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SupposeMichael Polanyi werean existentialist—specifically, aChristianexistentialist. What formmight his
thought have taken in this case? On one interpretation, Ronald Hall’ s provocative Word and Spirit can be read as
providing an answer to this question.

To be sure, the subtitle of Hall’ swork accurately portraysits content: the book delivers aKierkegaardian
critiqueof themodernage. Thethought of Kierkegaardisintheforefront of Hall’ sdiscussion, althoughthefinal product
ismuch more than simply an exegesis of Kierkegaard. Thisisbecause aPolanyian perspective--or more accurately,
a Polanyian/Poteatian perspective--informstheview Hall arguesfor. While, as| shall indicate, | do not think Hall’s
fusion of Kierkegaard and Polanyi/Poteat is seamless, his achievement in the book is considerable. Histhought is
challenging and stimulating. For thoseinterested in extending the existential and Christian dimensions of Polanyi’s
thought, Hall raises some intriguing possibilities.

OnebasicKierkegaardian claim Hall setsforthisthat the modern age (including post-modernism asthefinal
demonic stage of the modern age--see pp. 168 and 173) isthoroughly infused with aesthetic notionswhich celebrate
human freedom at the cost of responsibility to others and to theworld. Hall spends several key chapters describing
Don Giovanni and Faust as prototypes of modern aestheticism. In each case, misuse of language iswhat creates an
aesthetic refuge from the world and provides an ersatz satisfaction. The aesthete transfigureslifeinto art in order to
avoid boring repetition, confining commitment, or narrowing of possibility. Asthe pseudonymousand aesthetically
inclined author A of Either/Or states, “ Pleasure disappoints, possibility never” (vol. I, Swenson trans., p. 40).

By immersing himself in sensual satisfactions, Don Giovanni createsaworld wheremoral and other cultural
constraints can beignored, wherewords are at most ameansto anew sensuous satisfaction. Mozart’ soperacaptures
perfectly hislightness of being, alightness mirrored in the play of Mozart’ snotes. Don Giovanni’ sway of livingis
an example of an at times charming faithlessness, of lack of integrity in speech. His use of language can be seen as
an aesthetic precursor of the advertiser, public relations hack, or unscrupulous politician.

Faust’ saim isto engage the world, yet not in such away asto trap himin abanal or confining existence. In
order to escapethe intellectua isolation of his study, he sought alife of activity, claiming that truly in the beginning
wasthe deed, not theword (p. 134). Inironical contrast to the faithful God of Genesisor John, through whose words
creation unfolds, Faust’s deeds lead to continual destruction. “Faust’s energizing motif is devel opment; its guiding
principle simply this: the given actuality must be perpetually destroyed, otherwise it will confine the human spirit.
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Modernity hascometocall thisprocessof perpetual destructionprogress!” (p. 141). Thevoices, thewords, of subjects
arelost in aworld where progressisking.

In Either/Or, Kierkegaard holds Don Giovanni and Faust up as examples of vacuous and demonic ways of
living respectively. Wherever life' smeaning isspelled out intermsof asingle planeof existence, beittheintellectual
system of Hegel, the sensuous immediacy of Don Giovanni, or the unprincipled activism of Faust, itsrichnessis
attenuated and responsiblelivingisundermined. Authenticliving requiresresponsible choicethat takesinto account
multiplelevelsof being. Hall isnot interested in tracking Kierkegaard’ swritingsin pursuit of the variousethical and
religiouswaysKierkegaard showssuch choicesmay take. Theprimary text heinterpretsisEither/Or; hedoesnot even
mention such texts as Concluding Unscientific Discourse, Fear and Trembling, The Present Age, Repetition, Stages
on Life's Way, Purity of Heart, or the various tracts on Christianity written in an edifying mode. Hall focuses on
contrasting theinadeguacy of several forms of aestheticism with one master mode of authenticity centered in faithful
speech, speechwithanintegrity first madepossibleinthe Christian notion of spirit. (Hall correlatesspirit with selfhood,
but unfortunately this key termisused in avariety of senses.)

