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From Chapter Two in Science, Faith, and Society, to the central mediating center of the long argument in
Personal Knowledge, “ Conviviality,” Polanyi continued to extend his*“ post critical inquiry” in hisvisitsto
awide variety of centers and institutes which relate to his earliest intellectual and aesthetic education in
the salon of his mother. The concept of conviviality finds its autobiographical correlative in such spaces.

Biographiesof significant peoplein our livesinevitably provokeautobiographical re-visitations. This
iscasefor thisreader of Michael Polanyi: Scientist and Philosopher, by William Taussig Scott and Martin X.
Moleski. Itnosurprisethenthat | beginmy comments onwhat | havelearned fromthisuseful and comprehensive
work with afirst time of meeting anecdote. However, my choice of this anecdote reaches beyond its occasion
andallowsmetointroduceamajor, if under appreciated, central motif in Polanyi’ sthought. My appreciationfor
this recurrent topic has been documented and enlarged by my reading of this biography.

I met Michael Polanyi inlate December, 1956, at the Beekman TowersHotel in New Y ork City. The
meetingwasarranged by aletter of introduction frommy friend andformer teacher William Poteat, then assistant
professor of philosophy at theUniversity of North Carolinaat Chapel Hill. (p. 226). Professor Polanyi wasinNew
Y ork to addressthe annual meeting of the American Associ atl on for the Advancement of Science. Theaddress
waspublished as* Scientific Outlook: I1ts Sicknessand Cure,” (SC| ence125March, 15, 1957).

Wewent up to the cocktail lounge in the penthouse of the hotel which faced south toward the United
Nationsbuilding onthe East River. Themid afternoon sunilluminated the UN Tower, though my attentionwas
only peripherally occupiedwiththat image, Hisfaceand hisvoiceoffered adoublewel come. Thefaceof my host
changedfromgravity tolevity inswift alterationswhil ehisvoiceshifted smoothly frommiddletol ower registers.
Astheconversationfounditsrhythm and gained in confidenceandintimacy, thetable between uswithitswhite
table cloth seemed toowide. | leaned into the conversation wanting to catch every nuance. Polanyi’ smastery
of the art of conversation invited meto forget this distinguished figure with the F. R. S. behind his name and
Professor infront of it. | wasfreed to attend to words| was hearing for thefirst timethat | would be ableto hear
many timesin theyears ahead. In avery short, while the large disparity in our status ceased to matter. What
mattered was the conversation. Though it was by no means an equal exchange.

What began to matter was Polanyi’ s analysis of the Hungarian Revolution of the previous October. |
washearing phrases—accompanied by diagramsonthemenu—Ilike“ moral inversion,” and*“ dynamic-objective
coupling,” “moral passions’ disguised as*“scientific assertions,” all terms against the background of Polanyi’'s
report of therefusal of agroup of Hungarianintellectual sand writersin a public declaration that they would no
longer tell lies. The fiftieth anniversary of this event next October renews and sharpens the memory of that
conversation. The readers of this biography will appreciate the attachments Polanyi never ceased to hold for
hishomecity of Budapest, fraught with scenesof hiscoming of age. Whilel recalled the concept of “moral
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inversion” fromtheLogic of Liberty, Polanyi’ sanalysisof theeventsin hishomecity werenew and compelled
me to want more instruction in them. Lacking the larger context later provided by the publication of Personal
Knowledge, | wonderedif what | washearingwaspolitical philosophy, or epistemol ogy, or both? | soonrealized
that prevailing classifications of intellectual work would not work in gaining an understanding of Polanyi’s
work.

| eventually learned that he had to provide more than argumentsfor hiswork to beunderstood. Hehad
to provide contextsfor itsreception. Thisbiography offersmajor resourcesfor are-reading of hiswork sinceit
offersopportunitiestolocatePolanyi inamuchlarger network, including family, institutions, andthoseinformal
circlesof friendsand associatesthat loom so largein thisbiography. . For example, | did not know of hisearly
relationshipwithGeorge L ukacsandK arl Mannheim, or, later with Czedlaw Milosz, whose 1953 book, TheCaptive
Mind, would make a companion in discussions about the Hungarian Revolt of October, 1956.

Inthe context of thisfirst meeting, | became acquainted with thework that was to become Chapter
7 of Personal Knowledge, already titled“ Conviviality” onthegalley proofs Polanyi, entirely tomy surpriseand
delight, offered to loan me for my train trip back to New Haven, on condition that | return them the following
afternoon. | learned thefollowing year when | was aresearch student under Professor Polanyi’ s supervision
intheFaculty of Economic and Social Studiesat the University of Manchester that thisgesturewasan authentic
expression of theman. | wasamused tolearn from thisbiography that the previousyear Polanyi had given Bill
Poteat “three or four chapters of what was|ater to become part of Personal Knowledge. Poteat wasterrified of
losing the manuscript, since he had not had the presence of mind to ask whether another copy existed.” (p. 226).
Out of my inexperienceandintheafter glow of myfirst conversation, | did not havethepresenceof mindtothink
about this possihility!

| was not surprised to read in this biography that when the University of Chicago Press asked Polanyi
for aclean copy of Science, Faith and Society in preparation for the publication of anew edition, hedid not have
one. “Inhisenthusiasmfor sharing hisideas, Polanyi had givenaway all of hisown copiesof thebook.” (p.251).
For the many who knew him well, thereisagreement that Michael Polanyi embodied in his person many of the
salient features of hisconcept of conviviality. Thisbiography expands our knowledge of hissocial history and
offersarich and varied background for discovering the coherence among Polanyi’ s central ideas, particularly
this concept, and many chaptersin his personal and professional history.

