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This article is a response to the Scott and Moleski biography of Michael Polanyi by one of Polanyi’s last
students.

Bill Scott’ shiography of Michael Polanyi hasbeen alifetimein coming. When | first met Michael in
1961, | was 22 yearsold. Hewas 71. Not then, nor in later years, did Michael ever strike me asbeing an old
man. Michael’sintellectual dynamism camefrom the power of hismind to produce new insightsthat cast new
meaning on so many subjects. Michael wasthemost exciting person | ever encountered. Now 45 yearslater and
30yearsafter hisdeath, | have been asked by Tradition and Discovery to provide my views of thelong awaited

biography.

| approachthistask frommemory al one. Somewherel haveboxeswith copiesof Michael’ smanuscripts
and our correspondence. If | had timeto go through them, it might sharpen my memory and provideinteresting
anecdotes of those long ago times. However, | do not believe that it would alter my response to Bill Scott’s
labors, which were put into final form by Martin Moleski.

It is, perhaps, useful to the reader to know of my association with Michael. In 1961 the Thomas
Jefferson Center for Political Economy, aunit of theeconomi csdepartment at theUniversity of Virginiainwhich
| was agraduate student, invited Polanyi to giveaseminar to graduate students and the lectures, “History and
Hope.”

Thefollowing year | wasagraduate student in economicsat the University of California, Berkeley. |
discovered that Polanyi was at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciencesin Palo Alto. A
sympathetic Berkeley political science professor accepted me for a 4-credit hour seminar and released me to
Polanyi. The following year | returned to the University of Virginia. The year after that, the University of
Virginia economics department released me to Merton College, Oxford, to do my Ph.D. dissertation under
Polanyi during the 1964-65 academic year.

My dissertation topic was the theory of economic planning. Whereas| did atremendous amount of
reading in the Bodleian on my subject, | spent my many hours with Michael discussing his philosophy and
neglected the dissertation.

In 1966 | was appointed assistant professor of Economicsat Virginia Tech. | finally wrote my Ph.D.
dissertation and received the degree from the University of Virginiain 1967. That summer found me back in
Oxford. | wasagain in Oxford for the fall and winter terms of 1968-69.

| think 1968 was the year that Michael and | were appointed visiting professors in the chemical
engineering department at the University of California, Berkeley, to give a course on his epistemol ogy (Scott
saysitwas1967). Michael backed out—I think because hefelt pressed to get more of hisideasdown on paper.
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| obtainedleavefrom VirginiaTechand grantsfromthe American Phil osophical Society and Earhart Foundation
and went back to Oxford. | wasinvitedto giveaSpecial University L ectureon my Soviet economicwork, which
was beginning to appear in scholarly journals.

Through 1969 | wasthoroughly versed with Michael’ s philosophical work. | read hismanuscriptsas
he developed his thoughts and took his ideas into more fields. Michad was driven to overthrow a
misunderstanding of science and an epistemology that he saw as destructive of civilized life.

| sawitalsoandwasmovedwiththesamespirit. Perhapsif wehad giventhecourseat Berkeley, | might
have found an appointment at acollege or university interested in Polanyi’ sthought, |eft economics, and taken
up hisphilosophy and projectsthat hewasnever ableto undertake, such asan explanation of 20th century history
interms of moral inversion.

When the Berkeley opportunity passed, | turned to the task of putting straight Soviet economic
experience. My book, Alienation and the Soviet Economy, published in 1971, was afundamental challengeto
Sovietology. | explained the Soviet economy as the outcome of astruggle between inordinate aspirations and
arefractory reality. The Soviet economy wasnot centrally planned, but itsinstitutions, such asmaterial supply,
reflected the original aspirationsto establish anon-commodity mode of production. My work wasindebted to
Michagel’ sinsights, and | dedi cated thebook to Michael. Two decadeslater withthecollapseof theSoviet Union,
my book was republished without aword changed.