Hall acknowledges that the claim made in Either/Or that Christianity ushered spirit into the world sounds
pretentiousand exaggerated. Hemakeswhat | think isalessthan convincing analysisindefenseof theclaim. Following
Poteat (who followed Thorlief Boman’s Hebrew Thought Compared to Greek), Hall contrasts the dynamic Hebrew
notion of dabhar, the creative work, with the static Greek notion of 1ogos, the principle of insight and order. Dabhar
isboth word and deed; theterm encapsul atestheintertwining of thought and action in Hebrew existence. Christianity
appropriated dabhar as expressive of spirit and linked it to speech-acts, thus fully fleshing out a spiritual mode of
engaging theworld (p. 59). In contrast to dabhar asan auditory (processive) phenomenon, logosis primarily avisual
(momentary) phenomenon. Logosisagathering of thingsthat can be seen at aglance, and the static implications of
thevisual aresaidtoinfectall Greek thought. ThusHall interpretsPlatonicreality astheeternal,immutabl eand objective
arrangment and order of the cosmos” (p. 22).

| find Hall’ s(and perhapsKierkegaard' s) analysisof Socratesand Plato problematic. Hall portrays Socrates
ascritiquingthestati clogos-centered worl d-pi cture of Greek thought but asunabl etoformul ateany positiveprinciples.
Why? “Thereasonisthat Socrateswastruly ignorant” (p. 125). How then doesoneaccount for theprinciples Socrates
adduces in the Apology to explain his actions? What is one to make of the principled way Socrates convinces Crito
that he ought not escape prison? Hall’ sunderstanding of Socratic irony seemstoo limited. Similarly, the Plato who
recognizesthe eros-driven unfolding of insight in experience and reflection (see the Symposiumand Plato’ s Seventh
Letter) and who callsreality (“the sum of things®) “all that is unchangeable and all that isin change”’ (Sophist 249D)
is not some static thinker trapped in contemplation of the eternal asthe only reality.

Although | would argue against the adequacy of Hall’ sinterpretation of Hebrew and Greek thought, and |
think Kierkegaard' sanalysis (or better, the analysis of author A of Either/Or) of Christianity asintroducing dynamic
spirit into the world is highly problematic (after al, early Christian theology rebelled against the spiritualism of
M ontani smand gnosticismand drew uponthestaticworl d view of Platonismrather thanthedynamicthought of Plato),
nevertheless these problems of historical analysis do not themselves undermine the cogency of Hall's positive
theoretical claims. Word and Spirit not only indicts the aestheticism of the modern world but pleads for a superior
alternativetothisaestheticism. Hall worksout thispositivealternativeintermsof speech-act theory indebted to Arendt,
Wittgenstein and Austin. Speech is the only medium in which self awareness, the sensuous world, and historical
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continuity can al be gathered into fruitful interaction. It has the capacity to encompass past actualities, present
alternatives, and future possibilitiesin away which makes possible authentic choice. Through aspeech-act asubject
involved in historical currents can apply principles to situations so as to act responsibly.

Hall puts his positive claim in theseterms; “Christianity broke the pagan static synthesis of spirit and the
sensuous completely apart by introducing a picture of that relation in which the spirit and the sensuous were at once
radically sundered and radically bonded in a dynamic synthesis’ (p. 17). In reflecting upon aternatives, a subject
transcends(issundered from) thisworld; infaithful allegianceto God viaimitation of Christ (abond), asubjectisplunged
immanently into action in thisworld, the center of whichisone sneighbor. “The perfect medium for the expression
of the sundered/bonded self/world relation isfound in the reflexively integral speech-acts” (p. 201).

Hall turnsto Michael Polanyi’s epistemol ogy to provide amodel of the sundered/bonded relation of spirit
to the sensuous. Polanyi’ s distinction between subsidiary and focal awareness, grounded in the from/to structure of
consciousness, is said to be anal ogous to the sundered/bonded relation. Thefrom/to dialectic guidesHall’ s attempt
to make sense of the Christian conception of spirit as sundered from and bonded to the sensuous world” (p. 94).

| havetroublefollowing Hall’ sargument at thispoint. Surely thefrom/tostructurecanilluminatethesundered/
bonded relationship, but that is because all human consciousnessis organized according to subsidiary/focal or from/
tostructures. Pagan consciousness, thevariousformsof aestheticism—all canbesointerpreted. So Polanyi’ sthought
doeslittletoilluminate what isdistinctive about the Christian notion of spirit. Indeed, just asfrom/to structures seem
characteristicof all consciousness, sotoo doesasundered/bonded rel ationship. Forinstance, inhisplanningtoreclaim
land fromthe sea, Faust’ sthought woul d be sundered from the detail sof adredging operation--thesand, thesea, dikes-
-and bonded to avision of the newly created land.