Inwhat follows, andwiththeessential hel p of theco-authorsof thisbiography, | will offeranincomplete
inventory of scenes spanning his life time which exemplify autobiographical coefficients of the concept of
conviviality. Movingfromwhat hehaswrittenabout conviviality, which | will not detail hereexcept to notethat
much of this topic is foreshadowed by second chapter in Science, Faith and Society, these notes offer some
assistance in understanding features of Polanyi’ s practice as a scientist and philosopher that the concept itself
does not disclose but surely presupposes. These scenes from hislife, early and late, are social contexts and
sources for the nourishment of hisimagination. It iswith forethought that in the introductory anecdote of my
first meeting with Polanyi there | stressed his conversation. In all the scenes included in this inventory,
conversation among diverse scholars and intellectual isaconstant reference across awide variety of different
informal andinstitutional spaces. Consider thefollowingtypes: salon, seminar, laboratory, circle, working group,
center, ingtitute, committee (for intellectual purposes), among others, omitting lectureships and short term
residencies during which Polanyi delivered lectures and papersat dozens of institutions and societies.
Polanyi wasafellow at the Center for Advanced Study intheBehavioral SciencesinPaloAlto, Californiain 1962-
1963. Showing himself an ethnographer of the academic ethosaswell asaparticipant, hereiswhat hewrotehis
compatriot and long term friend Arthur Koestler. Note both critique and generosity, not to speak of his
characteristically soft ironies, in the passage that follows:
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It is acollection of specialists, a nice collection, occasionaly instructive, but still only a
replica of the academic mind, or lack of mind. Comprehensive issues cause adreamy |ook
to comeinto their eyes. ‘It is not something one can get on€’ steeth into’—not their kind of
teeth. | enjoy it, for | am used to the tribe; and at least there is an effort of keeping the
conversation going, instead of just ducking behind the screen of expertise and academic
routine problems. Yes, | like it very much but doubt you would. (p. 249)

Thetemptation for commentary isgreat, but now | want to call attentionto another scene, arecurringone, inhis
young life, at home, in Budapest, to the salon of hismother, Cecile Wohl Polanyi, whowas, inthewordsof Karl
Polanyi’ swidow, llona, writingin 1971, “in her later yearsafocal point of theavant-gardeliterary and political
life of Budapest:”

Clever and amusing in conversation, sheloved being with people, drawing out their interests
and opinions, aswell asdiscussing what shelearned from her extensivereading in literature
and social theory.” (pp. 6-7) Our biographerscontinuethisdescription of Michael’ smother:
“For three decades Cecil€' s talents were mainly channeled into her weekly literary salons.
These had started after her marriage in 1881 with ‘jours,” gatherings of a group of women
friends, and expanded to include the bright young men and women of the avant garde. Cecile
would pick up some challenging thought as a starting point for the conversation. Every new
ideafrom the West was discussed. Here, right at home, wasamodel for Polanyi’slater idea
of asociety of explorers... (p.7).

Whilel wasin Manchester, 1957-1958, Michael mentioned that asayoung boy he slipped downstairs
and found ahiding placejust out of sight so he could listen in on some of these conversationsin hismother’s
solon. Itisnot difficulttoimaginethatin thewordshewroteto Koestler about the conversationsat the Center
in Palo Alto there are echoes of his early experience at home, of the conversations conducted by his mother
and her friends. Asany attentive reader of this biography soon |eans, these conversationsintroduced Polanyi
toavariety of formsof intellectual life, whichinavariety of different formatsand venues, he participatedinthe
rest of hislife. An incomplete list must be the substitute for description: his classes at the Minta Gymnasium
“where classes were based on informal interchange between teachers and students, and the learning was
achievedthrough practi cing and reasoning rather than by rotememory of material giveninformal lectures.” (p.15-
16); the Galileo Circle (p.21-23); the Petofi Circle (p.228); the Sunday Afternooners, where hefirst met Karl
Mannheim, arel ationship renewed when hemovedto England from Germany in 1933 (p. 41, p.194); and TheMoot
in England which hejoined at Mannheim’ s suggestion. (pp. 196-197).

