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Thisarticle discusses the 2005 OUP biography of Michael Polanyi by William T. Scott and Martin X. Mol eski
SJ., Michael Polanyi, Scientist and Philosopher . ThediscussantsareN. E. Wetherick, Brian G Gowenlock, and
John Puddefoot; Martin X. Moleski, S J. briefly responds, providing a previously unpulished letter from
Polanyi to Reverend Dr. Knox, a Presbyterian mininster.

[Editor’ sNote: In the summer of 2006 (TAD 32:3), there werefive articles on Michael Polanyi, Scientist and
Philosopher by William T. Scott and Martin X. Moleski, S.J. Marty Moleski kindly responded to theseauthors.
What follows continues this earlier discussion.]

A Good ManWho Threw HimselfinAmongTheologians:
A Comment on Polanyi and theNew Polanyi Biography

N.E.Wetherick

I never met Polanyi nor heardhimspeak. | did once(intheearly seventies) invitehimtoaddressameeting
of psychologists and he accepted (any topic, at any length). Unfortunately he withdrew (or waswithdrawn) at
thelast minute. | had becomeinterestedin hiswork inthemid-sixtiesby reading Personal Knowledge(1958) for
thefirst time and without much understanding. | was keen to meet aman who was clearly amajor intellect and
shared my dissatisfactionwith philosophy asit thenwas. My luck was out —I wasnot awarethat hehad already
entered hisfinal decline though he wasto live on for several more years. When hislast book Meaning (1975,
co-authored with Prosch) appeared, | was asked to review it and did so at some length (Journal of the British
Societyfor Phenomenology, 9, 1978, pp.60-62). | had edited aspecial number of that journal , devotedto Polanyi,
inthe previousyear. | published three further papersin 1997 and 1998 by which time | had gotten to know his
work better. | recently re-read the 1978 review and was pleasantly surprised to find that | can still stand by it.

| am (or was) apsychol ogist and my subject hasnot attracted many major intellects—sofar only
Freud and Piaget. What | have written about Polanyi has been mainly concerned to show how much
psychology might have benefited but did not.

My luck wasinasregardstheauthorsof Polanyi’ sbiography, Prof W.T.Scott and Fr. Martin Mol eski.
I met Prof. Scottin Aberdeenandwasabletobeof somesmall assistanceto him; | met Fr. Moleski in Edinburgh.
| don't think | was of any assistanceto him but | enjoyed his company as much as he appearsto have enjoyed
mine. Their book has vastly increased my understanding of Polanyi in two principal respects. | had always
arguedthat theval ueof hisphilosophy of sciencesprang fromthefact that heal oneamongwritersonthesubject
was also afront-rank physical scientist with laboratory experience; he was someone who had got his hands
dirty (though apparently he was clumsy with apparatus— his assistants tried to keep him away fromit).This
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book (two thirds of which covers his early, scientific career) enables me to put flesh on the bones of that
hypothesis. Hislater career, asphil osopher and social theorist, | described asacaseof “ agood manfallenamong
theologians’. Thisis not quite fair to theologians. Fairness to theologians does not come easily to me but
perhaps| should have said “agood man who threw himself in among theologians’. He refused to deny them
the right to commit themselves to the truth of their propositions in the same sense that scientists commit
themselvestotheirs. He might have said that while scientists are (or should be) ableto specify what evidence
would be sufficient to persuade them that aproposition they regard astrueisactually fal se, theol ogians never
are. Unfortunately, human nature being what it is, some scientists are equally at fault in this respect.

Polanyi’ sscientific career beganearly. In 1914, some of hiswork wasapproved by Einstein nolessbut
for most of thefirst worldwar hewasrequiredto serveasamedical officer inthe Austro-Hungarian army —part
of thetimeat forward casualty stations. Helikely had acloser acquai ntance with human suffering than most of
usever acquire. Assoon as he could, hereturned to research and at an exciting time. Much was by then known
of theinternal structure of the atom. Much was a so known about which chemical substances combined with
which and in what circumstances. Everyone agreed that the former phenomenamust account for the latter but
littlewasknown of how thiscameabout. That wasthe problemtowhich Polanyi addressed himself —in Budapest
till Horthy revived anti-semitismin Hungary (1920), in Berlintill Hitler did thesamein Germany (1933) andin
Manchester until hisfinal turntophilosophy in1948. Working with primitivehome-madeequipment, constructed
ad hoc for each investigation, he had laid foundations for the eventual explanation of many different chemical
phenomena, but usually switched to anew problemwhenever theway to the sol ution of theone hewasworking
on seemed obvious to him. This enabled someone else to take the final steps and get the credit for the
breakthrough. He advanced and defended a theory of the adsorption of gases onto arough surface which was
rejected by his contemporaries but turned out later to be fundamentally correct. (At Manchester, he was not
allowed toteach hisown theory.) Hea so postulated and defended the existence of anew kind of physical force
toexplainhisresults, but it turned out to be non-existent and unnecessary following advancesin quantumtheory.

WhileProfessor of Physical Chemistry at Manchester, hedid no experimentshimself but wontherespect
of hisassistants and students by his ability to propose an experiment and, when the result was brought to him,
say at once what bearing it had on the theoretical i ssues under investigation and what ought to be done next—
or occasionally that the result waswrong and the experiment must be done again. Most of hisown time appears
to have been devoted to economics at this stage.

