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**Understanding the Tacit Dimension: Michael Polanyi’s Profound Insight into
Knowledge**

tacit dimension michael polanyi is a concept that has profoundly influenced how we
think about knowledge and learning. Unlike explicit knowledge, which can be easily
articulated and transferred, the tacit dimension refers to the deeply ingrained, often
unconscious skills, insights, and understandings that shape how we interact with the
world. Michael Polanyi, a Hungarian-British polymath, introduced this idea to challenge
the traditional notion that all knowledge can be fully expressed in words or formal
instructions.

In this article, we’ll explore what the tacit dimension entails, why it matters, and how
Polanyi’s ideas continue to resonate across fields like philosophy, education, science, and
organizational learning.

The Essence of the Tacit Dimension According to
Michael Polanyi

When Michael Polanyi introduced the concept of the tacit dimension, he was highlighting a
fundamental truth about human knowledge: “We know more than we can tell.” This simple
yet profound statement captures the heart of his argument. The tacit dimension
encompasses all the implicit understandings and skills that individuals possess but cannot
easily verbalize.

From Explicit to Tacit Knowledge

Knowledge is often split into two broad categories: explicit and tacit. Explicit knowledge
includes facts, formulas, and instructions — anything that can be written down, codified,
or communicated clearly. Tacit knowledge, on the other hand, involves intuition, personal
experience, and contextual know-how.

For example, a master carpenter can build intricate furniture, but explaining every subtle
movement or decision in their process is nearly impossible. Their expertise lives in the
tacit dimension — the learned skills that are passed on through demonstration and
practice rather than written manuals.

Michael Polanyi’s Philosophy of Personal
Knowledge

Polanyi’s work goes beyond just categorizing knowledge; he argued that all knowledge



involves personal commitment and cannot be entirely objective. His philosophy of personal
knowledge emphasizes that knowledge acquisition is an active, participatory process. This
insight was groundbreaking because it challenged the strict objectivism dominant in
science and philosophy.

Subsidiary and Focal Awareness

One of Polanyi’s key contributions is his distinction between subsidiary and focal
awareness. When we use tools, skills, or knowledge, part of our mind focuses on the task
(focal awareness), while another part operates in the background (subsidiary awareness).
For example, when typing on a keyboard, you focus on the screen (focal), but you are
subconsciously aware of the keys under your fingers (subsidiary).

The tacit dimension occupies this subsidiary level — it’s the background knowledge that
supports our conscious thinking and actions.

Implications of the Tacit Dimension in Modern
Learning and Innovation

Understanding the tacit dimension has significant implications for how we approach
learning, knowledge sharing, and innovation. Since tacit knowledge is difficult to
formalize, it requires different strategies to cultivate and transfer.

Learning by Doing and Mentorship

One of the best ways to acquire tacit knowledge is through apprenticeship, mentorship,
and hands-on experience. Unlike formal education that focuses on explicit knowledge,
these methods immerse learners in real-world contexts, enabling them to absorb the
subtle nuances of skills and judgment.

Fostering Innovation through Tacit Knowledge Sharing

Innovation often arises from the integration of explicit and tacit knowledge. Organizations
that encourage open communication, collaboration, and trust can unlock the tacit
dimension within their teams, leading to creative problem-solving and breakthrough ideas.

The Tacit Dimension in Science and Research

Polanyi’s insights also deeply influenced how we understand scientific discovery. Contrary
to the belief that science is purely objective and systematic, Polanyi argued that tacit



knowledge plays a critical role in scientific intuition, hypothesis formation, and
experimental design.

Scientists rely on tacit understandings — developed through years of practice — to notice
patterns, ask the right questions, and interpret data. This dimension of knowledge is often
invisible but essential to scientific progress.

