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Abstract: This essay provides an historically oriented account of the Study Group on
Foundations of Cultural Unity (SGFCU). The SGFCU sought and received Ford
Foundation funding to sponsor international conferences in 1965 and 1966 whose aim
was to transform the mainstream intellectual ethos, using Michael Polanyi’s
philosophical ideas as a catalyst. Polanyi chaired the organizing committee for this
project but Marjorie Grene, with help from Edward Pols and guidance from sympathetic
Ford Foundation officers, put together these conferences that generated a set of
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and on the ways in which Polanyi’s participation in the SGFCU project contributed to
his late philosophical interests and ideas.
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l. Introduction

Convinced that there is an unsuspected convergence of ideas
separately developed in various fields, we propose a meeting of
a number of persons who actively oppose in their work the
scientism, and the related methodological and ontological over-
simplifications, which in one or another form are ascendant in
every field of scholarly and creative endeavor. The realization
on the part of those attending this meeting that they are

participating in one common movement of thought could
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strengthen each of them. It would help any attempts at
systematizing the principles they perhaps unwittingly share,
and would make it possible for the general ideas that emerge to
receive criticism from workers in widely different fields
(Appendix A, Ford Grant 6500113).8

This is a key paragraph in a 1965 Ford Foundation project proposal seeking
funding for an August 23-28, 1965 meeting at Bowdoin College in Brunswick,
Maine. This interdisciplinary conference was to bring together a carefully
selected group of 26 European and North American scholars and artists who
were critical of dominant ideas in the cultural mainstream and were beginning
to articulate ideas which seemed to be re-shaping important elements in the
mainstream. Ford funded this 1965 Bowdoin conference coming from the
Study Group on Foundations of Cultural Unity (SGFCU) and also “extended”

the grant to support a similarly organized 1966 Bowdoin conference.

Michael Polanyi was at the center of work initiating, shaping, and

8 Many of the references following are to materials from the Ford Foundation archive. Most
of these materials are for Ford Grant 6500113, a grant that covers the funding for 1965 and
1966 programming of the Study Group for the Unity of Culture (SGFCU). Archival materials
include a grant proposal which has several appendices, the 1966 “extension” materials for the
original grant, internal review documents, narrative evaluations, and an extensive
correspondence file. As in this reference, citations will be in the text when it is possible to
make sources clear there. With longer block quotations, we include the source in parenthesis
at the end, even though the text preceding also provides the source. Since most references
hereafter are to materials from Ford Grant 6500113, we do not include the grant number in
citations unless materials come from the successor Ford Grant 6700128 discussed below.
Cited correspondence from the Michael Polanyi Papers or other sources is clearly
distinguished from Ford Foundation materials (see the discussion in notes below). We
appreciate the assistance of Mary Ann Quinn, Archivist for the Rockefeller Archive Center

(15 Dayton Ave., Sleepy Hollow, NY 10591) in locating materials used here.
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seeking funding for the SGFCU proposal leading to these interdisciplinary
Bowdoin conferences. He also played an important role in the conferences
themselves. However, this project would never have come together without
the energy and organizational savvy of Marjorie Grene, as well as several
other important people, including Sigmund Koch, a Duke faculty member
who worked with Polanyi at Duke in the spring of 1964 but moved to the Ford
Foundation in the fall of 1964, and Edward Pols, a philosopher at Bowdoin
College. The SGFCU project began as a deliberate attempt to encourage an
intellectual  “movement”—a term used throughout the SGFCU
correspondence—based in Polanyi’s thought, but which would galvanize
“convergent” voices. The SGFCU and to some degree the follow-up Study
Group on the Unity of Knowledge (SGUK) project (discussed below) show
how Polanyi’s ideas were promulgated. Also some of Polanyi’s philosophical
ideas visible in late articles and the Meaning lectures were in important ways
shaped by his participation in the 1965 and 1966 SGFCU meetings and in
three later SGUK meetings. As many of the Ford documents and letters
suggest, the SGFCU organizers—and the very cooperative funding agent (see
the discussion below)—saw Polanyi as the key figure whose philosophical
views could be used to stimulate a broader convergence of ideas. It is, of
course, much less clear how to evaluate the impact of this ambitious program
to spread Polanyi’s ideas and use them as a catalyst in an emerging cultural

movement. °

9 Discussion below, based on 1965 and 1966 conference publications and Ford Foundation
documents, shows how Polanyi’s views interfaced with ideas of other conference participants.
In most cases, we have limited knowledge about the post-conference scholarly and artistic
work of the 1965 and 1966 conference participants. Others will perhaps later offer
assessments of this project’s success in relation to particular scholars and fields. We do not
attempt a broad assessment of the relative success of the project’s general goal of using
Polanyi’s perspective to galvanize a broader convergence of ideas countering the cultural and

philosophical mainstream. Nevertheless, it seems clear that the dominant ideas about science
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Anyone familiar with Polanyi’s cultural criticism and his alternative
“post-critical” philosophical stance will quickly recognize (in the SGFCU
grant proposal and correspondence) that Polanyi’s writing provided important
background for the SGFCU project. The Ford proposal identifies the
misguided “ideal” that has emerged in Western culture after the seventeenth
century, an ideal which “carries with it a new conception of the nature of
things: all things whatsoever are held to be intelligible ultimately in terms of
the laws of inanimate nature.” This “reductionist program” has made
anomalies of “the finalistic nature of living beings, the sentience of animals
and their intelligence, the responsible choices of man, his moral and aesthetic
ideals, [and] the fact of human greatness.” The existence of these anomalies
and “even the existence of science itself—has no legitimate grounds; our
deepest convictions lack all theoretical foundation” (Appendix A, Ford
6500113).

The Ford Foundation funded not only the SGFCU’s two Bowdoin
conferences; the SGFCU grant was succeeded by a much larger Ford grant to
the Study Group on the Unity of Culture (SGUK) that supported a series of
about twenty conferences in North America and Europe held from 1967 to

1972.1% polanyi and Grene and some of the other principal players in the

in philosophy of science and sociology of science have significantly shifted since the mid-
sixties. Many dimensions of positivism, objectivism and reductionism criticized by Polanyi at
the time have been more widely attacked in various fields. See the general discussion of
Polanyi and his context and influence in Nye, 2011 and in her new “Foreword” to the 2015
reprint of Personal Knowledge (Nye, 2015 Xi-xxv).

10 The SGUK was supported by Ford Foundation grant 6700128. The grant request was for
$209,000 but the award for the five-year term was $220,000. There are a few references
hereafter to archival materials for Ford 6700128 since these materials sometimes do comment
on matters such as the delay in the publication of the earlier SGFCU materials. The text

and/or parenthetical references to Ford 6700128 make clear our sources.
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SGFCU were involved initially in launching the SGUK project. The SGUK
began as a re-modeled continuation of the SGFCU, but this later and larger
project developed in ways somewhat different than the earlier Bowdoin
conferences project, although the SGUK also sponsored conferences. Polanyi
did participate in three of the SGUK meetings in 1968 and 1969 and this
participation had a significant impact on late Polanyi publications focusing on
topics in philosophy of biology, on several other late Polanyi articles on
historical topics and on the Meaning lectures which became the basis of the
Polanyi and Prosch book, Meaning (1974). But as the aging Polanyi became
more fragile, the SGUK clearly became a project of which Grene and the
SGUK Steering Committee took charge. Some of Polanyi’s correspondence in
the late sixties suggests that Polanyi did not find some SGUK discussions
illuminating.!* Nevertheless, as late as June 1970, correspondence suggests
that some officials at the Ford Foundation continued to think of the SGUK as

“the Polanyi project.”*2

11 Polanyi wrote to Grene in June of 1969: “I am getting a bit doubtful whether to attend the
meeting of the Study Group in October. On second thought I find none of the questions or
remarks at the Austin meeting to have been of use to me. Such a meeting exhausts me without
corresponding benefits. And in any case this kind of discussion can be conducted more freely
and effectively in my absence” (Polanyi to Grene, June 10, 1969, Box 16, Folder 4, Michael
Polanyi Papers). When possible, subsequent citations of material in the Michael Polanyi
Papers in the Department of Special Collections at the University of Chicago (hereafter MPP)
will be, as in the preceding sentence, in parenthesis in the text in foreshortened form.

12 Edward Pols, in a late May, 1970 letter to W. McNeil Lowry, Vice President and Director of
the Ford Foundation’s Division of Humanities and Arts, wrote that he had “felt obliged to
resign entirely from the group [SGUK] as of March 25, 1970 and that in fact he had “not
been a member of the Steering Committee since the spring of 1969” (Pols to Lowry, 29 May
1970). Lowry responded to Pols noting, “I remember you very well and the importance
Sigmund Koch attached to your interest in the Polanyi project.” (Lowry to Pols, 5 June 1970).
These letters are included in archival materials of Ford Foundation Grant 6700128.
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This essay provides an historically-oriented account of the SGFCU
project which sponsored the Bowdoin conferences of 1965 and 1966; it
concludes with exposition and analysis of some major Polanyian themes of
these important meetings. Those with interests in the development and
promulgation of Polanyi’s philosophical ideas will find materials in our
discussion that are not well covered elsewhere in the Polanyi literature. But
we hope also that our account will be worth review by those with more
general interest in the intellectual history of the last decades of the twentieth
century. The SGFCU project is, of course, not altogether separable from the
succeeding SGUK project which Ford also funded, and which clearly grew
out of the earlier SGFCU project. However, as a practical matter, the focus
here is on the SGFCU; perhaps a follow-up essay will treat Polanyi’s limited

but important participation in the SGUK project.