Polanyi experienced sciencein all itsaspects, success and failure; he grasped the fact that all that can
be doneisto commit oneself to the truth of any proposition that one believesto be true, in the knowledge that
it may be false. The commitment is motivationally necessary to ensure continued progress; the in pectore
reservationfollowsfromtheway theworldis. Theworld givesevery appearance of being anexusof interacting
causal forces but for an event A to function as a predictor of a subsequent event B, a certain subset of causal
factors have to be present (absent). We can never know how large this subset is. A factor may be essential to
the prediction, but since, in our experience, it hasalwaysbeen present, itsrel evance has never beenrealised. Or
afactor may haveto beabsent which hasnever, inour previousexperience, been present - thisisthereal problem
of induction.

Itfollowsthat “If A then B” can never beknowntobeauniversal scientific law and, strictly speaking,
no conclusion canever bedrawn about the A now beforeus; i.e. whether it predictsB or not. Butwedonot usually
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speak as strictly as that— we commit ourselves to the proposition or not as the case may be, we treat it as a
universal. For athousand years, the principal users of logic were theologians not scientists and they insisted
on the absol ute truth of their propositions—on the “ Truth”. Scientists were persuaded that they must claim as
much for theirs and thence was born strict empiricism. Theoretical propositions must, they thought, come after
observation of thefactsin order tobe*“true”, not beforeit. All the sciences except my own have seenthefutility
of this requirement. Polanyi saw it, brought the consequences out into the open and drew the appropriate
conclusions.

Throughout hislife, Polanyi yearned for the comfort of sincerereligious belief but could never bring
himself toacceptitintellectually. HewasbornaJew, received at one point into the Roman Catholic Church (but
never afterwards attended a service) and once expressed a willingness to subscribe to any form of Protestant
worship. Attheend of hislife, hisview wasthat oneshouldworship God*“inorder to makeHimexist, not because
hedoesexist”. Suchaviewisonly likely tobeacceptableamong highly sophisticatedindividuals. Most religious
believersworship God because they think he does exist and insists upon it (and might send them to hell if they
don’t). Many of them draw genuine comfort from their beliefs but it is necessary to ask why thisisthe case—
apsychological question. For some, Pascal’ swager isthe answer—best be on the safe side. But thereisamore
fundamental reason. I n organisms, the knowledge-acquiring mechanism (i.e., the central nervous system) isso
constituted that to decide on any course of action it is necessary to take account of the evidence favouring all
the aternative courses open to the decider and known by him to be so. To decide on oneisto commit oneself
in Polanyi’ sterms. Thisis astrue of therat in the maze as of the scientist in the laboratory. Aswe have seen,
itisequivalent to accepting auniversal proposition “All situations A make aprediction that requiresaresponse
B fromme”. Theidea scientist keepsinmind (in hislaboratory) the possibility that he may be wrong but even
he/shewill often accept the full implications of theuniversal in everyday life. For the majority, thisisthebasis
of the comfort afforded by religious belief. The accepted authority prescribes which propositions are to be
accepted and acted upon—there is no need to consider the issues for oneself, no need for any in pectore
reservations—and indeed entertaining such reservations may be dangerous. |n members of the human species
(onlyinthem), itispossibletooverrideany previously accepted system of propositions, which someindividuals
do, but not many. It requires effort and may involverisk.

Virtually al human conflicts are based on religious differences. When all parties hold that their
fundamental beliefsarethe” Truth”, some of them may fedl obliged to offer othersthe opportunity to convert—
andtokill themif they won't. Christiansappear to havestopped behavinglikethis, but only inthelast few hundred
years. Muslims still do but they of course started six hundred years later. Such phenomena are not only to be
seenin old, established religions; anal ogous behaviours may be seenin Moonies, Scientologists, etc. They are
a consequence of the way our mind/brain works —an essential and inevitable part of the human condition. |
cannot share Polanyi’s optimism that the unsatisfactory parts of human nature may be eliminated without
sacrificing at the sametimethe human capacity to advance scientific knowledge of theworld and construct and
appreciateworksof art, literature, music, etc. Thesecapaciti esarewhat di stinguish usfromwhat used to becalled
the“brute creation”. We should be thankful for them and live as best we can with the attendant disadvantages.
To change human nature is the ambition of al religions; they have all failed and will continueto fail.
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Michael Polanyi. Scientist and Philosopher :

Some Gener al Pointsand Per sonal Reminiscences

Brian G Gowenlock

A characteristic of good biographies is their capacity to raise questions and supplementary thoughts
inaddition to the admiration that rightly isthe due of the author(s). Thiswork isaconsiderabl e achievement for
the subject had a very wide range of interests and activities and the authors have succeeded in conveying an
integrated picture of Michael Polanyi. My major contact with MP was during my undergraduate and research
postgraduate yearsin Manchester, 1943 - 48 and Part 111 givesfull coverage of al the Manchester years. From
the academic staff in the Chemistry Department and also reading some of the Berlin publications, | learned
something of the formative years covered in Part I1. Hislater books and a meeting and conversation in Oxford
in 1965 added to the picturegivenin Part IV.