Examples of Tacit Knowledge in Scientific Practice

Recognizing subtle anomalies in experimental results

Developing intuition about which hypotheses are worth pursuing

Using judgment to design experiments that reveal meaningful insights

Challenges in Capturing and Transferring Tacit
Knowledge

Despite its importance, the tacit dimension presents unique challenges. Because it is often
subconscious and context-dependent, traditional methods of documentation and
communication fall short. Capturing tacit knowledge requires new approaches tailored to
its elusive nature.

Strategies to Harness Tacit Knowledge

Storytelling: Sharing experiences through narratives helps convey complex,
context-rich knowledge.

Shadowing and Observation: Learning by watching experts in action allows
transfer of tacit skills.

Creating Communities of Practice: Groups with shared interests foster informal
exchanges of tacit knowledge.

Encouraging Reflection: Making tacit knowledge explicit through reflection and
dialogue enhances awareness.



Why Michael Polanyi’s Tacit Dimension Remains
Relevant Today

In an age dominated by data and digital information, Polanyi’s concept of the tacit
dimension reminds us that not all valuable knowledge fits neatly into databases or
manuals. Whether in artificial intelligence, leadership, craftsmanship, or education,
appreciating the tacit dimension is key to unlocking deeper understanding and more
authentic expertise.

By embracing the tacit dimension, individuals and organizations can cultivate richer
learning environments, foster innovation, and maintain the human touch in a rapidly
evolving world.

Exploring Michael Polanyi’s tacit dimension invites us to rethink how we know what we
know — and how much of that knowledge is quietly shaping our lives beneath the surface.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the 'tacit dimension' according to Michael
Polanyi?
The 'tacit dimension' refers to the concept introduced by Michael Polanyi that knowledge
is often personal, implicit, and difficult to articulate fully. It emphasizes that we know
more than we can tell, highlighting the importance of intuition and unspoken
understanding in knowledge acquisition.

How does Michael Polanyi differentiate between tacit
and explicit knowledge?
Michael Polanyi distinguishes tacit knowledge as the unspoken, intuitive, and experiential
knowledge we possess, whereas explicit knowledge is formal, codified, and can be easily
communicated or documented. Tacit knowledge underpins explicit knowledge but cannot
be fully expressed through words or symbols.

Why is Michael Polanyi's concept of the tacit dimension
important in knowledge management?
Polanyi's tacit dimension is crucial in knowledge management because it acknowledges
that much organizational knowledge resides in employees' experiences and skills that are
not easily documented. Recognizing this helps organizations develop methods to share,
transfer, and leverage tacit knowledge effectively.



Can you give an example illustrating Michael Polanyi's
tacit dimension?
An example is riding a bicycle: one can understand the theory behind balancing and
pedaling, but the actual skill involves tacit knowledge gained through practice and
experience, which is difficult to fully explain or teach through explicit instructions alone.

How does the tacit dimension relate to personal
commitment in knowledge acquisition?
According to Polanyi, tacit knowledge involves personal commitment because acquiring
and applying it requires an individual's active engagement, judgment, and trust in their
own experience, rather than relying solely on objective or explicit information.

What role does the tacit dimension play in scientific
discovery as described by Michael Polanyi?
Polanyi argued that scientific discovery relies heavily on tacit knowledge, as scientists use
intuition, insight, and personal judgment that cannot be completely articulated. This tacit
dimension is essential for formulating hypotheses, designing experiments, and
interpreting results.

How has Michael Polanyi's tacit dimension influenced
modern epistemology and philosophy?
Polanyi's tacit dimension challenged traditional views of knowledge as purely objective
and explicit, influencing modern epistemology by introducing the idea that personal,
subjective, and implicit elements are integral to understanding and knowledge creation.
This has impacted fields like philosophy of science, cognitive science, and organizational
theory.