I1. The Deep Background of the SGFCU Program of the Mid-Sixties

In the forties and early fifties, Michael Polanyi made the shift from doing
research in chemistry to work on his “fiduciary” philosophy in his Gifford
Lectures. This was followed by six years of work on his magnum opus
Personal Knowledge (Polanyi, 1958/1964, hereafter PK) based on his 1951
and 1952 Gifford Lectures. In 1948, soon after Polanyi received the invitation
to give the Gifford Lectures, Polanyi exchanged his chair in Chemistry for a
position as Professor of Social Studies (with the help of colleagues and
university administrators) in order to work on his upcoming lectures (Scott
and Moleski, 2005, 204). Polanyi had by this time, already been lecturing and
writing on topics in economics and social and political philosophy for more
than a decade. In the forties and early fifties, Polanyi had the good fortune to

become involved in several different intellectual discussion groups which
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examined and debated pressing issues of the day. Two groups especially
important for Polanyi were the Moot (and successor Moot-like discussion
groups) organized by the ecumenical religious leader J. H. Oldham and the
Congress for Cultural Freedom.'® Although these groups were quite different,
each sponsored discussion-oriented programs in which Polanyi became deeply
engaged. Discussions in these groups helped shape Polanyi’s ideas; Polanyi
often made presentations (which became later publications) that were the
focus of attention of other intellectuals. Further, Polanyi’s involvement in
these groups shaped Polanyi’s ideas about the importance of carefully
organized discussion among informed and thoughtful intellectuals. Polanyi
came to see such discussion groups as a catalyst to initiate cultural change.
Here we sketch only a few historical details about the Moot and the Congress
for Cultural Freedom and the contours of Polanyi’s participation; his

experience is clearly a prelude for the Ford Foundation project of the mid-

13 The Mont Pelerin Society, organized by F. H. Hayek, is another important discussion group
that Polanyi participated in from its inception in 1947. Many of its original members, like
Polanyi, also participated in the 1938 “Good Society” Conference (inspired by Lippman’s The
Good Society) in Paris where Polanyi apparently met Hayek and showed an early version of
his economics education film “Unemployment and Money.” The Mont Pélerin Society
brought together for discussion intellectuals who were interested in restoring liberalism in
post-World War |1 societies. According to the Mont Pélerin Society meeting programs
(http://www.liberaalarchief.be/MPS2005.pdf accessed August 15, 2016), Polanyi seems to

have played an active role in the first April 1-10, 1947 meeting. He is occasionally thereafter
listed in the programs (e.g., the Venice meeting of September 6-11, 1954), but Polanyi
apparently attended a number of meetings in the Society’s early years. The Polanyi-Hayek
letters mention Mont Pélerin meetings and it is clear that Polanyi at times does not think his
brand of liberalism fits into the Society’s mainstream. Hayek, however, encouraged Polanyi
not to resign from the Society, although at some point Polanyi apparently either does resign or
simply drops out (see the discussion in Jacobs and Mullins, 2016). As Polanyi became
involved with Congress for Cultural Freedom programs (beginning in 1953), he seems to have

participated in fewer Mont Pélerin Society meetings.
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sixties and in fact Polanyi was in 1963 and 1964 working with the Congress
for Cultural Freedom on what became the 1965 Ford-funded SGFCU project.

A. The Moot

Polanyi was invited by J. H. Oldham, convener of the Moot, to be a guest at
the Moot’s June, 1944 meeting (Mullins, 1997). The Moot was a discussion
group that Oldham formed just before the outbreak of World War Il and it
included a small but prestigious set of literary and religious intellectuals who
were Oldham’s friends, including Karl Mannheim, T. S. Eliot, Walter
Moberly, John Middleton Murry, H. A. Hodges, John Ballie, and Hector
Heatherington. Oldham himself was a politically active and well-connected
intellectual who had been significantly involved in international ecumenical
and political affairs from before World War 1. Oldham set up the Moot in
1938 and it met once or twice each year in a retreat setting for a long weekend
of vigorous discussion of pre-circulated papers on an announced topic for the
meeting. Discussion topics varied, but Keith Clements captures the general
orientation when he says that the Moot discussed, during and after the war,
“the nature of modern society, the relationship between social planning and
freedom, and the role of religiously-based values in shaping society”
(Clements, 2010, 1). Meetings rarely included more than a dozen participants
(members and guests); not only were papers pre-circulated, but the discussion
of material was very carefully planned and conducted since Oldham was deaf.
He used a horn-like hearing aid and moved around among speakers to follow
the discussion.

An almost verbatim set of minutes for the first twenty Moot meetings
has recently been published (Clements, 2010). These show that Polanyi was
quite outspoken at his first meeting in 1944 and challenged ideas about
science put forward by Karl Mannheim who was perhaps the central figure in

the Moot. Subsequently, Polanyi was invited back to a late 1944 Moot
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meeting and provided a response (along with Mannheim) to a paper by T.S.
Eliot as well as a paper of his own, “Scientific Materialism and the Modern
Crisis.”'* Polanyi became a regular Moot participant thereafter. Karl
Mannheim unexpectedly died in early 1947 and Oldham then officially
disbanded the Moot, but less than a year later he put together the first of a set
of Moot-like discussion groups (which included some original Moot
members) and Polanyi was involved in many of these meetings for more than
a decade. Clements suggests that after Mannheim’s death Polanyi’s writing,
particularly about science, frequently became a topic for meetings (Clements,
2010, 17). In 1962, Polanyi acknowledged to Richard Gelwick that Oldham
and his circle influenced the development of his ideas more than anything

except his experience as a research scientist (Gelwick, 1962, p. 11, note 8).%°

14Eliot’s paper, “On the Place and Function of the Clerisy,” and Mannheim and Polanyi’s
responses as well as a discussion of this material can be found in Jacobs and Mullins, 2006.
Polanyi’s response which emphasized the importance of tradition and the clerisy (i.e., the
intellectual elite or vanguard) in science is particularly interesting. “Scientific Materialism
and the Modern Crisis” is the title Polanyi gave to Oldham in his 16 November 1944 letter
(Box15, Folder 4, MPP) but a later Oldham postcard dated 30 November 1944 (Box15, Folder
4, MPP) gives the title as “Science and the Modern Crisis.” This Moot paper was likely
Polanyi’s lecture “Science and the Modern Crisis” delivered 14 November 1944 as one
component of a Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society program, “Science, the
Universities and the Modern Crisis,” with several lectures and comments covering two
meetings. Polanyi’s 1944 lecture was published in 1945 in Memoirs and Proceedings of the
Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society (Polanyi, 1945) and is one of his first essays
sketching in broad terms his critique of modernity. See the discussion below concerning the
use made of Polanyi’s macroscopic cultural analysis in the SGFCU proposal.

15 Fitting with Polanyi’s remark to Gelwick, is Clements’ comment that after Mannheim’s
death, Oldham’s discussion groups reflect “the decease of Mannheim and the advent of
Polanyi” (Clements, 2010, 17). Oldham was one of the five readers of the draft of PK; his
incisive criticisms were much appreciated by Polanyi and led him to re-write the final chapter
of PK. See Mullins, 1997 for discussion. Polanyi’s 1958 Lindsay Memorial Lectures were
published as The Study of Man (Polanyi, 1959b) and this book is dedicated to Oldham.
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B. The Congress of Cultural Freedom (CCF)

Michael Polanyi had a long history of involvement with the CCF and that
experience contributed even more directly than his participation in Oldham’s
groups to the shaping of the 1965 and 1966 SGFCU Bowdoin conferences
funded by the Ford Foundation. Although many who are interested in
Polanyi’s thought seem largely unaware of this, there is a clear overlap
between Polanyi’s political engagements in the fifties and sixties and his
philosophical writing.

The Polanyi biography (Scott and Moleski, 2005, 222-234) and Nye’s
Michael Polanyi and his Generation (Nye, 2011, 210-213) treat Polanyi’s
involvement with the CCF, but other scholarship has more broadly discussed
the CCF and Polanyi’s involvement with the CCF.1® The CCF first emerged in
the early phase of the Cold War and, speaking very generally, the CCF was an
organization that gathered and mobilized Left-inclined intellectuals after
World War 1l who were critical of Stalinism and Marxist ideas and
experiments. The CCF was a counter to the Soviet effort to influence
intellectuals to support the Soviet Union and the communist movement; the
CCF was something like a covert cultural arm of US and other Western
nations’ foreign policy.

Polanyi was a natural fit for CCF programs because he was early
critical of the Soviet Union and opposed “planned” science. He was a

prominent leader in the Society for Freedom in Science in the UK. He

16 Nye’s concise discussion (2011, 210-213) also very helpfully integrates Polanyi’s
involvement in the Society for Freedom of Science and his work on the Lysenko affair. The
discussion here draws rather freely from Scott and Moleski and Nye. For a broader discussion
of the CCF, see Saunders, 1999, and Coleman, 1989. Coleman, 2006 is an article published in

Polanyiana (https://polanyiana.org/volumes/11 accessed January 10, 2020) which summarizes

many points in his book and focuses on Polanyi’s involvement in the CCF.
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publicized Soviet persecution of scientists, plus some of his friends (e.g.,
Koestler and Shils) were affiliated with the CCF in its earliest days. In the
mid-sixties, the US CIA funding of the CCF programs was publicized and
became a matter of public controversy (see the April 27, 1967 “New York
Review of Books”). Some, by the early sixties, suspected there was
governmental funding supporting anti-communist endeavors such as the CCF
projects (Nye, 2011, 212) , but this did not blow up until the mid-sixties as the
covert role of the CIA in various programs and controversies became a matter
of public interest.

Polanyi first became involved with the CCF in 1953. Alex Weissberg,
a physicist and former spouse of Polanyi’s niece who was incarcerated in the
Soviet Union, persuaded Polanyi to chair a committee on science and freedom
which would be a part of a CCF conference on free inquiry in the face of
communism. Polanyi added to the original committee of Weissberg and
Nicolas Nabokov (Secretary-General of the CCF) a prestigious set of
scientists, including three Nobel Laureates (Scott and Moleski, 2005, 222). In
his early work with the CCF, Polanyi became acquainted with Mike Josselson
who headed the Paris office of the CCF and eventually became the chief
figure working with people like Polanyi to set up CCF programs.