In 1973 my book, Marx's Theory of Exchange, Alienation, and Crisis (co-authored with M.A.
Stephenson) was published. Thiswork established acentral thesisof Alienation and the Soviet Economy—that
Marx’ scritique of capitalism wasdueto itscommodity character and that the purpose of central planning was
to eliminate exchange relationships. Thework also showed that Marx regarded violence asthe effectiveforce
in history and that Marx most certainly was no humanist, thus establishing Michael’ s disputed contention that
Marx left violence alone as the effective force in history.

In 1969 | married an English girl. Our frequent tripsto England kept me in touch with Michael and
Magda. After Michael died, we continued to visit Magda. Magdaloved to betaken to the Trout Inn for lunch.
Magdawas hever one not to speak her mind, and she complained about thelack of progresswith the biography,
expressing her wish that | had undertaken the task.

There had been some discussion about me doing the biography. Michael thought it would be unwise
asitwould bedifficult for meto establish myself asascholar inmy field on thebasisof abiography of ascientist
and philosopher.

Reading Scott’ shiography, | realizeit would have been unwisefor another reason. Scott hasprovided
what must beamasterful account of Michagl’ sscientificwork. All 1 knew of Michael’ swork asphysical chemist
camefromreading “My Timewith X-Raysand Crystals’ and “ The Potential Theory of Adsorption” and from
storieshetoldme. All I would havebeen ableto dowoul d have beento connect hisexperiencesasadistinguished
scientist with hisinsightsinto scientific organization and authority, discovery, and the nature of knowledge.
Scott provides a detailed account of Michagel’ s discoveries, research teams, and colleagues that is marvel ous.
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Theonly thing | can say about Scott’s account of Michael’ s scientific lifeisthat the potential theory
of adsorption played abigger rolein Michael’ s mind than in the biography. Scott provides a detailed account
of Michadl’s work on his theory and its progress, but Scott’s account struck me as a smoother and less
controversial experiencethan | remember fromMichael. | received theimpressionfromMichael that histheory
waspotentially threatening to his career, that he could not get fellow scientiststo reconsider it even after hehad
completely provenit, and that he was not permitted to teach it at Manchester. Theimpression | received from
Michael isthat histheory wasessentially forgotten until two scientistsrediscovered it around 1960. When they
published their results, they received alot of favorable attention until someone declared it to be Polanyi’ s old
error. They stuck up for their work, and the theory wasfinally accepted. | remember this being the reason the
editorsof Scienceasked Polanyi towritehisaccount publishedin 1963 as” The Potential Theory of Adsorption:
Authority in Science Has Its Uses and Dangers.” Perhaps Polanyi’ s son, John, could clear up this matter.

Polanyi’ spotential theory of adsorptionisacasethat illustratesthat scienceisabelief systeminwhich
explanationsat oddswithreigning paradigmscanberejected eventhoughthey arecorrect. Polanyi’ sexplanation
of science has powerful implicationsfor thereliability of information in society. Scientificinformationisthe
most reliable as it is subject to evidence and the overlapping competences of authorities of integrity who are
committed to finding the truth. Social science, news, and public opinion have weaker factual bases and are
subject to emotion, ideol ogy, and propagandistic manipulation. For example, misinformation about weapons
of mass destruction was used to manipulate Americans into accepting the invasion of Irag. According to Paul
Krugman (New York Times, May 29, 2006), NASA climatologist Dr. James Hansen's early warnings about
global warming were misrepresented by academicsin the pay of the energy industry. Supply-side economics,
animportant devel opment in macroeconomic economic theory, wasmisrepresented asaclaimthat tax cuts pay
for themselves. AsPolanyi understood, knowing is a perilous undertaking.

Family history and Michael’ swork asascientist comprise most of thebiography. Astherigorsof my
own career pried meaway fromMichael’ sphilosophy, | wasunableto keeptrack of thosewhoturned to Polanyi
or to know the extent of hisinfluence. It has been my impression that Polanyi’s influence is mainly among
scholarsinreligiousstudies. Thisishardly surprising asPolanyi’ s epistemology restores meaningto religion,
but wipes out the human capital of academic philosophers. The paradigm changeis, perhaps, too massive.

