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My interest in Michael Polanyi’s theory of tacit knowledge 
started when I read literatures on knowledge management 
as part of my research. His name popped up almost in ev-

ery literature that I read. It even seems that the discipline of knowledge 
management has been built on the foundation of his theory of tacit 
knowledge. However, as one writer has complained, many authors 
who mentioned his theory, seem not to read Polanyi’s original work. 
They treated his theory just as a simple common sense. Many people 
assumes that understanding the short definition of tacit knowledge is 
enough. But, when I checked his original book which is more than 
400 pages, I got to wonder if it was really sufficient to understand tacit 
knowledge by just knowing the definition. I wondered why Polanyi 
wrote hundred of pages if a short definition is enough; and what he 
really wanted to tell us in those many pages.

As I did research deep into his work, and those of his follow-
ers and critics, I have found out the richer paradigm of seeing the 
world, which has departed from the mainstream positivism. The core 
of his theory is that we cannot express all things we know, because 
our knowledge is either tacit or rooted in tacit knowledge. Therefore, 
according to Polanyi, “tacit knowing is more fundamental than explicit 
knowing: we can know more than we can tell and we can tell nothing 
without relying on our awareness of things we may not be able tell.” 
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vi Polanyi’s Theory of Tacit Knowledge

With his theory, Polanyi can better explain the process of scien-
tific discovery which most often occurs in unsystematic way. During 
the long process of scientific research preceding the discovery, many 
thing are not yet clear. However, those who have involved with the 
problem of the research, even without clear concepts, can relatively 
understand each other. It is, according to Polanyi, because they have 
made contact with the same reality through tacit knowing. The other 
proof of how scientists make contact with reality is that their theories 
some times precede the empirical evidences that prove them.

Polanyi and some of his followers see the opportunity to extend 
the theory of tacit knowledge to include divine knowledge. If contact 
with reality, especially scientific reality, is justifiable, as it can later 
be proved by empirical evidences which are required by positivists, 
why we cannot make the same claim for divine reality. Of course, the 
evidences of divine knowledge is much more controversial than those 
of scientific knowledge. However, those who have make contact with 
reality can be certain of their experience even before they can find the 
evidence that can be shown to others. The same certainty is also had 
by mystics. 

As will be explained more detail in this book, Polanyi is not the 
first one who theorizes about inarticulable knowledge. In 12th century 
Suhrawardi has already suggested knowledge by presence (al-’ilm al-
huduri) which is based on the counterargument against the view that 
knowledge can be seen as a chain of definitions. At certain point the 
chain of definitions has to stop, otherwise it will be circular. This book 
will compare theory of knowledge by presence, as explained by Me-
hdi Ha’iri Yazdi in The Principle of Epistemology in Islamic Philoso-
phy , with the theory of tacit knowledge. 

This book is based on my master thesis in Islamic College Jakarta 
with only a little modification in the title and the chapter 1. Therefore 
I like to express my sincere gratitude to my supervisor, Dr. Donny 
Gahral Adian, M.Hum. His valuable supervision, suggestions, com-
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ments and feedback, really help me find a good research direction. His 
richness of knowledge and open mind makes every thesis consulting 
session become a very productive learning time. I would also like to 
thank Dr. Haidar Bagir for his recommendation to improve my thesis 
and especially for his frequent encouraging words. Finally my warm-
est thanks go to my wife, Retno Dumilah, and our beloved children, 
Rafida Adawiyah and Jalaluddin Rumi, for their love and understand-
ing during this period of writing this book. 

Jakarta, May 7th, 2014

Ikhbal Maulana
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