The CCF-sponsored Conference on Freedom in Science in Hamburg,
Germany, held July 24-26, 1953, was co-chaired by Polanyi and attended by
119 scientists (Nye, 2011, 211); theconference had 5 sessions with 20 papers
and 12 plenary speeches (Scott and Moleski, 2005, 223). Polanyi delivered a
keynote address and concluding remarks, and both were later published in the
1955 proceedings volume (Polanyi, 1955a and 1955b), with Polanyi’s
concluding remarks serving as the volume’s preface (Scott and Moleski, 2005,
223). The keynote, “Pure and Applied Science and Their Appropriate Forms
of Organization,” also was published soon after the conference in December

1953 as an occasional paper in the Publications of the Society for Freedom in
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Science (Polanyi, 1953). A revised form was published in 1956 in Dialectica
(Polanyi, 1956), and the Dialectica version, according to the PK
Acknowledgements (PK, 1964, xvi), was used in Chapter 6 of PK. As this
instance illustrates, Polanyi republished, sometimes in revised versions
combined with other material, things that he originally prepared for CCF
events.A number of Polanyi’s non-scientific publications from 1953 to 1968
originated as papers or speeches presented in CCF programs and appeared in
journals or volumes subsidized by the CCF.

In July, 1954, Polanyi became the chair of a permanent Committee for
Science and Freedom of the CCF. This committee became a CCF working
group of 15 with 17 permanent honorary sponsors (Scott and Moleski, 2005,
225). Soon after Polanyi became chair, The Bulletin of the Committee on
Science and Freedom and Special Supplements began to be published in
Manchester and this journal survived as a CCF publication until it is was
replaced in 1961 by Minerva, which was edited by Polanyi’s friend, Edward
Shils. Coleman (1989, 98) suggests The Bulletin was edited by Polanyi’s son
George and his wife Priscilla with supervision by Michael Polanyi. Scott and
Moleski (2005, 225) report that Polanyi arranged for a $12,000 Rockefeller
Foundation grant to support the work of his committee and publish The
Bulletin and Supplements.t’

The CCF in Sept. 1955 sponsored, in Milan, Italy, The International
Congress of the Future of Freedom, a large week-long conference of 150
intellectuals (Coleman, 1989, 109, Scott and Moleski, 2005, 227). The Milan

conference had as its focus the emerging economic order, and a second theme

17 Contrary to Scott and Moleski’s account, Nye reports that Polanyi applied for a three-year
$30,000 grant but the Rockefeller Foundation (in part because of the involvement of George
and Priscilla Polanyi) was hesitant to provide funding and in June, 1957 Polanyi finally
withdrew the funding request (Nye, 2011, 212). See especially Nye’s documentation in note
125 which draws on archival material of the Rockefeller Foundation (Nye, 2011, 341).
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that Polanyi emphasized, the false dichotomy between socialism and
capitalism, was important. Also a theme was carried over from Hamburg,
creating a worldwide intellectual community akin to the global scientific
community (Coleman, 1989, 109-111). Polanyi’s CCF Committee put the
Milan conference together and Polanyi gave the opening address “The Age of
Discovery” which was published in March, 1956 in The Twentieth Century, a
CCF subsidized journal (Polanyi, 1956a). Scott and Moleski (2005, 227)
quote from Polanyi’s unpublished concluding talk.'® Polanyi spent a week in
the summer of 1956 working at the offices of the Congress, setting up
international study groups to discuss academic freedom and responsibility
(Scott and Moleski, 2005, 228). After the Hungarian Revolution in 1956,
Polanyi organized a November 19, 1956 Hamburg meeting of the CCF to
assist Hungarian refugees. This involved getting together a petition, signed by
1200 people, asking the Soviets and the Hungarian government to restore
intellectual freedom in Hungary (Scott and Moleski, 2005, 228).

As the above suggests, some of Polanyi’s CCF work involved
organizing large conferences, but some of his CCF work, particularly after the
Milan conference, involved setting up and participating in smaller study
groups and seminars focusing on particular topics. Coleman (1989, 112)
contends that the CCF, after the Milan conference, decided large conferences
were not the best way to explore issues and therefore moved to sponsoring
smaller seminars. Polanyi was chair of the CCF Seminar Planning Committee
and the Ford Foundation funded a program of smaller seminars. In May, 1958,
Polanyi spent time in Tunis as Chair of the CCF Science and Freedom

Committee working on a study group (Scott and Moleski, 2005, 233) and in

18 Polanyi’s unpublished concluding address, “The Strategy of Freedom” (Polanyi, 1956¢) is
included in Collected Articles and Papers of Michael Polanyi, compiled by Richard L.
Gelwick, (originally a microfilm collection) which is available in the Polanyi Society web

material (http://www.polanyisociety.org/Glwk-micro/Gelwick-microfilm.htm).
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Paris in the summer of 1958 preparing for CCF seminars (Scott and Moleski,
2005, 234). He was involved in CCF seminars in 1958 in Athens and Rhodes
(“Tradition and Change—Problems of Progress, Representative Government
and Public Liberties in New States”) and in Tunis (“Freedom and
Responsibility: The Role of the Scholar in Society”) and in these groups he
presented papers. (Scott and Moleski, 2005, 234-235). Much of Polanyi’s
world travel in the fifties and sixties was for CCF-related work.

Polanyi took important leadership roles in the CCF and he was in fact
a member of the governing board of the CCF in 1967 at the time that the
revelations of CIA funding of CCF led Mike Josselson to offer his resignation.
Scott and Moleski (2005, 267-268) report that Polanyi seemed not to
understand that Josselson’s role as an agent of a covert governmental agency
from whom he acquired CCF funding undercut the ideals of freedom which
Polanyi and the CCF promoted. Polanyi was intensely loyal to Josselson who
was his friend of many years. In the Michael Polanyi Papers, there is a blunt 9
May 1967 letter (Box 6, Folder 10, MPP) addressed to Raymond Aron (who

was also on the CCF governing board) asking for his support of Josselson:

How is it that we are sitting in judgment today over Mike
Josselson, for whose work during fifteen years we had a
profound, steadily deepening admiration?  That we are
considering whether or not to cast him out from the service of
the organization, which his great gifts and devotion has
created? . . . | fervently hope that we shall all remain united as
old friends, with Mike among us and will be saved from the
shame of lending a hand in the destruction of his great work. It

will be another darkness at noon if we do so.

The letter indicated Polanyi would resign his position if Josselson were fired.

Polanyi was one of the few governing board members who voted against
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accepting Josselson’s resignation. In October 1967, he resigned from the CCF
board (see also Coleman, 1989, 219-234).

Insofar as many of the CCF programs Polanyi worked on were
academic seminars, study groups and conferences, Polanyi’s CCF work, like
his involvement in the Moot, helped provide the model for the 1965 and 1966
Ford-funded Bowdoin conferences. It seems likely that Polanyi’s work in
organizing smaller gatherings of intellectuals after the Milan conferences was
particularly important. Like the earlier Moot and CCF discussion-oriented
groups, the Bowdoin conferences put together a carefully selected
interdisciplinary group of intellectuals who prepared and pre-circulated
materials which were used to focus discussion on a topic.

However, Polanyi’s CCF involvement in the mid-sixties was also linked rather
directly to the Ford funded SGFCU project. Even before the early stages of his
work with the Ford Foundation, Polanyi was working with Josselson and the
CCF to formulate and fund a project, which eventually seems to have
morphed into the Ford-funded SGFCU project. Scott and Moleski report that
Polanyi and Koestler met in London in November, 1963 to discuss putting
together an anthology “from a like-minded group” drawing on diverse areas of
scholarship “to show the unity of knowing in various fields”(Scott and
Moleski, 2005, 258). In the summer of 1964, at the same time that Polanyi
was beginning to work with Grene and Sigmund Koch to formulate a Ford
project (see the discussion below), Polanyi suggested to Koestler that they ask
the CCF “to support a seminar” to bring a group together “to spell out the
aims of the movement under the title ‘Man the Center’ which later changed to

the ‘Unity of Culture>” (Scott and Moleski, 2005, 258).%° Through a seminar,

19 Scott and Moleski’s account here often is quoting June and August Polanyi letters to
Koestler that are on an Edinburgh University Library microfilm (322, notes 45 and 46). The
CCF connections with the early discussion of the SGFCU project are clear from numerous

references to Josselsen and the CCF in 1964 letters, some of which are cited below.
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Polanyi apparently hoped to articulate the central ideas of his book project
which had a general aim of criticizing scientism and presenting a unifying
vision of humanity.?

In the last half of 1964 as the planning for the SGFCU Ford proposal
to fund an interdisciplinary conference begins in earnest (discussed below),
Polanyi’s correspondence makes clear that he hoped to use CCF resources to
jump start the work on the August, 1965 conference, which he anticipated
Ford would eventually fund early in 1965. Polanyi’s 15 July 1964 letter to
Koch says, “The Congress for Cultural Freedom may be ready to finance such
a venture (out of its Ford grant)” and he goes on to say that the CCF
Secretariat could consider the matter in October. But Ford Foundation
officials, as discussion below makes clear, in the fall of 1964 strictly

prohibited any cooperation with the CCF on the SGFCU project.

I11. Polanyi’s 1964 Duke Residency and Six Months Following

Polanyi spent the spring semester of 1964 in residence at Duke University as
James B. Duke Distinguished Professor in the Department of Religion. He
gave a set of lectures known as the Duke Lectures in February and March
which were never published (due to a publishers’ dispute) but are an expanded
series akin to the 1962 Terry Lectures which in revised form were published in
1966 as The Tacit Dimension (Polanyi, 1966c¢, hereafter TD; see discussion in
Mead, 2010; Mullins, 2010). Reports indicate that Polanyi very much enjoyed
his time at Duke and was well received. His lectures were attended by large

20 Although details in Scott and Moleski are sketchy, the biography suggests Polanyi was not
only in 1963 and 1964 talking and corresponding about a future project with Koestler and
Mike Josselson (of the CCF) but also Edward Shils and Irving Kristol (Scott and Moleski,
2005, 258). Late in the same period Polanyi was talking to and corresponding with Marjorie
Grene and Sigmund Koch and beginning to formulate the SGFCU proposal (see the

discussion below).
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crowds and Polanyi had an opportunity to discuss his ideas the day following
the lecture with his audiences, which included students and Duke faculty.?
Both before and during his time at Duke, Polanyi apparently began to
formulate ideas for the project that eventually became the Ford Foundation-
funded SGFCU. Polanyi was in this period talking to Koestler and Josselson
about a project which the CCF might sponsor and fund, but he apparently was
also talking to at least some Duke faculty, including, most importantly,
Sigmund Koch, the long-term Duke psychology professor who Polanyi came
to know prior to his Duke residency, according to Polanyi’s 28 March, 1966
letter to Koch (a later letter included in Ford Grant 6500113 correspondence).
Because Koch left Duke to become the Director of Humanities and Arts
program at the Ford Foundation in October, 1964, the Ford Foundation
preserved Koch-Polanyi letters from the late spring of 1964 (i.e., from very
soon after Polanyi left Duke); although some of these letters were written
before Koch officially moved to Ford, many are concerned with “the Polanyi
project” which Ford funded in January 1965, a few months after Koch

officially became a program director at Ford.