MP sarrival inManchester wasimportant for theresearch careersof threemembersof the 1933 honours
B.Sc. classin chemistry. Alwyn. G. Evans and Ernest Warhurst studied sodium flame reactions and Charles
Horrex, after ayear with Dr G. N. Burkhardt, studied reactionsusing deuterium labelling. | learned much of the
stimulus of those yearsfrom thesethree, all of whom spent sometime during thewar yearsin other universities
(AGE, EW) or inindustry (CH) and CH and EW were successive supervisors of my research under the distant
supervision of MP. Apparatus that had been brought from Berlin (p. 147) wasstill in use, with later additions
and replacements, in 1948. 1n 1934 Daniel Eley joined M P’ sresearch group having graduated B.Sc. that year in
Manchester (p. 150). My memory suggeststhat the technician mentioned on p. 148 wasL eslie Roberton.. Small
errorssuch asthesearefew, e.g. M Szwarc (p.207, 219 and 363) appearsas Swarc. On p. 191, Hank Skinner is
described asan Oxford physicist: heworkedinthe Oxford Physical Chemistry L aboratory with L eslie Sutton on
electron diffraction beforeworking in chemical industry alongside CharlesHorrex. The problems of isobutene
polymerization formed part of the departmental folklore of unusual results until rigorous purification of the
reactantswascarried out (p. 191-192).

MPwasunusual in hislecturing to thefirst year classin that it wasforbidden to take any notesduring
lectures. Duplicated notesand diagramswereavail abl eafter each |l ectureand thebooksrecommended wereM ax
Born's Restless Universeand Linus Pauling’s Nature of the Chemical Bond. Asthe weekswent by hisvoice
becameweaker andintheNew Y ear of 1944, hehad to stoplecturing (p. 193) and notetaking returned with the
course being taken over by Fred Fairbrother.

Onp. 169, thework of E. T. Butler on determination of C-I bond energiesisdiscussed. Theremarkable
feature of thiswork isthat the values obtained for avariety of organic iodides are reasonably close to modern
valuesbut, in many cases, these were obtained by assuming that the activation energies could be obtained from
asinglerate constant coupled with an assumed frequency factor of 10™® sec. Later work under the supervision
of CharlesHorrex by Fred Moorein 1945 and myself in 1946 demonstrated that the pyrolysisof ethyl iodidewas
morecomplex, andthestudy of benzyl iodideby Michagl Szwarcin 1946 gavefurther support tothecomplexities
of these pyrolyses. It remainsto notethat M P’ sintuitive perceptions could lead toimportant resultsin advance



of detailed kinetic study. Hisview wasthat it was of primary importanceto establish atrend in therelationship
between structure and reactivity and leave to a later date the refining of the technique and the consequent
reduction of theerror limits.

MP organised acouple of one-day meetingsin 1945 and 1946, both on aSaturday, in which he brought
together chemistsfrom industry and universitiesto listen to short lectures on current research. He also invited
undergraduates who were contemplating carrying out research in his department.

InlateJuly 1945, CharlesHorrex, inan undergraduate lecture coursewhich | attended, referredtothe
unusual result of a possible nuclear chain reaction from the neutron reaction with U>®, He said that he had
discussed thiswith MPwho had said that thelarge exothermicity of thisreactionwould|ead to arapid expansion
of the material such that the possible chain reaction leading to a bomb would be nullified. The following
week’ s lecture began with acontradiction of MP’ s hypothesis. This may add further comment to the material
onp. 208.

The above material of personal reminiscencesis probably only of archival interest and | want to turn
from this to the more general issues raised by the authors.

Some 60 yearsago therewasapopular song which had arefrain“Why am | alwayson theoutside? On
the outside always looking in?”’

Thisrefrain cameinto my thoughts on reading the biography: in chemistry MP’ straining was unusual
inthat hisbackgroundwasinmedical scienceand formal instructioninphysical chemistry occurredinKarlsruhe
in1913-1914. It is also the case that his contributionsto economicsand philosophy werethose of an outsider
without formal training in these disciplines. | have aways felt that the circumstances which moulded his
personality and histhoughts are to be found in the traumatic events of the twentieth century. Warfare, defeat,
red revol ution and white counter revolution in Hungary, hyperinflationin Germany, the rise of Nazism with
accompanying anti-Semitism, and atotalitarian regimeinthe Soviet Unionwerethebackgroundtohismassive
contributionstophysical chemistry. Inthiscontext, | wasimpressed by hisunpublished essay on‘New Morality’
(p. 128) inwhich‘thelongingtofind meaning’ and‘ how to addressspiritual emptiness’ arecoupledwiththedesire
to develop a‘new morality’. These epitomise the outlook of the man | saw in action both in Manchester years
andinhiswider writings. | am not surprised that hecould find littlein commonwith ‘ strongly entrenched pillars
of logical positivismand of linguistic philosophy’. They had not been where he had been. Hemust havefelt that
their methods were inadequate when faced with the challenges posed by totalitarian regimes and the collapse
of secular liberal democraticideals. Did herealisehisaims?