Kierkegaardisclearer thanHall inarticulatingwhatisdistinctiveabout Christianspirituality. For Kierkegaard
thekey Christian category isfaith. Hall tendsto equatefaithwiththeact of bonding, but that would notilluminatewhat
isdistinctiveabout Christianfaith. For Kierkegaardfaithisnot just being bonded to something or accepting someidea,
for then the pagan, Don Giovanni, and Faust would all have faith. No, faith isastate of consciousnessthat emerges
only through great personal struggle. Johannesde Silentioin Fear and Trembling (Lorrietrans., p. 57) speaks about
faithasfollows: “Infiniteresignation isthelast stage prior to faith, so that one who has not made this movement has
not faith; for only intheinfinite resignation do | become clear to myself with respect to my eternal validity, and only
then cantherebeany question of grasping existenceby virtueof faith.” Inresignationonegivesupthetemporal world,
buttheninfaith, onegainsit back. In Concluding Unscientific Postscript faithispresented not assomething supportive
of reason, but as something paradoxical, that is, counter to reason, something grasped with passion (in Philosophical
Fragments, theparadox of the Eternal entering history). ElsewhereKierkegaard claimsthat truefaith must be preceded
by aconviction of sinfulnessthat forces oneto turn away from self relianceto reliance on God. Faith may beaform
of covenantal bonding, asHall interpretsit, butinKierkegaarditisarrivedat only after someformof emotional shipwreck.
When these necessary existential movements are added to Hall’ s account, then some significance can be seeninthe
sundered/bonded formula: inagony oneissundered from thisworld but through faith in thefaithful God oneisagain
bonded to it.

I do not meanto imply that Polanyi’ sthought isirrelevant to Kierkegaard’ sworld. Hall helpfully pointsout
that Polanyi’ snotion of scienceasaform of personal knowledge--in contrast to positivism, historicism, or instrumen-
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talism--would be consistent with Kierkegaard' s emphaisis on the passionate individual seeking the truth (see Word
and Spirit, pp. 166-167 and 193-194, and PK, pp. 343-346). The scientist, of course, isamember of acommunity of
investigatorswho check each other’ sresults; the Kierkegaardian man of faithispreeminently anindividual, and what
othershelieveisof no relevanceto one' spassionate act of faith. But Polanyi describesthe act of relying on another’s
superior knowledgeintermswhichilluminatethe Christian’ sfaith-act of imitating Christ. “By applying histhoughts
or deeds as our standards for judging the rightness of our own thoughts and deeds, we surrender our person for the
sakeof becoming moresatisfyingtoourselvesinthelight of thesestandards. Thisactisirreversibleandalsoa-critical...”
(PK. p. 378), agood description of the faith-act (although ignoring its passionate geneal ogy).

Wouldn't it be more accurate to describe what is distinctive about Christianity in terms of afaith-act rather
thanintermsof aspeech-act? HereisHall’ sclaim: “ For Kierkegaard, spiritisrealized concretely and existentially when
someonetakesupareligiousmodality of existence(religiousnessB). For apersontotakeupthismodality of existence
isjust for himtotake up areflexively integral relation to hiswords, which isthe same as speaking faithfully. Thatis,
themark and test of therealization of aself isthe extent to which aspeaker owns hiswords, ownsup to them, ispresent
inthem, and present inthembefore someother” (p. 74). Tointerpret Christian spirituality asauniqueform of faithful
speechbeforeothers(asHall statesonp. 75) isproblemati cboth asaninterpretation of Kierkegaardand of Christianity’s
uniqueness. Religiousness B sounds in Hall’s terms more like a Buberian |-Thou relation than a Kierkegaardian
passionateembraceof theparadoxical by asufferingindividual. Moreover, whilethereisevery reasonto praisefaithful
speech-actsrevel atory of aspeaker’ sfeelings, itiscertainly presumptiousto think that such self disclosureisuniquely
Christian.