A. The Polanyi-Koch-Grene Correspondence

The Koch-Polanyi correspondence suggests a number of interesting things. (1)

Polanyi and Koch seem to have become close friends in the period that

2L The unpublished Duke Lectures are posted on the Polanyi Sociey web site at

http://www.polanyisociety.org/essays.htm. See Scott and Moleski, 2005, 254-261 for general

comments on Polanyi’s Duke residency and the months after in which the SGFCU project
comes together. The biography synthesizes several things. See also Breytspraak and Mullins,
2015 (http://polanyisociety.org/ TAD%20WEB%20ARCHIVE/TAD42-
1/Breytspraak&Mullins-TAD42-1-pg18-33.pdf accessed August 15, 2016) and Mullins’
introduction to the Duke Lectures (http://polanyisociety.org/Duke-intro.htm accessed August
15, 2016).

39


http://www.polanyisociety.org/essays.htm
http://polanyisociety.org/TAD%20WEB%20ARCHIVE/TAD42-1/Breytspraak&Mullins-TAD42-1-pg18-33.pdf
http://polanyisociety.org/TAD%20WEB%20ARCHIVE/TAD42-1/Breytspraak&Mullins-TAD42-1-pg18-33.pdf
http://polanyisociety.org/Duke-intro.htm

Polanyiana 2017 (26) 1-2.

Polanyi was at Duke and Polanyi began writing Koch very soon after his
return to UK after his Duke semester (14 June 1964 is the date of the first
letter). (2) Polanyi apparently learned at some point in his semester at Duke
that Koch would move to the Ford Foundation in the fall. A late June letter
from Koch to Polanyi (30 June 1964) suggested “early October” was to be the
time of Koch’s move and a later letter (18 July 1964) confirmed 1
October1964. (3) Koch was a philosophically-minded psychologist enamored
with Polanyi philosophical views. Koch and Polanyi came, in the summer of
1964, to share enthusiasm for Merleau-Ponty’s ideas (and the kinship of
Polanyi and Merleau-Ponty’s ideas) and Marjorie Grene was clearly the figure
who was encouraging this common interest. (4) Koch heard about Marjorie
Grene from Polanyi while at Duke and he began to correspond with her in the
summer of 1964 as Grene begins to take a role in shaping a proposal for a
Ford Foundation grant to fund an interdisciplinary conference.?

The letters of Polanyi, Koch and Grene imply that perhaps during
Polanyi’s residency at Duke there were conversations between Polanyi and
Koch about a possible Ford funded discussion-centered project bringing
together a small group of like-minded intellectuals, a project which would be
grounded in Polanyi’s cultural criticism and his constructive philosophical
ideas about how to realign Western culture. Polanyi’s earliest Ford archival
letter to Koch clearly identifying his interest in this sort of project is 15 July
1964 and his letter is written apparently soon after conferring with Josselson,
about a project. Perhaps Polanyi’s discussion with Josselson inspired Polanyi
to think in large scale terms of a “movement.” Polanyi implies that the yet
amorphous project—Polanyi dubbed it “so as to give it a handle—*‘the Unity

of Culture movement’”—was, at least in part, to be launched through the

22 In Koch’s initial response (16 August 1964) to his first letter from Grene, he comments,
“Your name was a household word here in Durham last year. You are obviously a constant,

luminous presence in Dr. Polanyi’s mental field: he quotes you for authority at every turn.”
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Congress for Cultural Freedom:

| have talked at some length with Mike Josselson (Secretary of
the Executive Cttee of the Congress for Cultural Freedom)
about developing some program for studying the cultural
problems | mentioned in my last letter. We decided that it
would be best to consolidate our ideas in terms of the persons
and books one would consider to pool in this movement. |
think we shall call it—so as to give it a handle—"“the Unity of
Culture movement.” This name should cover in the first place
the unity of culture menaced by the abdication of philosophy
and the wilderness of scientistic incursions in the humanities.
Cultural coherence is menaced also by the progressive
atomization of universities, which makes the best of them most
incapable of dealing with broader vital issues. There is also the
cultural split between the Continent and Anglo-America,
closely connected with the scientistic blight leading either to
existentialist absurdities or positivist paralysis. Last not least,
there are the great cultural divisions of the Iron Curtain and
between the white haves and the coloured have-nots (15 July
1964).

Polanyi then notes that he is “inclined to regard all these divisions as a single
cultural crisis, due to the self-destructive tendencies of Enlightenment. We
must get back to it now in a stabilized form.” The “cultural crisis” that
Polanyi identifies here (excepting the problem of race) is something he has
been commenting on in more or less the same terms since the mid-forties.
That is, rooting the crisis in the “self-destructive tendencies of Enlightenment”

but recommending a return to the Enlightenment “in a stabilized form” is a
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standard diagnosis and prescription and an architectonic in Polanyi’s thought

from the forties forward.?

Much of the early correspondence between Polanyi, Koch and Grene is
preoccupied with the matter of selecting a concise name for the project that
appropriately summarizes the project’s goals. There is an array of suggestions
and some of the discussion mentions other discussion-oriented groups named
for places they met or other things (e.g., Mont Pélerin, Eranos). As planning
became more concrete, questions about a name were supplanted by pressing
questions about who should be invited to the project-sponsored conference.
Lists were drafted and particular intellectuals and their fittingness were at
times debated. Polanyi reports in one letter to Koch (10 August 1964) that
Grene has gone to Basel to visit Adolph Portman and ask for suggestions.

What is quite clear in Koch’s summer letters to Polanyi is his support
for this emerging project which he directly links to Polanyi’s philosophical
ideas: “Naturally, I could not be more sympathetic to the ‘movement,” the
objectives of which you have described with so remarkable a combination of
comprehensiveness, salience, and Madison Avenue ‘zing’”’(18 July 1964).
Koch proposed “the hope that the [project] meetings not be oriented merely
towards the discovery of a common platform, but that they also serve as both
springboard and sounding board for a continuing tradition of research.” He
noted the project reminded him of earlier discussions with Polanyi about a

“research institute” and that Polanyi can count on his support:

23 See, for example, the last paragraph in “Two Cultures,” a 1959 essay published in
Encounter (Polanyi, 1959a), a CCF subsidized journal. But you can see a similar cultural
analysis in Polanyi’s 1945 “Science and the Modern Crisis” referenced above (see note 7),
which was apparently the paper Polanyi discussed in the Moot and told Oldham was titled
“Science, Materialism and the Modern Crisis. Elsewhere (Breytspraak and Mullins, 2015, 18)
we have referred to this broad cultural diagnosis and prescription with a shorthand term,

Polanyi’s “grand program.”
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I am beginning to see the movement you propose as a possible
point of departure for such enterprises as the type of “unity of
knowledge” research institute that we once discussed. In any
event, the immediate plans are exciting and you may count on

me to do everything within my power to help (18 July 1964).%

W. McNeil Lowry, Koch’s predecessor at Ford who became Vice President, is
also in the loop and, like Koch, is very favorably disposed toward the

emerging proposal. In an August letter to Polanyi, Koch says,

Lowry, may | add, is sharply apprised of my regard for you and
is utterly sympathetic towards considering all schemes, plots,
intrigues, etc., that you may wish to suggest. | mentioned that |
was anticipating a visit from you...and Mr. Lowry is eager to

make your acquaintance at that time (16 August 1964).

Grene began her correspondence with Koch on 1 August 1964 and her
first letter advised him she had recently been in Oxford “to talk with Polanyi
about his ‘Unity of X?’ idea (I agree with your aversion to ‘Culture’ but
confess also that ‘knowledge’ isn’t quite right either).” Also in early August,
1964, Grene corresponded with Polanyi about his “Unity of X? idea” and
other matters related to putting together what became the SGFCU project.?®

24 Koch repeatedly refers to the emerging project as the “Movement.” He ends his 16 August
letter to Grene saying “may you and the ‘Movement’ prosper.” In his 16 August 1964 letter to
Polanyi he notes “It was so good to hear from you and to learn that progress is being made

999

towards the ‘Movememt.”” Other interesting terms include the “underground” and the
“subversives.”

%5 Grene to Polanyi, 8 August, Box 16, Folder 8, MPP. This letter which Grene wrote to
Polanyi from Basel does not identify the year (and thus is in the undated Grene-Polanyi
correspondence folder) but it is clearly a 1964 letter since much of the content of the latter is

concerned with matters relevant to the emerging SGFCU project.
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By the early fall, Grene began concisely to formulate the central ideas which
eventually were used as the framework for a funding proposal aimed at

convening a conference or a series of such meetings:

We are concerned with two main problems of our cultures: the
alienation of men both from their intellectual and “spiritual” (?)
traditions and from the natural world; and the fragmentation,
not only of branches of scientific knowledge, but of the kinds
of human activities. Those problems, though urgent practically
as well as theoretically, have conceptual roots: in the influence
of Cartesianism and its offshoot mechanism, in the prevalence
of a misguided conception of “scientific method”; and they
demand deep-seated philosophical reform if they are to be
successfully met (13 October 1964).%°

She says further

a scattering of people, starting from varied disciplines, have
been trying for years to wrestle with these problems. Some of
them seem to be hamstrung by their unknowing acceptance of
the premises which originally led to the present situation;
others in widely separated places and fields have begun to
formulate new premises which promise more adequate
handling of the problems in question. It looks at present as if
the latter are producing work that converges on the kind of
conceptual reform that is needed, and at this juncture it could
be both encouraging and useful for them to have some regular
mode of communication and contact with one another’s work.

What we are all after, | suppose, is what is called on the

% This Grene letter to Polanyi is in the Ford correspondence thus Koch received a copy.
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continent “philosophical anthropology”: a renewed inquiry into
the nature of man and experiences which will provide an
adequate foundation for the methodology of both the sciences
and the humanities. The question at the moment is: how best to
go about furthering this aim in the present situation (13
October 1964).