What | find missinginthebiography ismentionof Michael beingofferedthe” Tillichchair” at Harvard.
| don’t remember whether Michael wasoffered thechair or asked about hisinterest. | doremember that | argued
with himtotakethechair, asit would give him graduate studentsto carry on hiswork. | remember himreplying
that he was not going to help philosophers get rid of him by accepting an appointment in religion. | don’t
remember the year that Michael was approached about the chair, but someone besides myself must remember
it, perhaps Richard Gelwick.

The last 55 pages of the biography, which covers the period that corresponds with my time with
Michagl, passestoolightly over Michael’ sconcept of moral inversion. Thisconcept wasimportant to histhought
and wasasubject to which heintended to return. Michael described moral inversion asthe consequence of the
incompatibility between the demand for moral progress and the skepticism of morality. This inconsistency
restricted moral passions to accusations of immorality and to fierce hatred of accused groups and social
institutions. Moral inversion was at the core of Michael’ sunderstanding of theviolence of the 20th century. He
hoped to explain, in insightful outline, 20th century history in terms of moral inversion.
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If memory serves, as far as Michael got with this project was his essay, “Why Did We Destroy
Europe?’ | have always wanted to undertake thistask, but at 67 years of ageit isan unlikely one for me. If
anyone has taken it up, | would be pleased to know of it and to respond to it asbest as | can.

Bill Scott and Martin Moleski have done agreat service both to scholarship and to thoseinterested in
the life, times, work and thought of Michael Polanyi. A polymath presents an enormous challenge to
biographers. Todeliver somuch of Polanyi in 300 pagesisaremarkableachievement. Thebiography’ sstrength
isits detailed chronology of the subjects to which Polanyi turned his attention and the people with whom he
worked. What thebi ography needsisasection on Polanyi’ sepistemol ogy, contrasting it with other approaches,
and explaining how Polanyi’ s explanation of the nature of knowledge came from his experience seeking truth
asaphysical scientist. Thoseinterestedin Polanyi theeconomist canfind my account of Michael’ sseminal work
as an organizational theorist and as a macroeconomic theorist in Emotion, Reason and Tradition, edited by
Struan Jacobs and R.T. Allen.

Michael was anidealist without any illusions. The portrait that Scott and Moleski giveinthelast few
pagesof thebiography isconsistent with my ownimpression of Michael. Hebelieved that it wasour duty tofind
and to defend truth. He understood that thought was a dangerous enterprise and could end in French and
Bolshevik revolutions. Michael was uniquely gifted, and he did his best to share his giftswith the rest of us.

In Michael’ stime many areas of scholarship were affected by emotionalism resulting from political
polarization. Michael’ sview of progressasapiecemeal accretionwithinacultivated set of beliefsdid not satisfy
those who believed improvement required moreradical change. For Polanyi, even revolutionisgroundedin a
prior set of beliefs.

Scott records the uncharitabl e response of aHungarian-born Balliol don to Polanyi’ s appointment to
Merton. | remember attending thisdon’ slectures. He had recently served in aministerial capacity inalL abour
government. Hislecture began inauspiciously. He turned to the blackboard to write the marginal conditions
for economic efficiency, no doubt withaview to an attack uponthem, but couldn’ t produce thesimpleequation.
After severa attempts, he threw down the chalk and said, “Efficiency! Bah! What's important is people.”
People, of course, had not proved to be very important to revolutionary socialist governments.

Asafinal thought, people responded to Michael’ sinsights long before he put them clearly on paper.
How often has a university changed a professor’s chair from chemistry to social studies, much less before
publication of amajor work inthe new field that would justify such achange? Michadl’s problem wasthat he
knew morethan he could tell, because he did not know the academic jargon of the fieldsthat he invaded. Full
Employment and Free Tradeisahighly seminal work in economictheory, but it wasignored becauseit wasnot
written inthe economists' language. Hisacademic friendstried to help him by demanding clarity of language,
thatis, theacademicjargon of their respectivefields. Michael needed to addresshisvaried audiencesinlanguage
that they understood, but thereisaclarity in Michagl’ swritingsthat conveysinformationthat theliteral-minded
cannot absorb. Sovietologists and economists did not understand what Michael was talking about, but | and
othersdid. | believe that today philosophers still don’t know what Michael istalking about.
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