About thenatureof hisownspirituality Kierkegaard statesthat “ | canlay noclaimtoanimmediaterelationship
withGod, that | cannot and darenot say that itisHewhoimmediately insertshi sthoughtsinme, but that my rel ationship
toGodisareflection-relationship, ininwardnessinreflection, asin general thedistinguishingtrait of my individuality
isreflection, so that even in prayer my forteisthanksgiving” (The Point of View for My Work as an Author, Harper
TB, pp.68-69). Kierkegaard' sspirituality restsonthereflectiveinterpretationof anindividual, not onaspeech-act before
others. Better put, theonly other towhom Kierkegaard discloseshimsel f isGod, and through God thewhol eenigmatic
world. Thevictory of faithistobelieve, often againstimmediate evidence, that ultimately through God all thingswork
for the good.

Thegroundsuponwhich onemight taketheleap of faithto God arenot rational grounds. Just beforehisdeath
Kierkegaardwrote, “ A manof understanding can never becomeaChristian; themost hecan achieve, throughthe power
of imagination, istoplay withtheChristianproblems’ (Papirer, X1, entry of September 23, 1855). Ingeneral agreement,
Polanyi statesthat God is* not a being whose exi stence can be established in somelogical, scientific, or rational way
before we engagein our worship of him. God isacommitment involved in our rites and myths’ (Meaning, p. 156).
Polanyi’ sanalysis also supports Kierkegaard' s view that Christian spirituality reflectively usesthe notion of God to
bring the ambiguous complexity of theworld into focus. “ Through our integrative, imaginative effortswe see [God)]
asthefocal point that fusesinto meaning all the incompatiblesinvolved inthe practice of religion” (Ibid.).

Next, however, Polanyi seemsto challengeKierkegaard' s(and Hall’ s)postul ation of agreat gap betweenthe
aesthetic and the religious modes of being. He statesthat “ asin art—only in amore whol e and compl ete way—God
also becomestheintegration of all theincompatiblesinour lives’ (1bid.). Isbelief in God for Polanyi merely apoetic
creation of theimagination, away to harmonizethechallengesof daily lifeinasoothing (escapist) vision of thewhol e?
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Thisiswhat Hall chargesPolanyi withinHall’ sreview of Meaning (seeZygon 17:1[March, 1982], 16-18). Incontrast,
Hall sideswith Kierkegaard by understanding Christianity asprimarily an existential affair involvingthewholeselfin
daily actions.

Indefenseof Polanyi, | wouldfirst point out that Polanyi differsfrom Kierkegaardin hisassessment of aesthetic
experience. For Kierkegaard to live aesthetically isto avoid commitment and retain possibility. Onethushidesasa
person. But for Polanyi thevisionary art of thelate 19th and 20th centurieshas created new worldsin theimagination
which both undermineoldworldsand yet allow individualsto enrich their liveswith new insights. “Itisonly theartist
who detaches himself as an artist from himself as aprivate individual and embodies this artistic person in hiswork.
Scientistscannot dothis. But thereforeall artisintensely personal and strictly detached; and it must, aswesaid, claim
universal validity for thepersonal self-set standardswhichit obeys’ (Meaning, p. 102). Becauseartinvolvesapersonal
dimension of experiencetransfiguredintoaformthat claimsuniversal validity, Polanyi doesnot seetheartistic creator
or theadmiring publicasescapingfromthisworld. Through acknowledgment of standardsinart possibility isnarrowed
and commitment enjoined—;just the opposite of what Kierkegaard' s aesthete aimsfor.

Second, | wouldrefer againtotheway Polanyi’ sremarksabout God andreligionaregenerally consistent with
what Kierkegaard states. A close reading of Polanyi indicatesthat he believes religious meaning enablesapersonto
cope with all the conflicting demands of everyday life; the religious believer need not give way to some partial
(idolatrous) solutiontolife’ sdilemmassuch asMarxism, building self esteem, giving way to materialisticimpul ses—
or hidinginaestheticism. “InPauline Christianity. . . faithand hopehave an object. Wedwell inthehopethat wemay,
by the grace of God, be able somewhere, somehow, to do that which we must, but which we can at this moment see
no way to do—or elsetrust, if we should never receivethat grace, that it isbest that we do not doit. Dwellinginthis
religiousframeof mind, wehavenot lost thetension, but it neither worriesusnor dowebecomecomplacent. .. . Rather,
wearehumbled before Godintherecognition of our utter dependenceupon himfor theultimatevictory through Christ”
(Meaning, p. 157). Hall might correctly note that a dominant theme in this passage is hope, not present existential
engagement, but surely thereareal soresourcesfor responsibleactionhereand now in Polanyi’ sview. Itistooextreme
to label Polanyi’ s notion of religious meaning as simply aform of aestheticismin Kierkegaard' s sense.