Rather than focusing on setting up a mailing list and putting together a

bibliography, Grene favored organizing an annual meeting:

We could hold a meeting of not more than thirty people who
would discuss—with opening papers or symposia—a Stated
subject relevant to the central problem. When | talked to
Portmann about the project, he declared himself in favour of
such a scheme, suggesting, however, that if we wanted to
produce some actual work in collaboration this would be too
many: not more than twelve would do. But he also thought
annual meetings of invited participants more promising than a
publication to be circulated among a larger group (13 October
1964).

What Grene outlined in her mid-October, 1964 letter became essentially a
roadmap for organizing the first Bowdoin conference and preparing the Ford

grant to support it.

B. Edward Pols, Bowdoin College and the Ford Proposal

In a midsummer letter to Koch (10 July 1964), Polanyi advised Koch that he
had been invited to visit Bowdoin College on 19 October 1964, He suggested
that he hoped to meet Koch in New York soon thereafter. Polanyi had
accepted an invitation from Eduard Pols, the chair of Bowdoin’s Philosophy

Department, to deliver a lecture, which he titled “On the Modern Mind,”
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celebrating the opening of the new Senior Center at Bowdoin. Pols had read
Personal Knowledge in 1963 and saw striking similarities with his own
philosophical ideas. He added a footnote to Polanyi to a book in press and sent
a copy of the book to Polanyi and later invited him to Bowdoin. In his visit,
Polanyi apparently found Pols very congenial and when he a month later read
Pols’ book he came to see Pols as a “Doppelginger.” 2’ Pols soon became a
collaborator on the emerging SGFCU project. The Bowdoin College President

James Coles was willing for Bowdoin to be the institutional sponsor for a

27 The discussion here draws on Scott and Moleski (2005, 257), but the Polanyi biography
itself draws on several sources, including William T. Scott’s much later interview with Pols
and some unavailable Polanyi letters to friends in which he mentions Pols. About Pols’
philosophical work, Polanyi says in a 6 November 1964 letter to Richard Gelwick, “. . . T had

a valuable experience reading at last the Recognition of Reason by Edward Pols, and meeting

the author . . . It is amazing [that] Pols has duplicated the fundamental ideas of Personal
Knowledge. His back-ground (sic) was entirely different than mine, with no science to speak
of and a great deal of philosophy | lack. His idiom is also quite different, yet everything he
says can be translated into my formulations.” This letter William T. Scott acquired from
Gelwick and Marty Moleski, S.J. provided a copy to the authors (e-mail to Mullins of 29
April 2013). The 1992 Scott draft of the biography chapter in which the discussion of Pols
appears indicates that Polanyi was so pleased with Pols that he invited Pols to “join him and
Marjorie Greene in arranging a ‘Study Group on Foundations of Cultural Unity’” (Chapter 23,
p. 56, Mullins personal copy). Interestingly, in our 27 May 2014 interview with George Gale
(who was a Grene graduate student hired in 1967 to be the administrator for the successor
Ford-funded SGUK project), he noted that Grene in fact did not think Pols was such an
insightful philosopher. Although correspondence suggests Polanyi pushed the case with Ford,
Grene was the force behind the scenes in moving the new large Ford grant made in 1967 for
the SGUK project from Bowdoin College to University of California, Davis, where Grene
was now a faculty member. As noted above (see note 5), Pols soon dropped out of the SGUK
project. While we have turned up no evidence of any connections between Pols and the CCF,
it is interesting to note that Pols served in military intelligence in World War Il and was
recalled to the Pentagon in the Korean Conflict. He may have had personal and political

connections with the CCF and/or with sympathizers at the Ford Foundation.
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Ford grant and Bowdoin’s new Senior Center seemed a suitable site for a
proposed August 1965 conference.

It is unclear if Polanyi met with Koch in New York in October or November
of 1964, but letters suggest the work of putting together a Ford proposal for a
meeting at Bowdoin went into high gear late in the fall; a meeting involving
Koch, Pols, Grene and Polanyi, presumably to iron out final plans, did occur
in early January 1965. James Coles, President of Bowdoin College, wrote to
Sigmund Koch as Director, Program in Humanities and Arts of the Ford
Foundation, a formal letter dated 18 January1965 officially applying for a
$25,000 grant “in support of an interdisciplinary meeting sponsored by the
‘Study Group on Foundations of Cultural Unity.”” Polanyi chaired the
organizing committee for the SGFCU, which also included Grene and Pols.
Coles said the members of the committee “share the belief that there is need
for a deep-seated philosophical reform—one that would radically alter
prevailing conceptions of the nature of knowledge, of creative achievement in
general, of the human agent that inquires and creates, and of the entire fabric
of culture formed by such activities.” By 21 January 1965, Polanyi was back
home in Oxford and wrote to Koch, “I would only like to know whether the
authorization for $25,000 has gone through.” On 26 January 1965, a mere
nine days after the proposal was officially submitted, Koch wrote to Polanyi
with unofficial notification that “the $25,000 grant for your ‘underground’
was approved.” Koch signed off, “needless to say, I am very pleased that the

enterprise is ‘on the rails.” I am sure it will prove successful.”

C. Ford Foundation Stipulations

Two further points regarding the process through which the SGFCU became a
Ford-funded “Polanyi project” are of interest. Although Coles’s 18 January
1965 letter to Ford emphasized the “need for a deep-seated philosophical
reform,” it is clear that Polanyi and Ford were interested in an

interdisciplinary project and not a project overloaded with professional
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philosophers. The goal was not to articulate a narrowly defined philosophical
system. One of the appendices of the proposal lists many scholars and artists
from a variety of areas who might be invited to the 1965 conference; the
proposal identifies a need for communication among those finally selected to
attend: “It would be both appropriate and strategic for Polanyi to be the focal
person in any venture that might try to bring about such communication,”
Lowry’s internal Ford review document of 18 January 1965 suggests. The
proposal emphasizes facilitating a “convergence” of ideas among those who
have provided critiques and alternatives to common problems and indeed
“convergence” is the key operative term in the proposal. Lowry’s 18 January
1965 memo, sent to more than twenty staff with the grant request, locates
Polanyi’s scholarship at the center of an interdisciplinary endeavor focusing
on convergence: Polanyi is “perhaps outstanding among the efforts of those
who have essayed reassessment of the nature of knowledge” and Personal
Knowledge “carries out what is perhaps the most incisive and comprehensive
critique of scientism in the history of thought; at the same time, he presents
the outline of a new and, in the opinion of some, fertile approach to the nature
of inquiry, knowledge and culture.” Going on to speak of others who have
independently made recent efforts to scrutinize the “texture of our culture,”
the internal review document states that “the time has for some years been
ripe for the establishment of closer communication among thinkers of this
cast” (Lowry, 18 January 1965). Polanyi’s philosophical perspective is praised
as strikingly insightful but it was also viewed as a catalyst.

Although in the Bowdoin conferences, Polanyi does sometimes seem
strongly to be promoting his own philosophical views, he seems quite wary of
much of the writing of professional philosophers and even to be hesitant about
too strongly promoting his own or Pols’ philosophical perspective. In the
planning stages for SGFCU he warns Pols in a letter that he and Pols

must not try to produce or even to pursue exclusively the
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outlines of a new philosophy. Only you and | have made this
attempt and | think we would reap resistance and confusion if
we tried to put it into the center of our discussion at the
meeting of our conference (5 December 1964).

In a 7 December 1964 letter to Koch in which Polanyi enclosed a provisional
outline of the 1965 conference program, he describes a gathering of persons
who have “trouble arising from their conflict with the predominant positivistic
mentality.” These persons will respond to each other and produce a “diagnosis
of our time,” but Polanyi clearly indicates he does not want too many
mainstream professional philosophers involved:

If you want to revolutionize philosophy, you have one set of

people who are dead against you, namely professional

philosophers. To suggest to them that they should write off

their professional work up to this day and learn to think in

different terms is surely dangerous. And even should they wish

to follow you they would find their minds full of complex

systems which would bar access to new ideas requiring a

different approach (7 December 1964).

The single glitch in the SGFCU planning and funding process was
concerned with whether the CCF could in any way support a Ford-funded
conference. Polanyi apparently was already (before the Ford proposal was
submitted) receiving some kind of CCF support for his secretary and he was
interested in having this secretary send out early invitations to the 1965
conference, that is, invitations mailed before Ford actually officially approved
the grant. Polanyi apparently wrote or met with W. McNeil Lowry who Koch
had assured Polanyi he thought would support “the Polanyi project.” Polanyi’s
9 November 1964 letter to Koch thus asked what
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Mr. Lowry thought of my request that your program should
cooperate with the Congress of C. F. [Cultural Freedom]. So far
it seems to me that | can save a great deal of time by working
through them and this is absolutely essential to me. Please let
me know what your Program can suggest to meet this need for

local cooperation with my friends here (9 November 1964).

Polanyi apparently believed the CCF and the Ford Foundation should at least
in its initial phase cooperate on this conference project, but Koch soon
emphasized that this was not possible. By December of 1964, Polanyi’s
involvement with the CCF had become problematic for Koch, possibly at
Lowry’s insistence. Ford appears to have been very interested in distancing a
program it was to support from any CCF connection.?® On 16 December 1964,
Koch wrote to Polanyi, “I must now reluctantly bring up a matter about which
I am somewhat disturbed.” Polanyi’s “reluctance to make a clean separation
between the organization we are planning and your affiliation with the CCF”
cannot continue if Polanyi wants Ford support:
I am sorry that you apparently find such a constraint uncongenial, but
it is an unalterable part of the framework in which I must operate...I
shall quite understand (and maintain the same high level of personal
sympathy with the “movement”) if you decide to form the organization

under their auspices rather than ours (16 December 1964).

28 It is worth noting that several years later, Polanyi wrote a letter to Shepard Stone (10 June
1969, Box7, Folder12, MPP), a former Ford Foundation officer who became President of
Association Internationale pour la Liberte de la Culture which was the Ford Foundation-
funded successor to the CCF, formed after the public exposure of CIA funding of CCF led to
its demise. Polanyi’s letter gives a bit of the history of the effort (as Polanyi construed it) to
fund the 1965 SGFCU. In his letter, Polanyi indicates that Lowry insisted that the CCF could
not be involved in funding the SGFCU project if Ford funded it. Polanyi claimed Lowry
vetoed CCF funding because he knew of the CIA CCF connection.