Theintensity of hisviews on anything bordering on the planning of science was evident to mein my
time asaresearch student. | had along discussion with himin 1948 prior to my departure to my first post in
Swansea. Hetold methat | would soon be meeting hisfriend Hugh O’ Neill. Thediscussionwent from one
interesting topic to another and when, in response to a question from him, | gave an answer based on my
understanding of Reinhold Niebuhr’ swritingsheremarked* Y ou say that becauseyouareaChristian’. | felt then
that * hisphilosophy of freedom of inquiry withinacollegial atmosphere’ (p.94) washisway of working. When
we next met, in 1965 in Oxford at aresidential conference on ‘New Theology?', he told me that he wasin
sympathy with the views of John A. T. Robinson (Honest to God) who spoke at that meeting. | have

wondered whether he was acquainted with the writings of Dietrich Bonhoeffer in addition to the material on
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pages273and 287. Heal so asked for copiesof someof my recent research publications. Inreturn| received
from him the second edition of Science, Faith and Society.

A final comment. In 1996 Dorothy Emmet published a discerning account of MP' s philosophy in
Philosophers and Friends (Macmillan, London) in which she raises issues of objectivity, truth claims,
commitment in MP’ swritings. ‘ In combining truth, assertion and commitment Polanyi wasin fact drawing
attention to the tension between faith and criticism...... | do not think he resolved this- if itisresolvable-
but thisis because he wasfirmly on the side of faith.” | would like to see this discussed in TAD.

What | sA Biography?

John Puddefoot

Biography tellsthestory of alifefrom-outside-looking-in, autobiography thestory of alifefrom-inside-
looking-out. But Polanyi’s philosophy suggests that biography should be more than this: it requires the
biographer to have done more than chronicle alife; it requires him/her to have understood it, to have dwelt in
the eventsthat shaped that life, and the actionsthat life produced, as subsidiaries sufficiently to attainto afocal
vision of what it waslike to be that subject and to help the reader to understand why that subject waswho he/
she was and did what he/she did.

Very few biographiesriseto this challenge. Most present anarrative of alife with afew speculative
suggestions about the connections between events and the person concerned and leave the reader to do the
rest; few makeany systematic attempt to bring usto understand what thelifein questionisfrom-inside-looking-
out and why he/she views the world the way he/she does.

Theabsence of such aconnection can have amore serious consequenceif thereader comesto believe
that the events that happen around alife are sufficient to explain its successes and failures. For example, “He
spent his life attempting to earn the approval of his parents, who had aways castigated him for being less
successful than he could have been, but he never really acquired his own values and ambitions and therefore
never realy lived hisownlifeat all.”

A biographer must beabletointuit thesignificanceof eventsfor hissubject. That intuitive power must
includeacapacity tounderstand an event asit woul dimpact upon himself. Weempathi se. Wetakeinto ourselves
actions, experiences, the expressions of others, in away that we can understand as if they were happening to
us. A putatively exhaustive list of where someone went and what someone did failsto take account of the tacit
dimension, of what it is that connects mere facts with integrating insight.

Polanyi (or wasit Prosch?) put the matter thus:

Thefactis, weknow other mindshby dwelling intheir acts—asthe chessplayer comesto know
themind of themaster whom heisstudying. Hedoesnot reducethemaster’ smindtothemoves
themaster makes. Hedwellsinthosemovesassubsidiary cluestothestrategy inthemaster’s
mindwhich they enablehimto see. Themovesbecomemeaningful at last only whenthey are
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seen to be integrated in a whole strategy. And a person’s behaviour, in general, becomes
meaningful only when integrated into awhole mind.

Inthisshort passage, Polanyi tellsusindirectly what it isto understand alife: we must dwell inthe actionsand
circumstancesof that lifesufficiently toattaintofocal knowledgeof that life; andinattainingtofocal knowledge
of that lifethesignificanceof all theactionsand circumstanceswehavedweltinaretransformed by theintegrative
insight that focal awareness affords. A biography that consists of little more than a series of “this happened
and then that happened and then something el sehappened” hasfallenintothetrap of reducing the master’ smind
to the movesthe master makes: why isthisevent worth recording; what significancedid it have for the subject;
why are we being told this; how did this outside-in affect the subject’ s inside-out?

Part of thefascination of lifearisesfrom thelack of aclear connection between the thingsthat happen
to aperson and the thingsthat person then does. What look like the same things can happen to two people; one
thrivesonthem by risingtotheoccasion; another isdestroyed by them. Biography should go someway togiving
us an account of thisdifferencein response. It seldom does. It more often presents“ X happened to Y” and then
“Ydid Z" asif thetwo areinextricably linked and the | atter requires no explicit connection with theformer. But
the oppositeisthe case: what leads Y to do Z isthe very essence of what makes it interesting to record that X
happenedto Yinthefirst place. Unfortunately, most biographiesare strong on the“ X happened to Y” and weak
on the explanation of what that means or why it isworth recording.

To understand this better we need to be clear about the logic of necessity and sufficiency: to say that
X happenedto Y andthen Y did Zisto say neither that X causes Z inexorably nor, conversely, that Y would have
doneZanyway. Y etwefreguently find confusion over thisinthe pagesof biography. It may well bethat Zwould
not have happened had X never happenedto Y, but that doesnot meanthat X causesZ, only that itisacontributory
stimulusinamulti-stimulusnexus. Sowhat thebiographer needstotry totell usiswhat other stimuli and concerns
combined with X to prompt Yto do Z. And thisinvolves saying something about the subjective affective states
of Y and how X is received and understood within the broader context of Y slife.

