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This short essay describes the long process of producing the 2005 biography of Michael Polanyi.

In May of 2005, Oxford University Press published the long-awaited Polanyi biography, Michael
Polanyi, Scientist and Philosopher, by the late William T. Scott and Martin X. Moleski, S. J. For scholars
interested in Polanyi’ sthought, thiswork now providesastandard reference point for Polanyi’ scareer. Present
and future generations of scholars will rely upon this new biography to help them understand the historical
context that provided opportunities Polanyi turned into solid contributions in science, economics, and
philosophy. Thiswork fittingly reflects Polanyi as amulti-talented and energetic person deeply committed to
understanding and addressing the cultural malai seof histime. It richly portraysPolanyi asapersonwho accepted
his calling. Readers see the trajectory of alife here.

Like afew othersin the Polanyi Society, | have been reading versions of this book for 15 years; my
primary response to its completion was a combination of relief and gratitude that a great project arrived at a
successful, public conclusion. To celebrate the biography’ s publication, asession of the 2005 annual meeting
that included Ann Scott and Marty M ol eski wasdevoted to discussion of thebook. M ost of thisissueof Tradition
and Discovery is aso devoted to comments on Michael Polanyi, Scientist and Philosopher by a set of people
who worked with Polanyi and/or early recognized the importance of his writing. Lee Congdon, Paul Craig
Roberts, Ruel Tyson, and Richard Gelwick are recognized scholars, and some of these folk play arolein the
biography. Marty Moleski kindly agreed to respond to their comments on Michael Polanyi, Scientist and
Philosopher. Asapreludeto thisdiscussion, | have gathered below several important facts about the biography
project.

TheBook Project

Bill Scott began work on Michael Polanyi, Scientist and Philosopher in 1977, the year after Michael
Polanyi died. Magda Polanyi asked Scott to write the biography because she was concerned to find someone
competent to treat not only Polanyi’ s philosophical ideas but also his scientific achievements.® Bill Scott, of
course, since he was a physicist, was well suited to digest the roughly two hundred scientific publications by
Polanyi aswell asthelarge body of philosophical writing, and he started in earnest on this project right away.

By the time Polanyi died, Bill had already been interested in Polanyi’s thought for a bit more than
sixteen years. He first met Polanyi on November 24, 1959, when he was on sabbatical at Yae and cameto a
faculty dinner for Polanyi. He was pressed into service as an available scientist able to converse with Polanyi
over breakfast thenext morning. Polanyi cameto Y aletodeliver “ Beyond Nihilism” inan American practicerun
for the Eddington Lecturedelivery of thismaterial at Cambridgein February of 1960. Scott acknowledged that
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in hisfirst encounter with Polanyi he did not much understand Polanyi’ s philosophical ideas; he had only been
ableto do aquick reading of The Sudy of Man. After the meeting, however, Scott dug in and worked seriously
through Personal Knowledge. Scott later wrote an important 1962 review of the book, one that Polanyi
appreciated and which led to their friendship in the last phase of Polanyi’slife.?

Inremarksin an early draft of the biography, hereis how Scott came to describe his appreciation for
Polanyi:?

...  was excited to discover a scholar who profoundly addressed contemporary issues of
belief and val ue, speaking from aformidablebackgroundin physical scienceand providing
a new understanding of the knowing process throughout the wide range of human
experience. Polanyi presented an analysis of our situation as persons who have lost the
ability tojustify our beliefs, beliefswhich we do indeed hold but hesitate to admit into our
rational discourse. Dealing with an extraordinary variety of subject matter, he gave an
insightful view of the causes of our loss and showed the way to therational holding of our
fundamental beliefs.

Scott acknowledged that he found particularly helpful Polanyi’s ideas about boundary conditions and the
hierarchical levels of reality: “ By coupling the ideas of boundary conditions and hierarchical levels of reality,
Polanyi creates anew and fruitful way to relate the intricacies of scienceto the life of the human spirit.” Scott
regarded Polanyi’ saccount of tacit knowing asan account that rehabilitated, in the scientific and philosophical
traditions, acommonsensical and human-centered understanding of inquiry:

Thustacit knowledge givesarespectabl estatustointuitive processes, whicharecommonly
treated asbeing secondary or inferior, and providesabasisfor trust in our own perceptions
and in the perceptions of others. By demonstrating the ubiquitous personal element inthe
entire knowing process, Polanyi puts the person back into the scientific world view from
which he has been removed from the time of Descartes.