50



Polanyiana 2017 (26) 1-2.

Polanyi apparently got the message.

IV. The 1965 Bowdoin Conference

A. Organization

The interesting internal Ford Foundation document prepared by W.
McNeil Lowry evaluating the proposal (18 January 1965) emphasized that
while contemporaries like Snow, Bronowski and Barzum had been
commenting on “the science-humanities gap,” in fact what is needed is “not
merely a readjustment of science-humanities relations but an attempt to throw
the entire map of knowledge and inquiry into finer relief” (2). Polanyi’s
writing was regarded as providing a critical and a constructive perspective that
provided this “finer relief.” The Ford internal evaluation was, in sum, very
positive about the prospect of a conference bringing together “for discussion
some 30 people, all of whom are interested in . . . [this] type of philosophical
and conceptual reform” (3). The evaluation also recognized the experimental
nature of the project. The evaluation noted the list of prospects to attend
included many distinguished “senior participants” likely to accept an
invitation, but also several “promising younger scholars”(3). Appendix C of
the original proposal listed 53 names and some of these were intellectuals with
an international reputation, including M. H. Abrams, Rudolf Arnheim,
Raymond Aron, Leonard K. Nash, E. Panofsky, Adolf Portmann, I. A.
Richards, Paul Ricoeur, Israel Sheffler, Edward Shils, Erwin Strauss, Sir
Francis Walshe, Warren Weaver, C. V. Wedgwood, W. H. Auden, Henry
Cavell, Sir Kenneth Clark, Barry Commoner, Rene Dubos, Richard Ellman,
Eric Erikson, Ernest Gombrich, Gerald Holton, Roman Jakobson, Betrand
Jouvenel, and Arthur Koestler. A number of these people Polanyi knew in

other settings or were people with whom he had corresponded. The summary
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of the Ford staff discussion of the proposal suggests that if the first Bowdoin
conference is successful—a matter the Ford staff would need to scrutinize—
the organizing committee “might then consider applying for a larger grant
which would make possible similar conferences in the future.” It thus appears
that from the beginning, as some of the correspondence suggests, that Polanyi,
Grene and Pols (and likely Koch) projected—and the Ford Foundation
entertained—funding for at least several years an annual conference.

After Ford approved funding in January, 1965 for the August Bowdoin
conference, things shifted into high gear to implement the plan outlined in the
proposal. The SGFCU budget shows that $16,000 of the $25,000 was to be
allocated for travel expenses with the remainder being allocated for
accommodations, administration, and contingencies. This projection seems
more or less to have been followed. Eight of the 26 persons who attended in
1965 came from Europe. Of the 53 scholars and artists identified as prospects
to attend, 12 of the 26 who attended were on this prospects’ list. Those who
attended, as the proposal had projected, were an interdisciplinary group “from
the academy” coming from “the humanities, the arts and the sciences,” but
also including “practicing artists” from painting and literature (1965 Narrative
Report, 1). However, it is worth noting that perhaps as many as half of the
1965 conference participants were persons who already knew much about
Polanyi’s ideas and had worked closely with Polanyi (e.g., Eugene Wigner,
William T. Scott, Marjorie Grene, William Poteat, Elizabeth Sewall, John
Silber, Edward Pols, Sigmund Koch, Donald Weismann) and/or Grene (e.g.,

Charles Taylor, Erwin Strauss, Helmuth Plessner).?° Grene, Pols, Silber, Koch

29 Others Polanyi and/or Grene very likely were acquainted with and perhaps had
corresponded with (e.g., C. F. A. Pantin and M. R. A. Chance). A complete list of the
participants attending the 1965 and 1966 Bowdoin conferences appears at the beginning of the
selection of 1965 and 1966 conference materials, edited by Marjorie Grene, but belatedly

published in 1969 as The Anatomy of Knowledge, Papers Presented to the Study Group on
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and Poteat are all figures who were very familiar with Polanyi’s philosophical
perspective and who were involved in the 1966 conference also. As the
discussion above of correspondence shows, Grene, Pols and Koch are figures
who with Polanyi put together the SGFCU project. * William Poteat set up
Polanyi’s 1964 Duke residency and was also involved in planning the

Bowdoin conferences from the earliest stages.®

Foundations of Cultural Unity (Grene, 1969, xi-xii).

30 Silber was a University of Texas philosopher who later became a dean and hired Grene for a
temporary appointment, and also arranged for Polanyi to visit the University of Texas; he
became a member of the Steering Committee of the SGUK but eventually resigned from this
role.

31 Polanyi’s letter to Koch dated 15 July 1964 indicates he will consult Grene, Koestler, and
Poteat about possible participants in the 1965 meeting. Poteat was a member of the
intentionally small inner circle of those doing early planning. Poteat chaired a session of the
1965 Bowdoin conference on physics and reality which focused on a paper by Eugene
Wigner. He was an active discussant whose comments Grene included in the discussion
sections of the monograph Towards a Unity of Knowledge (Grene, 1969b) which she edited.
He prepared a background paper for the 1966 conference, “Myths, Stories, History and
Action” (Poteat, 1966) which is part of the Ford archival material (6500113). This paper
appears to be an early draft of his essay “Myths, Stories, History, Eschatology and Action:
Some Polanyian Meditations” (Poteat, 1968, 198-231), which is included in Intellect and
Hope: Essays in the Thought of Michael Polanyi (hereafter IH), a 1968 festschrift Poteat
edited with Thomas A. Langford. Most of the essays in this volume were written by persons
who attended or were invited (or were listed in Ford proposals as intended invitees) to either
the 1965 or 1966 Bowdoin conferences: Grene, Pols, Scott, Walshe, Aron, Najder, Weismann,
Polanyi, and Poteat. Until he withdrew from the project in a January 8, 1968 letter to Grene
(Box 16, Folder 2, MPP available in Mullins, 2010), Poteat was planning to be a co-editor
with Grene of what was first called “Collected Papers” (of Michael Polanyi) but eventually
became Knowing and Being: Essays by Michael Polanyi (Polanyi 1969, hereafter KB). Work
on KB occurred in roughly the same period that Grene was working on Towards a Unity of
Knowledge and The Anatomy of Knowledge, the Grene-edited publications of the 1965 and
1966 Bowdoin conferences, and Poteat was working on IH. Although we have no tangible

evidence of this, it is likely that Poteat and Grene discussed some issues about these several
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The program of the 1965 Bowdoin conference included 15 papers
presented in 10 sessions over six days. The 1965 Narrative Report indicates
most of the papers were circulated in advance, but a few were available when
participants arrived at Bowdoin. Authors simply summarized papers in
sessions and the summary was followed by one or two prepared comments
and then general discussion opened. Clearly, the emphasis was upon
discussion. In some cases, lively discussions were extended into another time
slot. The 1965 Narrative Report emphasizes that it was “agreed by all that the
discussions were extraordinarily fruitful, in that a great effort was made by all
to bring out the convergences that are so often hidden by the languages of the
several disciplines” (1).

The program, listing the session topics, paper authors and titles and
commenters, for the 1965 conference appears in the monograph Towards a
Unity of Knowledge (Grene, 1969b, 4-6) which Grene edited but which was

published three years later in 1969.%2 This is a volume that includes selected

publications. Poteat probably elected not to become involved in the SGUK project which was
proposed to the Ford Foundation soon after the 1966 conference. For a discussion of what
seems, in the late sixties and thereafter to be Poteat’s developing interests and his criticism of

Polanyi’s “grand program,” see Breytspraak and Mullins, 2015.

32 Towards a Unity of Knowledge (Grene, 1969b) both above and below is referred to as the
“monograph” because it was in fact an invited monograph in Psychological Issues, vol. vi, no.
2, monograph 22. George S. Klein attended the 1965 Bowdoin conference and he was the
editor of Psychological Issues; apparently, Klein offered Grene the option of publishing
conference materials in this irregular monograph series. A later report to the Ford Foundation
for the successor SGUK project (Narrative Report for Meetings March 1, 1968 through
February 28, 1969, p. 16, Grant 6700128) indicates the monograph was originally scheduled
for publication in 1967 but was delayed. It was in fact not published until 1969, the same year
as The Anatomy of Knowledge (Grene, 1969a) and Grene was forced to cut in half the length
of the originally submitted monograph material late in the publication process. Some of the

odd aspects of sections of Towards a Unity of Knowledge are likely the result of Grene’s

54



Polanyiana 2017 (26) 1-2.

papers from the 1965 conference (and there is some overlap of material with
The Anatomy of Knowledge) plus Grene’s edited sections of the discussions of
the 9 papers in the volume and her important editor’s introductions to the
volume as a whole and the four rubrics under which papers are grouped in the
volume. Below is a summary of what seem to have been important conference
issues and conclusions as these are reflected in the 1965 Narrative Report,
discussions in the monograph and other documents such as the Ford
comments on a proposal to extend the grant to cover the 1966 Bowdoin
Conference. Particularly we try to assess Polanyi’s role in the 1965

conference.

B. The 1965 Conference Issues and Conclusions

Polanyi’s paper “The Creative Imagination” was the focus of the 1965
Bowdoin Conference’s opening session dubbed the “Philosophical
Introduction.” The paper was an initial foray setting the general parameters for
the conference’s discussion. It succinctly presented Polanyi’s diagnosis of the
problems of contemporary culture as well as his prescription to reorient
contemporary culture by outlining and affirming his theory of tacit knowing.
As the 1965 Narrative Report summarizes, Polanyi’s paper argued, “scientism,
and the consequent reduction of man to an automaton, was the product of a
demand for totally explicit knowledge.” What Polanyi’s theory of tacit
knowing does is reveal a “common ‘from-to’ relation” through which “we can
see that all human achievements, from ordinary perception to scientific
discovery and artistic creation, share a common structure” (2).

Polanyi began drafting “The Creative Imagination” in January,
1965 and he mentions his paper in his correspondence with Koch (21 January

1965). He delivered a first version of the paper in May at the University of

forced late reduction of the size of the monograph, which she comments on in her Editor’s
Introduction (Grene, 1969b, 3-4).