Social influences that dictate the range of possible responses to life's vicissitudes mean that the
biographer must cast hisnet morewidely and generally thanwoul d beinvolvedinal ocalised account of theevents
that impinge upon his subject and so embrace the social mores of atime. Does that subject believe that he can
make adifference, that she has something to say that can change things, that heisamaster or aslave of hislife
and histime? These arevital questions, yet they presuppose adeep understanding of the subject’ s background
psychology and society. In the spectrum from the most activeto the most passive of agentswe find manifested
attitudesto what is permissible, what is possible, and whether each person feels empowered to make the most
of hisor her life or to allow othersto dictate how it should be lived.

Here again thelessons of thelogic of influence must be remembered. Supposel am an educationalist
responsiblefor acurriculum. | may well have been influenced greatly by, for example, Shakespeare, and | may
attributeto thereading of Shakespeareor other literatureeverythingthat | currently am. Asaresult | may beled
towish to make Shakespeare acompulsory part of everyone' seducation on the premise that what was good for
me must of necessity be good for you. But nothing of the sort follows: that Shakespeare was good for me may
properly betakentobeanindicator that it may well begoodfor others, and thereforeit will beastrong contender
for spaceinthecurriculumover which | havecontrol; butitdoesnot follow either that it will bebeneficial or, indeed,
that it must of necessity form part of that curriculum. To think otherwise, even for the very best of educational
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motives, isto succumb to alogical error and back it up by a piece of educational imperialism.

Sowefind ourselvesledtoreiteratethe sentimentsof “ Resonance Realism”2 asan integral part of our
understanding of thetask of thebiographer: hisjobistoidentify those outside-insthat resonated with the subject
to such an extent that they transformed and inspired hisor her inside-out. And to know that will involve asking
about thoseinfluencestowhichthesubject returned agai n and agai n, whether they bebooksor musicor scientific
papers or other people or places or things. These deeply resonant sources will be chosen repeatedly and the
subject may exhibit something close to an addiction to them because they will be the founts from which his
resonant energy is drawn and in which her inspiration will be found.

And, evenif such asubjectisunlikely to be chosen for abiography, someonewhoisdrawntolittleor
nothing, who exhibitsno addictionsother than perhapsto drink, drugsand nicotine, drinksfromnonon-alcoholic
fountain, andisnot drawntomuchat all, isexhibiting all thesymptomsof onefor whomlifehaslost all meaning.
And creative peopl e frequently appear so between their bouts of creativity, taken over by their various black
dogsand immobilised by inactivity when nothing intereststhem and they can rai seenergy for nothing. To draw
together periods both of creativity, frequently manic and sustained, andinactivity verging on aself-destructive
depression, the biographer must understand something of the silence that isfrequently present in the minds of
those worthy of treatment as subjects whose lives merit narrating. The biographer must understand the
contribution that fallow ground makes to the harvest. Nobody can be creative endlessly and forever. And
Polanyi’ shumanity comesthroughinthe Scott/Moleski work perhaps most movingly whenit touchesupon his
frustrations, depressions and occasional despair.

Here again aquestion of motivearises. why do wewrite biographies, all thisbeing the case? For some
there may be the almost-certainly-forlorn hope that, by understanding thelife of another the reader’ slife may
somehow become better than it is, more creative, powerful, assured. That were weto assembleall the outside-
insthat surrounded George Orwell we might write our own very different Animal Farm. It isdeeply unlikely.
Why, then? Perhapsto try to bring us alittle closer to the immortals, to be able to understand why the subject
could do what the subject did, and so to make ourselves seem alittle less mortal by chronicling the warts that
inevitably festoon the lives even of the great. Or perhaps for the same reason that we watch professional sport
inpreferenceto playingineptly ourselves: becauseliveswell and successfully, evenif perhapsonly notoriously,
lived are more interesting at second hand than our own at first.

So we find ourselves affirming two apparently opposite positions which are not opposites at all:

e that no account of the influences upon a subject will ever be sufficient to explain the life of that
subject, not least because there will always be anincal culably large number of imperceptible
influences that not even the subject, let alone the biographer, could chronicle;

e that nonetheless the life of a subject would not be what it was but for at least some of those
influences, and certainly the most important ones, and therefore that we must take account of them
in their inevitable incompleteness if we are to hope to understand the life of the subject

Setting aside for the moment then the motives of the reader, what are the motives for the subject that
the bi ographer needsto understand and interpret for the reader?1n an ol der philosophy, wheretruth, reason and
knowledge aretheicons of all aspiration, we might say the search for the truth isthe motive above all motives
or, perhaps, with Plato, the search for the Good. But the deepest drivesin any life stem from the thingsthat life
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values, and therefore strives for, and those strivings are as likely to arise from trying to fill gaps or correct
imperfectionsinthesubject of thesubject’ sworld asthey aretoarisefrommotivesof truth, reason and knowledge.
In fact, whenever someone claimsto be performing super-human acts of determination or bravery inthe name
of truth it isalmost always possible to substitute some other motive based upon aneed deep withinthe agent’s
psyche.

