoting further development of scientific thought and 

liberal reforms. 

 

 In his 1945 proposal for a new journal of liberalism, a document that succinctly discusses both the 

problems and the possibilities of liberalism, Polanyi says the new journal must ―declare that 

society can be free only if it places a positive faith in certain principles‖ (―Civitas,‖ 2). Liberalism, 

Polanyi believed, must explore in greater philosophical depth the connection between persons, 

principles, and social order. In ―The Liberal Conception of Freedom‖ (Box 26, Folder 8, MPP), 

which is a 1941 note  that may have been used in a radio talk, Polanyi summarized his liberal 

account of social order achieved when persons are free to serve guiding principles or transcendent 

ideals: 

 

[In society] there is a wide range of order. Division of labor, division of 

authorities, division of rights and functions. Liberalism is a philosophy 

which explains the origin of this order and points the way in which it can 

be developed further.  It does that in a particular—and rather 

paradoxical—way.  It says that this order is largely the result of freedom. 

Mind you, we are not merely told that freedom—however desirable—must 

be kept in order so as to preserve the other man‘s freedom; but that this 

order would never have come to exist—but for the fact that people are left 
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free to act independently. The Liberal view maintains that it is only by 

virtue of this freedom that men and women can build up together the order 

of society as we know it, maintain it and continue to develop it further 

(Polanyi 1941 [7 October]). 

 

Polanyi‘s effort, in the thirties and forties, to articulate a richer account of liberalism led him to the 

broader epistemic questions about science and society that he treats in his Gifford Lectures and 

later in Personal Knowledge based on these lectures.  
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