55



Polanyiana 2017 (26) 1-2.

London and ““a thoroughly revised version” in late May at the University of
Notre Dame (Scott and Moleski, 2005, 259). Following the August 1965
Bowdoin conference, Polanyi presented a fall lecture series at Wesleyan
University where he was Senior Fellow at the Center for Advanced Study. A
version of “The Creative Imagination,” which differs a bit from that included
in Grene’s monograph, which is purportedly what Polanyi prepared for the
1965 Bowdoin conference, is the third of five lectures.®® Polanyi and Grene
likely thought of “The Creative Imagination” as a concise and effective
presentation of Polanyi’s critical and constructive philosophy. The essay was
not only published in Grene’s 1969 conference monograph, but was published,
probably with Grene’s approval and help, in the April 1966 issue of Chemical
and Engineering News (Polanyi, 1966a), in 1967 in Tri Quarterly (Polanyi,
1967a), and in 1968 in a German translation in Zeitschrift fur philosophische
Forschung (Polanyi, 1968b), as well as, after Polanyi’s death in the anthology
The Concept of Creativity in Science and Art (Polanyi, 1981).
Scott and Moleski (2005, 259) are certainly on target in suggesting,
in terms of the development of Polanyi’s philosophical ideas, that “The

Creative Imagination” is Polanyi’s first thematized exploration of the

3 The Wesleyan Lecture series (available at http://polanyisociety.org/essays.htm) was

originally to be 8 lectures but due to sickness, Polanyi cut it to 5 lectures with the following
titles: “Science and Reality,” “The Structure of Tacit Knowing,” “The Creative Imagination,”
“The Growth of Science in Society,” and “Levels of Reality.” The first two and the last two
lectures amplify what we above termed Polanyi’s cultural diagnosis and prescription.
Particularly some of the things Polanyi suggests in the first and last Wesleyan Lectures about
scientism’s destructive ontology and Polanyi’s alternative hierarchical ontology complement
points in “The Creative Imagination.” See Mullins’ discussion in “An Introduction to the
Wesleyan Lectures™ at

http://www.polanyisociety.org/WesleyanL ectures/WesleyanL ecturesintro.htm. Ontology and

“levels of reality”” are matters treated in the Bowdoin conference discussion of Polanyi’s paper

as well as other papers.
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importance of the imagination in his account of tacit knowing. Polanyi
outlines how in acts of discovery the imagination works with skillful
integrative powers guided by a sense of emerging coherence.®

Grene’s Toward a Unity of Knowledge includes not only a version
of “The Creative Imagination” but also 20 pages of edited discussion of
Polanyi’s paper. Some of Polanyi’s initial comments providing an overview
(for conference participants) of his paper emphasize that he has set forth
what he called the “grammar” (74) of tacit knowledge. He meant by this
that he set forth essentially what he had laid out in his Terry Lectures
(1962) his Duke Lectures (1964) and later in TD (1966) as the functional or

34 This essay cannot in detail chart the important developments in Polanyi’s late thought
which his engagement in SGFCU and SGUK programs brought. Nevertheless, as we note
below, Polanyi’s discussion of the importance of imagination in the 1965 Bowdoin conference
is a step on the way to his effort to analyze how imagination plays a special role in works of
art and, ultimately, in myth, ritual and religion. In a summer 1968 SGUK meeting, Polanyi
presented “What is a Painting?” and he made use of the ideas of M. H. Pirenne who made a
presentation at this first Bowdoin conference “about the philosophical applications of visual
perception” (1965 Narrative Report, 7), using slides of a baroque painting. Polanyi’s ideas
about painting later draw from this material. A Polanyi letter from October 1963 (Polanyi to
Coghill, 22 October 1963, Box 6, Folder 4, MPP) shows Polanyi was interested in some of
Pirenne’s work and its connection with his own ideas even before Pirenne came to be invited
to the 1965 Bowdoin conference to make a presentation. By 1969, Polanyi is working on his
Meaning material which grows out of his earlier work on imagination and painting; he
delivers lectures and holds classes on this material at the University of Chicago and the
University of Texas in 1969, 1970 and 1971. Eventually, parts of this material are pulled
together by Harry Prosch and published as Meaning, Polanyi’s last book, co-authored with
Prosch (Polanyi and Prosch, 1974). See Moleski and Mullins, 2005 for a discussion of
Prosch’s important role beginning in 1968 in working with the increasingly fragile Polanyi.
But the Meaning Lectures material does differ from the Polanyi and Prosch book Meaning.
The 1969 version of Polanyi’s Meaning Lectures was published in the 2006 English issue of

Polanyiana (https://polanyiana.org/volumes/11 accessed 10 January 2020).
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from-to relation of tacit knowing, the semantic aspect of tacit knowing
whereby meaning appears at the focus, and the phenomenal aspect of tacit
knowing whereby coherence is established in integration. Together these
relationships define a reality and Polanyi identified this as “the ontological
aspect of tacit relations” (73-74).

Some of the discussion of Polanyi’s paper in Grene’s monograph
focused in on particular aspects of his “grammar” of tacit knowing. There
was further probing of the nature of skills and their growth in life. There
was further exploration of the personal as fallible and as rooted in the
centrality of integration and commitment. Polanyi reiterated his distinction
between the subjective as merely passive and the personal. He emphasized
the rather limited way in which he uses the term “intuition” in connection
with fallible but generally reliable integrations of subsidiaries which
establish a bearing on reality which persons hold with universal intent.
Polanyi emphasized “a primacy of the normative over the descriptive” (84)
in human believing. But this does not mean opinions of others are not to be
considered: “we are 99% made up of what we learn and get from others”
(84).

The Narrative Report for the 1965 conference reports that Charles
Taylor asked about the relation of Polanyi’s account of tacit knowing and
the philosophy of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The report notes this was “one
of the important convergences the study group hoped to exhibit and
encourage—that between Polanyi’s philosophy of tacit knowing and the
European movements of existentialism and phenomenology” (2).

The Narrative Report also suggests that one of the issues that
played through the conference discussion (and first emerged in connection
with Pols’paper) was “the problem of relating levels of explanation to
levels of reality” (3). Also noted, in connection with the discussion of

Helmut Plessner’s paper on “the philosophical foundations of biology” (4)
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is a later conference discussion “devoted to the problem of levels of
existence, as presented by Professor Polanyi” (5). Towards a Unity of
Knowledge includes what purports to be a very long Polanyi discussion
comment, which in fact is an almost verbatim excerpt from Polanyi’s
recently written but yet unpublished 1965 essay “The Structure of
Consciousness,” an article in which he succinctly outlined his ideas about
boundary control and a hierarchical ontology.® This 6.5 page comment is
nowhere acknowledged as a version of Section 2 “Principles of Boundary
Control” and Section 3 “Application of These Principles to Mind and
Body” of Polanyi’s essay. But a comparison Polanyi’s discussion comment
in Toward a Unity of Knowledge (Grene, 1969b, 205-212) and the second
and third sections of the complete version of “The Structure of
Consciousness” included in The Anatomy of Knowledge (Grene, 1969a,
320-325) leaves little doubt.®®

3 Scott and Moleski (2005, 260-261) suggest that Polanyi was working on “The Structure of
Consciousness” in May 1965 and he likely had at least a draft in hand by the August 1965
Bowdoin conference. The essay was an invited contribution honoring Polanyi’s long-term
friend the neurologist Sir Francis Walsh (who was on the list of prospects for the 1965
conference and very likely was invited to the conference) and it was first published in a late
1965 issue of Brain (Polanyi,1965b). Grene included “The Structure of Consciousness” not
only in The Anatomy of Knowledge, but also in her edited volume of Polanyi essays, KB,
which she was working on in the same period she was working on Towards a Unity of
Knowledge and The Anatomy of Knowledge.

3% There are a few differences between the monograph discussion comment and the sections
of the full essay insofar as the discussion comment includes some references to the conference
context. Nevertheless, we speculate that Grene simply inserted the material from “The
Structure of Consciousness” into the monograph because she thought it was a concise and
relevant treatment of a topic important at the conference. As noted above, she unexpectedly
had to cut drastically, late in the publication process, the material in the monograph. She
perhaps got the idea from Polanyi himself about inserting sections of Polanyi’s essay into the
monograph. A Polanyi letter of August 1, 1966 to Grene (Box 16, Folder 1, MPP), written on
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Polanyi’s discussion comment setting forth his hierarchical
ontology, Grene notes in the monograph (Grene, 1969b, 112), is relevant to
M.R.A. Chance’s paper “Man in Biology” (Grene, 1969b, 177-193, which
Polanyi’s comment immediately follows). But she also links Polanyi’s
discussion comment to papers by Helmut Plessner (“A Newton of a Blade
of Grass?” [Grene, 1969b, 135-156]) and C.F.A. Pantin (“Organism and
Environment” [Grene, 1969b, 113-126]) in the same section of the
monograph (“Science and the Living Subject”) as well as a paper by
Eugene Wigner (“Epistemology of Quantum Mechanics—Its Appraisal and
Demands” [Grene, 1969b, 22-36]) in another section of the monograph and
the paper by Edward Pols (“Philosophical Knowledge of the Person) that
Grene included only in The Anatomy of Knowledge (Grene, 1969a, 287-
314). Grene prefaces Polanyi’s long discussion comment in the monograph
with an editorial comment in which she indicates Polanyi’s comment is
concerned with “Levels of reality: A pervasive problem which arises in
connection with almost all our discussions is that of explanation in terms of
hierarchies of structure as against a single principle of physical-chemical
explanation” (Grene, 1969b, 205). In several papers at the 1965 conference,
Grene noted in her Part Ill introductory remarks in the monograph, she
found “the problem of levels of reality,” which is “the type of metaphysical

problem” that “comes up so urgently whenever the relation of physics and

the eve of the 1966 Bowdoin conference, notes that much of the upcoming conference will be

at least indirectly concerned with “the bane of determinism,” but “if Cartesian dualism can be

disproved, as I believe to have done, determinism should vanish.” Polanyi then quoted a

section of “The Structure of Consciousness” (which he viewed as decisively rejecting a

Cartesian ontological bifurcation and determinism) and asked what Grene thought of his

statement, adding “Could you insert these lines into the book on the first Bowdoin

conference?” As this comment implies, Polanyi may have had a hand in shaping the

publications of the Bowdoin conferences, just as he had a hand in organizing the conferences

themselves.
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biology is in question” (Grene, 1969b, 112). She emphasized that
“rethinking the concept of organic reality” and in particular “the conceptual
structure of biology” (Grene, 1969b, 112) was important to the 1965 Study
Group meeting.