In Word and Spirit, Ronald Hall develops a notion of Christian spirituality which utilizes Kierkegaardian
formulation, iscentered in speech-acts, and engages current i ssuesthoughtfully. Thebook illuminatesthe existential
dimension of living in amanner which can usefully extend the conceptions of avariety of thinkers, including those
workinginPolanyianterms.
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An Apology for the" Second Edition" :
A Reply to Gulick's Review Essay

Ronald L. Hall

| certainly owe Walter Gulick an apology. Those darn publishers! How dare they issue a second edition of
my book, making substantial changesinit, andwithout eventellingme! | only wishthat Gulick had seenthefirst edition.
| think many of the criticismsthat he makeswould disappear. | will restrict myself tojust afew examplesof what | am
talking about.

Gulick saysthat | tend to equate faith with the act of bonding. Hethen goeson to correct thisreading of faith
saying that it needsto bedial ectically supplemented with theideathat such abonding can occur “ only after someform
of emotional shipwreck.” If | weretrueto Kierkegaard, heimplies, | would havesaid somethinglikethis: “inagony one
is sundered from thisworld but through faith in the faithful God oneisagain bonded toit” Inthefirst edition of my
book, thisis exactly what | did say, over and over, from beginning to end. In thefirst edition | consistently said that
faith was adouble movement, not simply amatter of bonding. As| put it, faith isa sundered/bonded relation--in fact
thiswasmy point! Noteon page3of Wordand Spirit(Val. ) : “ Becausefaith establishessimultaneously tworelations...it
requiresadouble movement...to existinfaithisto exist withinaradical covenantal bondingto God andto exist within
adialectical sundered/bonded relation to the world.”

The publishersalso radically changed amajor point of my first edition. | originally went to great lengthsto
say that both Don Giovanni and Faust were defined by the fact that their existence was exclusively defined interms
of their being musically sundered from theworld, and that the pagan was defined asexistinginapre-sundered rel ation
to the cosmos that could not be thought of as abonded relation, since the bonded relation isdialectically connected
to sundering. According to the edition that Gulick read, the pagan, DG and Faust all exist in a bonded relation to
something.

I will just mentioninsummary fashion several other similar changesin the second edition of my book. (1) In
theeditionthat Gulick read, it seemsthat | represent the aesthete as cel ebrating human freedom . Infact, inmy earlier
rendering, itisjust humanfreedomthat theaesthetedreads, just that conditionheflees. (2) Inthefirst edition, | stressed
theideathat Kierkegaardian faith hasbeen misread asbeing acondition of theisolated individual. As| argue, seeing
that faithful speech-actistheprimary modeof faithful existencefor SK, isjusttoseethat faithis, asKierkegaard himself
definesit, arelation--and not simply aprivaterelationwith God. Gulick didn’t get this, sincehe continuesto (mis)read
Kierkegaard as advocating a strictly private notion of faith. (3) Similar to thislast point, Gulick continues to read
Kierkegaard as advocating the notion that faith isfound only in worldlessindividualism. Inthefirst edition, | try to
show that thereare groundsfor thinking that for SK faithisessentially aworldly matter, acondition found only inthe
presenceof others. (4) And Gulick continuesto play theold saw accordingtowhich Kierkegaardianfaithisessentially
anirrational leap. Andagain, inthefirst edition, | went to great lengthsto counter thisreading of SK. (5) Finaly, just
apoint in passing: Gulick arguesthat Socrates stood for positive principles--as much as Plato-- and was not simply,
as SK reads him, one who hovered in “The Clouds’ of infiniteironicignorance. The evidence he givesisfrom the
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Apology. Inthisapology | simply remind Gulick that it was Plato who wrotethat dialogue. Like Jesus, Socrates never
wrote anything. What either actually stood for is, | suspect, up for discussion.