Bill Scott, alongwithhiswifeAnn, visited Polanyi onsevera occasionslateinPolanyi’ slifeand Polanyi
also went to Reno, where Bill was a professor of physicsat the University of Nevada. After Polanyi died and
Scott wasaskedto undertakethebiography, Bill begananextraordinarily careful andthoroughreview of all written
materials, scientific, philosophical, economic and personal (i.e., family collections), that he could find. Asthe
Acknowledgmentsin Michael Polanyi, Scientist and Philosopher make clear, Scott interviewed more than 150
peoplewho knew Polanyi and wrote another 150 persons. After the University of Chicago archivewas set up,
he poured over the material that he had not seen in the many boxes; he looked also at materials held in other
libraries. Atthevery beginningof hisresearchin 1977, Scott recruited MonikaTobin, thespouseof aUniversity
of Nevadacoll eague, who hel ped him organi zewhat hegathered. Without doubt, thecompl etion of thebiography
project owes much to Monika' s skills and perseverance, not to mention the skills and hard work of Ann Scott
and Mary Kliwer of the Physics Department. Monika helped not only Bill Scott, but also Marty Moleski when
he took up the work after Bill’ sdeath. Bill’ suniversity and many other institutionsinterested in seeing that a
Polanyi biography was completed also supported the biography project.

Of course, many Polanyi scholars were curious and somewhat impatient about the biography project
after Bill had been working onit for adecade or more. It wasabig project and Bill was meticulous and, aswe
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now know, drawing together all the many elementshe had gathered wasvery likely impeded by the early stages
of Bill’ sParkinson’ sdisease, which was not diagnosed until the nineties. Based on hiswork on the biography,
Bill did produceacaptivating addresson Polanyi’ searly life delivered at the Kent State Centennial Conference
(April 12,1991). Thiswaslater publishedin Tradition and Discovery (25:3, pp. 10-25) inslightly revised form,
including an interesting chart on Polanyi’ swork from 1958-1971. Ann and Bill formed an advisory committee
in 1991 comprised of several membersof the Polanyi Society (Richard Gelwick, Walter Gulick, thelate Charles
McCoy and Phil Mullins) and wetook up thechargetol ook at manuscript materialsand provideadvice. Monika
and Anncompl eted thefirst draft of thefull manuscriptin 1994. It had 25 chaptersand 293,000 words. Thisdraft
and subsequent ones were circulated for comments and there were anumber of peoplewho (in addition to the
advisory committee) provided thoughtful suggestions. Many of these folk are identified in the biography’s
prefatory material.

Whilein Californiain the summer of 1996, | visited Ann and Bill in SantaRosa. By thistime, it was
very clear that Bill’ sdeclining health woul d prevent him from undertaking therevision of themassivefirst draft
of themanuscript. Thoseof usintheadvisory group stepped up our effortsto help Annfind away the biography
project could be brought to aconclusion. Marty Moleski was scheduled for an upcoming sabbatical leave and
madeknownthat hewould beinterested intackling the biography. After somepreliminary negotiationswiththe
Scotts, Marty and | went to Californiainthesummer of 1997 and worked out aformal agreement whereby Marty
would take up the biography project as a co-author.

AsMarty notesin his Prefaceto the volume, he cameto beinterested in Polanyi as an undergraduate,
and thisinterest deepened in hisgraduate study at The Catholic University of America. Moleski eventually did
adissertation under (now) Cardinal Avery Dullesthat explored linksbetweenideasof John Henry Newman and
Polanyi.* Marty, of course, has had interests and life experiences quite different than Bill Scott. Heisfrom a
different generation; he had no advanced training in science or extended firsthand exposure to scientific
research, although hewasinterested in scienceand had somebasi ¢ scientific education. WhileBill wasaQuaker
and apeaceactivist scientist, Marty isaJesuit and asystematictheologian. | dwell onthesemattersof difference
only to emphasi zethe scope of theindwel ling necessary for Marty to take up the biography project. Henot only
had to digest the 293,000 word manuscript and the enormous quantity of research materialsthat underlay this
behemoth; he had also empathetically to understand the man Bill Scott who spent the last twenty-three years
of hislife consumed by the task of understanding and writing about Michael Polanyi.