Polanyi isthe best witnessto the power of these quiet gatherings. After heand Mannheim commented
onapaper by T. S. Eliot, “Clerisy and Clerisies,” hewrote to Joseph Oldham, the founder of the Moot, “ These
things change our lives.” (p. 197).

| wasfor morethantwenty yearsDirector of thethel nstitutefor the Artsand Humanitiesat theUniversity
of North Caroloina, Chapel Hill. Theuseof theterm“institute” in my title bearstwo meanings, though | imagine
thereisastronganal ogy betweenthetwo. InthefirstinstancethistermreferstoPolanyi’ sinstitutional affiliations
asastudent of chemistry, and later in Germany asaresearcher during the stages of hiscareer inthe Karlsruhe,
1919-1920, TheFiber Indtitute, 1920-1923, and I nstitutefor Physical Chemistry, 1923-1933. Inthesecondinstance,
thistermreferstotheinstitutesand centers, primarily inNorth America, wherePolanyi visited recurrently during
hislater yearsat Manchester and Oxford, whichtheauthorsaptly term* AttheWheel of theWorld, 1961-1971,"
aswell asin his“Last Years, 1971-1976.”
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Intheformer cases, thenotel stressisthedistinctively different organizational structureof theGerman
institutein contrast to the North American universities department. However, inthe physical sciencesthereis
acommon element as well: the laboratory and the lab group. But the differences are decisive. The European
institutes arefree standing with much lateral exchange among them. The practice of knowledgein these spaces
isinthe collaborative mode of the lab group, so sharply different from the solo mode of work characteristic of
the arts, humanities, and social sciences. Significant changesin the organization of intellectual work in North
America began to occur in the 1960’ s when some American universities began to tolerate, and them support
more convivia spacesfound in centersand institutessimilar tothe Center for Advanced Studiesonthe Sanford
campus referred to above. The slow dissolution of the encoded fiction of separate and distinguishable
boundaries between areas of researchwashaltingly acknowledged at the organizational level by theemergence
of multi-disciplinary and inter-disciplinary centers and institutes. What mattered most was the opening up of
convenient, daily opportunities for serious conversations by scholars and practitionersin avariety of fieldsin
spaces and at timeswhich encouraged convivial exchanges. Polanyi’s letter to Arthur Koestler quoted above
offersabrief sampleinhis witty description of the pleasuresand frustrations of conversationsin such venues.

Like the shifting membershipsin his mother’ s salon, Polanyi was early and late aborder crosser. He
discovered early that the best locationsfor finding and testing ideas are at the crossroads, not inthe cell, study,
library, or what Archbishop Templein hisGifford Lectures called “ Descartes' s Stove.”

Many studentsof Polanyi’ s work recognizethe paradigmati c roletheorgani zation of scienceingeneral
and the laboratory in particular played in hisarguments for freedom in science and for his arguments against
central planning. Thisbiography providesadensely rich set of narratives and descriptions of hislife and work
which strengthens our understanding of the intimate rel ationship between the tacit dimension in knowing and
the convivial settingswhereintellectual work isconducted. Now we can expand the notion of theinarticulate
dimensioninknowingtoincludeasociol ogical correlativetotheepistemological. “ Convividity” isapolyvalent,
opentextured term that needsan ethnographer with aflexiblewrist to mark itsdynamics. However, Polanyi has
taught usto expect such descriptionsto belimited by elusiveand inarticulatedimensions. Whilesuch putative
genealogies cast as much darkness aslight, it isa useful heuristic to imagine a conversation—yes, at table or
in alounge in some center or institute (café or kitchen)—among Emile Durkheim, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and
Michael Polanyi. Perhapsthe performance of such a conversation will be staged as an after dinner exercise at
some center or institute.

L est this seem so grave amatter, | stressthat such settings are also spaceswhereits membersare free
todonananticdisposition. Thewater pistols“fights’ at the Center for Advanced Studiesat Wesleyan University
where Polanyi wasafellow in 1965-1966, weremythicinmemory if notinfact. Thedescription of the costume
partiesat thel ngtitutefor Physical Chemistry inBerlin (p. 128) held eachyear during Fasching, thetimeof carnival
just prior to Lent, isabetter documented case of antic creativity. Polanyi’ slab group translated Schrodinger’s
wave-mechanical interpretation of quantum mechanicsinto an allegory inwhich astronomers came dressed as
sunand moonand Max Delbruck camedressed asahotel boy “Psi Psi Star.” (p. 128) Suchanticsremind usthat
experimentation and playing in disguise are first cousins. Humor and discovery are founded on “ effective
surprise.” (JeromeBruner). Conviviality asarticul ated by Polanyi and aslived by him before he conceptualized
itwasmuch morethanasociol ogical or anepistemol ogical concept. Aninclusivecomprehensionof themultiple
aspectsof conviviality includesfestivity aswell asdial ecticand both requirecommodiousaccommodationsfrom
salon and circle, working group and conference, center and institute.

The " Society of Explorers’ and “ The Republic of Science,” need seasons of gravity aswell aslevity.
Michael Polanyi’ sface, asl recall our first meeting now renewed by the generousdisplay of photographsfrom
all seasonsof his lifeinthisvolume, becamefor methelively image of these gestures, now supplemented by
the echoes of his conversation whispering between the lines of his biography.
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