Additional Resources
Tacit Dimension Michael Polanyi: Exploring the Unspoken Foundations of Knowledge

tacit dimension michael polanyi represents a groundbreaking conceptual framework
that challenges traditional notions of knowledge by emphasizing the unarticulated, implicit
aspects of human understanding. Michael Polanyi, a polymath whose contributions
spanned chemistry, philosophy, and economics, introduced the idea that much of what we
know is inherently tacit—knowledge that we possess but cannot fully express in words.
This perspective has profoundly influenced fields ranging from epistemology and cognitive
science to organizational management and artificial intelligence, prompting a reevaluation
of how knowledge is communicated, transferred, and applied.

At its core, Polanyi’s tacit dimension addresses the limitations of explicit knowledge,
which consists of facts, data, and procedures that can be codified and transmitted
formally. Instead, he argued that much human expertise relies on personal judgment,



intuition, and skills that defy easy articulation. This tacit knowledge underlies activities as
diverse as riding a bicycle, conducting scientific research, or navigating social
interactions. Understanding Polanyi’s concept not only illuminates the nature of human
cognition but also has practical implications for education, innovation, and knowledge
management.

Unpacking the Tacit Dimension: Polanyi’s
Philosophical Foundations

Michael Polanyi developed the tacit dimension as part of his broader epistemological
inquiry into the nature of knowledge. His seminal work, "Personal Knowledge" (1958),
articulates how individuals rely on a “tacit knowing” process that integrates explicit
information with personal experience and context. Polanyi famously encapsulated this with
the phrase, “We can know more than we can tell,” highlighting the inherent invisibility of
much of our knowledge base.

Polanyi’s framework distinguishes between two components of knowledge:

Explicit knowledge: Knowledge that is formal, systematic, and easily communicated
through language, symbols, and documentation.

Tacit knowledge: Intuitive, experiential knowledge that is difficult to codify or
verbalize but essential for skilled performance.

This dichotomy challenges the traditional epistemological assumption that knowledge is
primarily explicit and objective. Instead, Polanyi posits that tacit knowledge is
foundational and often precedes explicit articulation. For example, the ability to recognize
a friend’s face involves tacit recognition patterns that cannot be fully described but are
deeply ingrained.

The Structure of Tacit Knowing

Polanyi introduced the concept of “indwelling” to describe how individuals internalize
tools, concepts, and experiences to make sense of the world. Indwelling suggests a dual
focus: individuals attend to a focal point (such as a scientific problem or a musical piece)
while relying on subsidiary clues—sensory inputs, prior knowledge, and intuitive
insights—that remain in the background but shape understanding.

This two-tiered attention mechanism reveals how tacit knowledge operates beneath
conscious awareness, enabling complex tasks without explicit step-by-step instructions.
For instance, a master craftsman may not be able to enumerate every nuanced movement
involved in their work but performs with expertise shaped by tacit understanding.



Implications of Polanyi’s Tacit Dimension Across
Disciplines

The influence of the tacit dimension extends well beyond philosophy, permeating
numerous disciplines that depend on knowledge creation and transfer.

Knowledge Management and Organizational Learning

In business and management, recognizing tacit knowledge is crucial for fostering
innovation and sustaining competitive advantage. Organizations that rely solely on
documented procedures often overlook the vast reservoir of employee expertise embedded
in informal practices and interpersonal interactions.

Modern knowledge management strategies emphasize capturing tacit knowledge through
mentorship, storytelling, and collaborative environments. For example, apprenticeship
models allow novices to internalize tacit skills by working alongside experts, a process
difficult to replicate through manuals or databases alone.

Education and Pedagogy

Educators have drawn from Polanyi’s insights to rethink teaching methods, especially in
skill-based disciplines. Traditional education often privileges explicit knowledge—facts,
formulas, and theories—while neglecting the tacit competencies students develop through
practice and reflection.

Experiential learning, project-based instruction, and reflective exercises help students
engage their tacit knowing, bridging the gap between theoretical understanding and
practical application. This approach aligns with Polanyi’s assertion that knowing is
inherently personal and contextual.