The biographer needs to weed out the chaff from the wheat and tell hisreader what in hisjudgement
constitute the signal influences on his subject that led him to be the man hewas. To do thishe needsto achieve
three things: adeep knowledge of thelife of the subject; aclear sense of the motivationsthat drove the subject
fromwhich to be ableto infer those thingsthat produced the valuesthat provided focus for those motives; and
an understanding of the inside-out subject that makes sense of these first two kinds of information.

If weturnto Michael Polanyi and the Scott/Moleski biography and ask first what the primary motives
inPolanyi’ slifewere, we canthen assessthe adequacy of thebiography inhel ping ustoidentify and understand
them. Itisalmostinevitablethat any list will beincompl eteand personal, but to understand Polanyi’ slifeat | east
the following must be taken into account:

1 A passionate concern for the future of humankind

2 Avision of therole of sciencein that future

3. Anunderstanding of the importance of freedom of thought and speech for innovation and
progress ...

4. ... and aconsequentia understanding of the importance of dissentient voicesin any free society

5. Anall-consuming conviction about the importance of passionate involvement in any disciplinein
which one hoped to make important discoveries

6. A strong sense that the state of the world always teeters on the brink of decay and that only those
prepared to fight for a creative positive future stand in the way of that decay

7. A strong belief in the importance of the intuitions that lead us into territory we barely understand,
territory for which we have no maps, and yet into which we must venture if we are to advance our
understanding, into “the domain of sophistication”

8. Anunpopular conviction that the number of people capable of achieving the objectivesin point 6
ispainfully small

9. A fear that the forces of darknesswill usually triumph over the beacons of light (afeature of
Polanyi’ s life that the biography does bring out strongly in its repeated referencesto his
disappointment that hisideas were not more widely appreciated and his cyclical depression)

A key question for the biographer concerns the importance and scope of his capacity for empathy: to
what extent doeshiscapacity toreconstruct theinside-out of hissubjectin sometentativeway ariseonly because
he can connect his, the biographer’s, outside-in with hisown inside-out? In other words, if | am to understand
your inside-out, must | first understand my own?

Unfortunately, just herewe run into one of the most difficult and controversial aspects of philosophy
of mind: whether and to what extent an account of theinside-out experienceof asubject isalegitimate, still less
necessary, part of understanding her. For some the fact — and it is certainly a fact — that most of us do not
understand ourselves other than in that fleeting consciousness that David Hume so famously wrote about, that
is seen more through other thingsthan in itself, and therefore for more of us consciousnessislittle more than
— but no less than — a metaphor for the self. To hope to understand your inside-out is on that count hopeless
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if | must first understand my own. But arethingsasbleak asthis? Thekey issue, anissuethat surfacedin Turing's
famous essay “ Computing Machinery and Intelligence’? in 1950 and has been hotly debated ever since, is
whether we need take account of thisinside-out at al, even whether thereis anything to take account of . Jibes
about ghostsin the machine (Ryle) and Cartesian Theatres (Dennett) have accumulated to discredit any sense
of the“|” thatis“insidelookingout” . And much of that criticismhasbeen generated—quiterightly—by aconcern
torid ourselves permanently of the metaphysi csof the soul. But we do not need the soul asametaphysical “kind
of stuff” toretainintelligible and legitimatetalk of the“1” asthat whichisresponsible for asense of self, even
if we have to contend with those for whom introspection is impossible and the self no more than a series of
descriptions (Rorty et al).

Asl haveput it elsewhere?, beings with an inside-out, who have experiences and add to the world an
entire speciesof experiencescalled qualia that are completely invisibleto science, do not require the existence
of asoul to have those experiences. All they need isto be a particular kind of body-with-a-brain: if you are a
particular kind of body-with-a-brain, youwill beamind, and being amindisbeing abody that has experiences
invisible to science; mind is the world-orientation of body.

Thisissomething that Polanyi never quitegot right. Hetended to equate mind with thefocal visionthat
accrued to someonelooking from-outside-inwho treated thebody asasubsidiary andintegrated itssubsidiaries
tothat focuswhich wasthe mind of the subject. But that isn't quite good enough becauseit all remainsoutside-
in. Thefinal step is missing, the step through which the knower —the biographer —invertsthe focal vision and
seesit assomething morethanthesum of thepartshehaschronicled and dweltin, asmorethan amereconcomitant
of physiology that ascientific analysisof sufficient sophistication could describe. He needsto come somewhere
close to the point where he sees the world as his subject sees the world or he hasfailed in histask.

Thisisalso something that Scott and Moleski do not get right. Perhaps they deliberately shrink back
from the kind of bold speculative leap necessary if we are to integrate all these from-outside-ins into an
understanding of Polanyi’ sinside-out; perhapsthey leavethe reader to makethesetacitintegrationsfor herself,
not presuming to say in what respect they are to be understood. But perhaps also they fail to see the need for
thisfinal step at al. Perhapslike biographersbefore and sincethey believethat intelling the story of the events
that occurred in Polanyi’ sremarkablelifethey have doneall that needsto bedone and even all that can bedone.
Butinthat casel think they areguilty of theerror that Collingwood (in, for example, Theldea of History) accuses
so many historians of committing: of describing the outside of an event asamereevent and leaving out theonly
thing that isreally of interest, such aswhat was going through Caesar’ smind when he madethefateful decision
to cross the Rubicon.