L et meturn from theseissuesto what may be of moreinterest to thereaders of thisjournal: Michael Polanyi.
Gulick makestwo points.

First, Gulick claimsthat if the sundered/bonded relation of spirit is, as| suggest, formally analogousto the
Polanyian from-to relation, then Christianity cannot be thought to beinnovative, as being thefirst to bring spirit into
theworld. Thisisso, Gulick argues, sinceall consciousness, pre-Christian included, isfrom-to in its structure, and
therefore sundered/bonded in structure. | can only speculatethat Gulick thinksthisbecause the second edition of my
book must haveleft out amaintheme of thefirst, namely, theimportance of world-pictures, aconcept that Gulick does
not mention. My claiminthefirst editionisthat it was anew world-picture that Christianity introduced that allowed
the from-to/sundered/bonded self-world relation to be vested with its rights, and hence for spirit to come forthin all
of itsexistential reality and power. The self hasawaysbeen afrom-torelation, but not alwaysarelationthat wasable
torelateitself toitself. Spirit hasalwaysexisted intheworld but not alwaysactualized as spirit. Christianity provided
for thefirsttimeaworl d-picturethat would allow thesundered/bonded sel f-worldrel ationitsfull existential ratification.

But even on Polanyi’ s own terms, need consciousness (meaning?) always be of the sundered/bonded sort,
evenif alwaysfrom-to? In PK, p. 58, Polanyi distinguished two kinds of meaning. He even goes so far asto say that
themore clear cut notion of meaning of thetwo is the sort of meaning involved when aword means something. Here
wemust ook fromthewordtoitsmeaning, look throughit asit were, negativethesensuous, toputitin SK’ sterminol ogy.
Thismeaning hecallsdenctive, or representational ; itiswhat | call semanticmeaning proper. Thisisthesort of meaning
that most formally parallel sthe sundered/bonded rel ation established in reflexively integral speech. Theother kind of
meaning, what Polanyi saysisthemoreproblematic of thetwo, iswhat hecallsexistential . Inthiskind of meaning, what
ismeantisnot whatispointedto, butisintrinsictothe patternthat embodiesit. It still, however, hasafrom-to structure.
This second kind of meaning (syntax?) iswhat | call aesthetic meaning. Moreover, Polanyi is correct, as| seeit, to
associate this kind of meaning with the abstract arts and mathematics. He says, “Instead of denoting something
[paintings, music, mathematics, the abstract arts in general]...emphatically present their own striking sensuous
presence’ (PK, 195-196). Theinnovation of Christianity wasto provide theworld-picture necessary to vest semantic
meaning and speech withitsrights. Thisproperly semantic sense of thefrom-torelationisahel pful model for making
sense of how spirit as spirit negatives the sensuous, of how the self as spirit is both sundered from and bonded to the
sensuous world in felicitious speechof how the word becomes flesh.

Secondly, thereisthe matter of the great gap between the aesthetic and the existential. For my position on
thisseemy articlein Zygon that Gulick cites. For now, let mejust mention aconfusion that Gulick sufferstoward the
endof hisreview. Heconfusesthework of thearti st with an aesthetic modeof existence. Anartist need not bean aesthete,
and essentially could not bein her actual practice asan artist. And the same goesfor the scientist. | thought thiswas
Polanyi’ s point. The scientist rightly strives for theories that have intrinsic worth, theories that stand on their own,
and the artist strives to create works that also have such independent value. This striving is deeply personal, but the
products of this striving come to have a detached life of their own. When lifeismodeled on the “work” of the artist-
-inthe sense of the finished product that is essentially detached from the particular agent of its creation--rather than
on the “work” of the artist--in the sense of the deeply personal creative process--then we have reached the aesthetic
modality. Inthe existential modality, it isaction that isthe aim, and action can never, without an essential distortion,
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be detached from the subjectivity of some concrete particular agent who enactsit in the presence of another.

For the aesthete, the truth is either independent of the subject (the psychical aesthete), or does not exist (the
pneumatic aesthete); for the existentialist, the truth is subjectivity. In this sense, Polanyi isan existentialist; but, sad
to say, an existentialist who later in life absorbed more than he realized of the aestheticism of the culture he sought
sovaliantly tocriticize.
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