Artificial Intelligence and Cognitive Science

The tacit dimension presents significant challenges for artificial intelligence (AI), which
traditionally excels at processing explicit data but struggles with implicit, context-
dependent knowledge. Polanyi’s framework underscores why replicating human expertise
in machines is complex: tacit knowledge involves non-verbalizable insights and embodied
cognition.

Recent advancements in machine learning, such as deep learning and neural networks,
attempt to approximate tacit knowing by identifying patterns in large datasets. However,
these systems still lack the holistic, intuitive grasp that humans demonstrate, highlighting
the unique nature of tacit knowledge.



Challenges and Critiques of Polanyi’s Tacit
Dimension

While widely influential, Polanyi’s concept of the tacit dimension has elicited debate and
critical examination.

Definitional Ambiguity

Critics argue that the boundaries of tacit knowledge remain elusive, complicating efforts
to operationalize the concept. Since tacit knowledge by definition resists explicit
articulation, it poses difficulties for empirical measurement and analysis.

Transferability Issues

Another challenge concerns the transfer of tacit knowledge, especially within
organizations. Unlike explicit knowledge, which can be documented and disseminated,
tacit knowledge often requires social interaction and shared context, making it vulnerable
to loss when experts leave or teams disperse.

Overemphasis on Personal Knowledge

Some scholars caution that Polanyi’s emphasis on personal, subjective knowing could
undermine the objectivity and reproducibility valued in scientific inquiry. Balancing the
tacit and explicit dimensions remains a delicate task in epistemology and practice.

Practical Applications: Harnessing Tacit
Knowledge

Understanding the tacit dimension opens pathways for enhancing knowledge-sharing
practices and innovation.

Mentorship and Apprenticeship: Facilitating learning through close interaction
with experienced practitioners supports the transmission of tacit skills.

Communities of Practice: Creating spaces where individuals share experiences
helps surface tacit knowledge embedded in collective activity.

Reflective Practice: Encouraging professionals to reflect on their actions can
convert aspects of tacit knowledge into explicit insights.



Technology Integration: Tools such as knowledge bases and collaborative
platforms can complement but not replace the nuanced understanding inherent in
tacit knowing.

By acknowledging the tacit dimension, organizations and educators can develop more
holistic approaches to knowledge that respect the complexity and nuance of human
expertise.

The legacy of Michael Polanyi’s tacit dimension remains a vital contribution to
contemporary thought, reminding us that knowledge transcends formal articulation. It
resides in the subtle interplay of experience, intuition, and context—a realm where much
of human ingenuity and mastery quietly unfolds.
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philosophy, and literature, it has also negatively impacted popular culture through the writings of
Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, and many others. The warning signs of this loss of transcendence
have been expressed by thinkers as diverse as Carl Jung (psychiatrist), Mircea Eliade (historian of
religion), Gabriel Marcel (philosopher), C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien. These warnings were
validated by a 2004 study in the American Journal of Psychiatry which showed that the absence of
religion alone was responsible for a marked increase in suicide rates, sense of meaningless,
substance abuse, separation from family, and other psychiatric problems. Thus, the loss of
transcendence is negatively affecting not only individuals’ sense of happiness, dignity, ideals,
virtues, and destiny, but also the culture. Ironically, the evidence for transcendence is greater today
than in any other period in history. The problem is – this evidence has not been compiled and
propagated. Fr. Spitzer’s book provides a bright light in the midst of this cultural darkness by
presenting both traditional and contemporary evidence for God and a transphysical soul from
several major sources. He also shows how human consciousness and intelligence is completely
special – and cannot be replicated by artificial intelligence or animal consciousness. We are
transcendent beings with souls capable of surviving bodily death – self-reflective beings aware of
perfect truth, love, goodness, and beauty. We are beings with an unrestricted capacity to know and
create science, law, culture, art, music, literature, and so much more. The evidence reveals that we
have the dignity of being created in the very image of God, and if we underestimate it, we will
undervalue one another, underlive our lives, and underachieve our destiny. This work is the most
comprehensive treatment of human transcendence available today.
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