Callingwood thought thisavital aspect of history, but few historians or biographers have joined him
intrying towrite history according to that pattern. Y et when we write the history of atyrant whoisresponsible
for the deaths of thousands or millions and the misery of countless others, what is the basis of the tragedy in
thestory wearetellingif not that so-many-thousand or so-many-million centresof experiencewereextinguished
and the world made apoorer placefor it? To put it at itsbluntest: if ahuman being isjust afunctional machine
with no inside-out of any importance or no inside-out at all, why does the death of a human being matter any
more than the turning off of a computer that has served its purpose in the nexus of human life? It cannot be
sufficientto say that thedeath of another iswrong just becauseit diminishesme (asJohn Donneobserved); others
must matter in themselves. Otherwisethey simply perform afunction or play apartin my lifeand others’ lives
without being important in themsel ves; when the function is no longer needed, or no longer being discharged
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with suitable efficiency and effectiveness, on such aview, why keep the body running, the person alive?

Biographers seem sometimes to wish to know less about their subjects than novelists. Noveliststell
us how their subjectsfeel, why they feel asthey feel, and what they think of doing about it. Or at | east they give
uscluesto allow usto perform thelast step of the tacit integrations necessary to intuit how they feel, why they
feel asthey feel, and what they think of doing about it. The best of them do thiswith such subtlety that we may
not noticethat they aredoingit at all: that in reading Middlemar chwecometoknow what itisliketobe Dorothea
Brookeisone of George Eliot’ s greatest achievements; that in reading 1984 we cometo know what itisliketo
beWinston Smithisoneof GeorgeOrwell’ s. But weseemto beexpected toread most bi ographieswithout learning
anything of the kind as regards the biographical subject. | enjoyed Richard Holmes's detailed biography of
Coleridgeenormously asapieceof outside-in historical narrative, butit left mewithnoideaat all of what it was
liketo be Coleridge. | read Katherine Hughes' biography of George Eliot with similar enjoyment but the same
deficient outcome. And reading the Scott/Moleski biography has not brought me nearer to an understanding
of what made Polanyi tick, still lessof what it waslike to be Michael Polanyi.

Dol asktoomuch?Moleski himself, writingin Traditionand Discovery (32:3), thejourna of theMichael
Polanyi Society, makes the point that he excised most of Scott’s detailed analysis of Polanyi’s philosophy
because hefelt that Polanyi’ sown writing expresses and explainsit far better than any secondary source could
hope to do. That isamost certainly true —almost certainly, that is, a strategy worth pursuing — but it leads to
avacuum exactly where we most need rich content if we areto connect the events, thelife, and the work: what
wasit about all thisthat led Polanyi to be the man he was, to think and write the things he thought and wrote,
and to see the world the way he did? Without that connection at that vital point in the narrative we are left, on
the one hand, with “these are [ some of] the eventsthat occurred during thelife of Michael Polanyi” and, onthe
other, “these arethethings Michael Polanyi wrote” without any suggestions about the connection between one
andtheother. Y et | amarguing that that connectionisprecisely andindeed theonly reason towritethebiography
at all other than—and | do concede theimportance of thisin terms of mere record —to make surethat these oral
traditionsare not lost in case somelater biographer should be ableto dofar better. To that extent neither Scott’s
nor Moleski’ swork isin vain; but neither isit enough.

Which brings meto my principal point. Ultimately the reason for reading Polanyi isto learn from his
insightsand methods, hisvaluesand objectives, inorder toapply them al ong with othersgleaned from el sewhere
to problemsthat he had neither occasion nor opportunity to address. To put it otherwise, the purpose of reading
Polanyi —indeed, of reading anyone at al —isto hope to receive clues about how to go on. We are living our
livesintothefutureandthat, in histerms, meansthat we are alwaysentering the domain of sophisticationwhere
themapsare sketchy and the dangersmany. Hisgreatest achi evement —an achievement far moreimportant than
his sketches of alanguage for the psychology of knowing, although that was part of it; far more important than
hisidentification of the enemies of thefree society, although that too formed part of it; far moreimportant than
hisradical insightsinto the non-objective character of real science, although that too cannot beignored —was
toarticulatetheinstrumentsneededintheintellectual toolkit weneedif wearetobesuccessful inlivingour lives
into thefuture. A biography of Polanyi, to beworthy of him and of alife dedicated to often-futile attemptsto do
something to secure a better future for humankind, needs to further that objective. | am not sure that Scott’s
exhaustive researches and Moleski’ s Herculean redactions have done more than lay the foundations for that
major futurework; but that the narrative history has been secured, both in print and far more extensively inthe
Chicagoarchive, isnosmall achievement, and futuregenerationsof Polanyi scholarswill begrateful tothemfor
having achieved that.
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That somany of thosewho knew Polanyi personally have now joined him on adistant shore—Bill Scott,
Magda, Robin Hodgkin, Drusilla Scott and Joan Crewdson, to name but afew — only adds to the poignancy of
theregretthatinhislifetimetherewas, apparently, no-onetoplay ElishatohisElijah, and ask for adoublemeasure
of hisspirit. Theworld has certainly not become an easier place in which to live our livesinto the future since
his death, and the need for another with Polanyi’ swisdom and scope, and so for abiography that might enable
one who never met him to see things from inside-out as he saw them, isas great as ever.
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Provocative Questions, Abbreviated Answers

Martin X Moleski, S.J.