Bill Scott died on February 22, 1999. By thistime, Marty wasalready hard at work onthe manuscript.
Understanding the gathered research and reshaping the draft of the manuscript began on Marty’ ssabbatical. He
finished the first cut and the major reorganization during this period. When he returned to fulltime teaching,
Marty had towork onthebiography project when he could squeezeinthetime. Thenext two yearsweredevoted
to checking references, with Monica shelp, and to threeor four cyclesof informal peer review. Themanuscript
then began the rounds of review with publishers. The business of reshaping the manuscript and having it
reviewed stretched over several years. | think perhaps that some of us doubted that the manuscript could ever
be transformed into a concise and tightly ordered artifact that a publisher would accept, hoping for areturn on
theinvestment inthebook. But Marty did put thingsin the necessary good order. Thefinal manuscript isabout
159,000words. Thisisanachievement that ought not tobeoverlooked asmerely anexerciseof editing Bill’ sdraft.
| suspect that we should take Marty literally when he says,
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The book placed before you is not the book that Bill wrote, nor isit the book that | would
have written if | had started fresh and worked alone, nor isit the book that would have
emerged from atrue collaboration between two authors who could fight fairly with each
other to achieve atrue union of thought (viii).

Surely thoseinterestedin Polanyi oweMarty Moleski, aswell asBill Scott, agreat debt. Together—yet apart—
they haveindeed provided “a solid foundation for future investigations of Polanyi’slife and work” (viii).

Endnotes

1 Scott briefly described his discussion with Mrs. Polanyi in an early draft of the Preface; see Mullins and
Moleski’s obituary for Scott, TAD 25:3, 5-9. Some of the details noted below come from this obituary and/or early
drafts of the biography. Some details, for example, the story of Scott’s first encounter with Polanyi, areincluded in the
published biography (242).

2WilliamT. Scott, “ Polanyi’ s Theory of Personal Knowledge: aGestalt Philosophy,” The MassachusettsReview
3: 2(1962): 349-368.

3 All three of the quotationsin this paragraph come from an early manuscript of the biography. For a statement
similar tothesecond quotation, seealsoWilliamT. Scott, “ TheGentleRain: A Searchfor Understanding,” Intellectand Hope,
Essaysin the Thought of Michael Polanyi, Eds. W. H. Poteat and Thomas Langford (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
1968), 243.

4 Moleski has subsequently published Personal Catholicism: The Theological Epistemologies of John Henry
Newman and Michael Polanyi (Washington D. C.: The Catholic University of AmericaPress, 2000). Thereareinteresting
review articles by John Apczynski and Joseph Kroger as well as a response from Moleski in TAD 28: 1.

POLANY| SOCIETY MEMBERSHIP

Traditionand Discoveryisdistributed to membersof the Polanyi Society. Anelectronic (pdf) versionof thecurrent
issueaswell aspastissuesbhack to 1991areavail ableonthePolanyi Soci ety web site (http://www.missouriwestern.edu/orgs/
polanyi/). ThePolanyi Society hasmembersinthirteendifferent countries, athoughmost liveinNorth AmericaandtheUnited
Kingdom. The Society includes those formerly affiliated with the Polanyi group centered in the United Kingdom which
published Convivium: The United Kingdom Review of Post-critical Thought. There are three issues of TAD each year.

Annual membershipinthePolanyi Society is$25 ($10for students). Themembershipcyclefollowstheacademic
year; subscriptions are due November 1 to Phil Mullins, Missouri Western State University, St. Joseph, MO 64507 (fax:
816-271-5680, e-mail: mullins@missouriwestern.edu). Please make checks payableto the Polanyi Society. Duescan be
paidby credit card by providingthecard holder'snameasit appearsonthecard, thecard number and expirationdate. Changes
of addressandinquiries should besent to Phil Mullins. New membersshoul d providethefoll owing subscriptioninformation:
complete mailing address, telephone (work and home), e-mail address and/or fax number. Institutional members should
identify a department to contact for billing. The Polanyi Society attempts to maintain a data base identifying persons
interested in or working with Polanyi's philosophical writing. New memberscan contributeto thiseffort by writing ashort
description of their particular interestsin Polanyi‘'swork and any publicationsand/or theses/di ssertati onsrel ated to Polanyi's
thought. Pleaseprovidecompletebibliographicinformation. Thoserenewing membershipareinvitedtoincludeinformation
on recent work.
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