L et me begin by thanking Tradition and Discovery for soliciting so many reviewsof Michael Polanyi:
Scientist and Philosopher and for allowing meto respondtothem. Itisapleasureto engagewith seriousreaders
of the biography. | regret that | cannot go into great detail here, but | assure the reviewersthat their questions
will remainwithme—some, perhaps, asa“thornintheflesh”—andwill, | hope, |ead metoabetter understanding
of Polanyi in the years ahead.

| met Wetherick twicein 1998, once at aconferencein Sheffield sponsored by Appraisal, then at his
homein Edinburgh. He opened my eyesto the atheist reading of Polanyi with humor, charm, and (if | may say
so) great grace. | would liketo takeissuewith him about the nature of dogma, the concept of reveal ed truth, the
kind of authority necessary to preserve revelation made in history, and the relationship between theological
articulation of a*“system of propositions’ and the tacit vision of religious reality that gives such propositions
sense, but thisis not the time or place to delve into those theological issues. | think heisright that Polanyi’'s
versionof Christianity is* only likely tobeacceptableamong highly sophisticatedintellectuals.” ItisChristianity
without achurch, without revel ation, without ritual s, without Christ. If Polanyi’ sview of God and Christianity
iscorrect, then | have chosen thewrong path. Whilel amwilling at least in principleto diefor my beliefs, with
Wetherick and all such humanistsof such good will, | forswear killing peoplein an effort to changetheir vision
of reality.

| very much regret that | did not meet ?é)wmlock when | was overseas. Many of the best anecdotes



about Polanyi’ swork in Manchester comefrom hiscorrespondence and interviewswith Scott. | appreciatehis
correctionsand clarificationsabout thework Polanyi did in Manchester. Inreviewing hiscorrespondencewith
Scott, | foundthat hehad sent amost revealing | etter from Polanyi toRev. Dr. S. JamesK nox whowastheMinister
of Saint Aidan’ sPresbyterian ChurchinDidsbury from 1944t01949. | don’ t understandwhy Scott did not mention
thisletterin hisdraft of thebiography; itisunfortunatethat | foundit only after therevised versionwaspublished.
Theletter isdated 10 March 1948 and ishand-written on Polanyi’ sl etterhead for the Department of Chemistry.

Dear Mr.Knox,

| amwritingtotell youl havemoved out of Didsbury toHaleand haveceased thereforetoattend
serviceat St. Aidan’'s. | wishtothank you very deeply for the benefitswhich | oweyou from
thetimewhilel used[to] attend at your church. It hasbeenalastinginfluenceinmy life. Some
timeago| usedtoseeyou quitefrequently at theUniversity and | wondered whether youwould
careto havelunchwithmesomeday at the Staff House. | should very muchliketotalk toyou
beforefinally severingmy relationto St. Aidan’ s, so asto make surethat wedo not drift apart
permanently. If you can manage this at al, | would like to make some suggestions for a
convenient date.

Yoursvery sincerely,
M. Polanyi

Thisisimportant evidencethat, at | east for sometimeinhislife, Polanyi found someconsol ationin churchgoing.
Inthe closing pages of the biography (287-292), | arguethat Polanyi was unquestionably “ontheside of faith,”
though it evidently took different formsat different timesin hislife.

| believethat | met Puddefoot at Polanyi Society meetingsin the early 90s, before | becameinvolved
inthebiography. Hecorresponded with Robin Hodgkin about the 25" and final chapter of Scott’ sdraftin 1994.
| sent him the 1999 draft and received detailed and very helpful commentson thefirst chapter. | doubt that he
wasin possession of histheory of what abiography should beback then. My guessisthat heworked out “What
Is a Biography?’ in order to explain his evaluation of the shortcomings of Michael Polanyi. | have many
conjecturesabout “what it wasliketo be Michael Polanyi,” but, asageneral rule, | 1eft them out of my revision
of Scott’ smanuscript. | did nottry tofill inthe blanksthat Polanyi leftin hisown account of hisself-experience.
Polanyi wasnot very forthcoming about themost intimatedetail sof hislife. Magda sreactiontowhat heshared
with Mannheim about his religious experience (194-195) suggests that she thought such disclosures were
inappropriate. | have heard from a good source that there are other, more personal |etters that may be made
available in due course, but neither Scott nor | saw them. When and if they do become available, it will be
interesting to see what new dimensions they may open into understanding Polanyi as he understood himself.

| am happy with the work | was able to do on the biography, although | am painfully aware of its
limitations. | do not think | am equipped to write the “major future work” that Puddefoot envisages. | hopeto
reorganize Scott’ sfilesto makethemmoreaccessible; they will eventually gototheUniversity of Nevadaat Reno.
Thereareundoubtedly many more nuggetsto bemined from thefilesliketheletter to Knox above. Polanyi was
agood man and | am confident that there will be other and better retellings of hislife’' s story.