To summarize, the topic of “levels of explanation” and “levels of
reality” (or “levels of existence”) seems to have been probed in several
papers and especially in relation to papers by scientists seeking to clarify
“the philosophical foundations of biology”’(1965 Narrative Report, 4) as
well as tensions between disciplines like physics and psychology. The
Narrative Report speculates that soon “biology in the English-speaking
world may at last begin to take fruitful notice of the massive continental
tradition of philosophical biology” (5)3" Much of the antireductionist thrust
of both the 1965 and, as we suggest below, the 1966 Bowdoin conferences

seems to have been focused around questions about “what is life?” and

37 1t is worth noting that Grene’s Approaches to A Philosophical Biology was published in the
same year as the 1965 Bowdoin conference (Grene, 1965). The book discusses the work of
five European scientist-philosophers, Portmann, Plessner, Buytendijk, Straus and Goldstein.
Her correspondence with Polanyi in the period in which she is working on the book reflects
that she is strongly encouraging Polanyi to study the writings of these figures since Part IV of
PK treats similar issues as do other lectures and writing of Polanyi done in the early sixties.
Although Portmann was consulted about the conference, he did not attend (but was apparently
invited in both 1965 and 1966). Plessner and Straus as has been noted attended the 1965
conference and presented papers (“A Newton of a Blade of Grass?” and “Embodiment and
Excarnation”) that were discussed and including in Toward a Unity of Knowledge.
Additionally, two other life scientists , C. F. A. Pantin—a figure whose work Polanyi earlier
discussed approvingly in PK (351-352)— and M.R.A. Chance gave what were apparently
provocative papers (“Organism and Environment” and “Man in Biology” respectively, which
also were included in the monograph). The 1966 Bowdoin conference made every effort to
continue the philosophy of biology discussion of 1965; in addition to carryovers Polanyi,
Grene and Chance, it included new figures such as Barry Commoner, Hans Jonas, Torger
Holtsmark and F. S. Rothschild interested in philosophy of biology.
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“how must we describe living action?”

Finally, it is important to emphasize that the 1965 Bowdoin
conference was a seriously interdisciplinary effort to engage those in the
arts in the conference’s conversation about cultural problems. The proposal
affirmed that the proposed conference would aim for a reform not only of
“prevailing conceptions of . . . creative achievements in general, but the
human agent that inquires and creates, and of the entire fabric of culture
formed by such activities” (2). The original proposal’s tentative program
was broken into three areas of discussion and one area was “Art and
Creativity” which was projected for four sessions concerned with creativity
in the visual arts and literature (Appendix B). The actual program included
two sessions, one on the visual arts and a second on literature, with some
overlap in a third session. The 1965 Narrative Report suggests at the
conference “the kinship of philosophical, scientific and artistic problems
was strikingly displayed, so that the week’s program led organically up to
its culmination in the arts” (9). M. H. Pirene’s paper on “philosophical
implications of visual perception” was illustrated with slides of a Pozzo
painting on a concave baroque church ceiling. The talk “referred back to
Polanyi’s theory of perception and also brought the art historians actively
into the discussion” (7). Later in the day Donald Weismann’s paper “The
Collage as Model” focused on how “unexpected wholes” are created and
thus collage “serves as an apposite instance of the kind of integration of
incompatibles that typifies the achievements of art as well as science” (8).
The poet Elizabeth Sewell read a poem “Cosmos and the Kingdom” written
for the conference; the poem is an allegory concerned with the theme of the
study group—that is, “the unity-in-diversity of all aspects of human

endeavor, from practical enterprise to scientific thought to poetry” (8).

The 1966 Bowdoin Conference
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A. The “Extension” and Its Organization

Apparently, the Ford Foundation elected simply to extend the grant for the
1965 Bowdoin Conference to cover the 1966 Bowdoin Conference. Sigmund
Koch’s internal Ford memo of 10 January 1966 suggests the “organizing
committee” requested such an extension to fund “a second Bowdoin
conference (August 1966)—this one devoted to one of the insistent themes
that emerged in the first” (4). Koch’s internal Ford memo, like documents
noted above about the 1965 conference, suggests “the original intention of the
study group was to apply for three years of support for a continuing
organization which would pursue interdisciplinary problems concerning the
nature of knowledge not only through annual conferences on the scale of the
Bowdoin meeting but through a series of smaller discussion meetings during
each year, and in other ways”(3). This early 1966 internal document, written
by Koch—who still was Director of the Ford program under which SGFCU
was lodged and who had been involved in planning the SGFCU project since
the summer of 1964, and who attended the 1965 Bowdoin conference and
gave a paper—is a rather amusing dance. Koch suggests that the original
intended three-year project might be viewed as “favoring a special philosophic
movement, and thus as overly tendentious” (3). Therefore the “Program staft”
was “disposed to consider only a request for additional conferences on the
pattern of the original one.” But the bottom line was that he and his staff
affirmed that this extension “seems justified by the success of last year’s
meeting” (4) and therefore recommended allocating $36,000 for a second
1966 Bowdoin conference.

In a two-page document that is attached to Koch’s 10 January 1966
internal memo (which appears to be the Koch’s abstract of the request from

the organizing committee to extend the 1965 grant®), there is a budget

3 The Narrative Report for the 1966 meeting does quote from what is identified as “Appendix
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indicating $10,500 was to be allocated to general administration, $16,000 for
travel and housing and $10,000 allocated for honoraria, duplication, taping,
transcription, editing and secretarial. The latter category suggests the 1966
conference had a better articulated publication plan. The extension request
proposed 30 participants with diverse backgrounds but with a carryover of
“approximately eleven members of the original conference”(1) which was
envisioned as a fitting compromise such that “the range of minds which are
brought to bear on the problems of the study group may be enlarged”(1). The
names of six top prospects were listed as people invited to the 1965
conference but who could not attend (Adolph Portmann, Arthur Koestler,
Warren Weaver, F. O Schmitt, Paul Ricoeur and Erik Erickson); included also
were the names of seven persons (Ben Shahn, Bob Mallory, Otto G. von
Simson, Harold Cassidy, Rene Dubos, Leonard K. Nash and Jacob
Bronowski) whose work showed interest in the theme of the 1966 conference
summarized as “‘levels of reality and of understanding.”” Most of these two
groups of names had appeared on the 1965 list of prospects. However, none of
these people actually did attend the 1966 conference, according to the
Narrative Report. The Narrative Report for the August 21-27, 1966 Bowdoin
meeting reports 25 attendees representing “biology, education, history, history
of art, history of science, jurisprudence, literature, mathematics, philosophy
(including philosophy of science),physics, psychology, religion and
sociology” plus a novelist and a sculptor (1). Ten of the 25 attended the 1965
conference (Grene, Chance, Koch, Kindred, Lucas, Pols, Polanyi, Poteat,
Silber and Taylor) and most of these people and perhaps also other 1966
attendees were persons already familiar with Polanyi’s philosophical ideas.
Initially projected were 15 papers (submitted in advance and
duplicated before the conference) for the 1966 conference, but only 11 papers

are listed in the Narrative Report and some of these seem not to have been

A of its application to the Foundation of December 27, 1965.”
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vigorously discussed papers used as the focus of a session but were secondary
papers.® As in the 1965 conference, papers were summarized in conference
sessions and responded to in one or two prepared comments which led into a
general discussion.*

Although it seems Grene and perhaps Pols handled most of the details
for the 1966 conference (as they apparently did in 1965), Polanyi does seem to
have been seriously engaged in organizing the 1966 conference. He helped
shape the agenda, format and strategy of the second conference, just as he did
with the 1965 conference which opened by focusing directly on Polanyi’s
ideas and often returned to them. In his August 1, 1966 letter to Grene (Box
16, Folder 1, MPP), Polanyi complained about Rothschild’s submitted paper
and proposed a substitute. In a response to a Grene letter of July 28, 1966
(attached to his August 1, 1996 letter), he addresses late changes for the
August meeting that Grene has suggested. He declines to comment on a paper
by Singer and suggests Charles Taylor replace him, and offers detailed
suggestions about arranging the input from the artists (painters and poets)

toward the end of the meeting because of the other matters that need to be

3% A pre-publication copy of Polanyi’ “The Message of the Hungarian Revolution,” marked as
forthcoming the September, 1966 issue of The American Scholar (Polanyi, 1966a) was a
paper made available to those who attended the 1966 Bowdoin conference, according to the
1966 Narrative Report. The first page of the typescript (included in the Ford grant
correspondence files) identifies “The Message of the Hungarian Revolution,” as a
“background paper” which is “supplementary,” and the 1966 program schedule identifies the
paper as one that should be relevant to the discussion of one of the three papers in the session
listed under the rubric “Applications of the Concept of Levels in the Social Sciences and
History.”

40 Although the program for the 1965 Bowdoin conference appears in “Toward a Unity of
Knowledge” (4-6), the program for the 1966 conference was not published. It is included in
abbreviated form as Enclosure 3 of the 1966 Narrative Report which also provides a list of
participants and papers (Enclosure 4). Thus the Narrative Report more or less outlines the

program sessions.
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addressed first: "We must put all of our cards on the table, I think, before we

immerse ourselves in communication with painters and poets.”

B. The 1966 Conference Issues and Conclusions

The Narrative Report on the 1966 conference, signed by Pols, is a
candid and revealing document. The announced topic was “Levels of
Understanding” and Pols quoted Appendix A of the application which
emphasizes that “modes of understanding” of different disciplines should be
different but that “important similarities . . . connect the various disciplines”
so “varieties of understanding” are “different dimensions of a common field.”
The “structure of this common field” needs to be elaborated and one key to
this seems to be “human imaginative achievements” in works of art, scientific
theories, and social and legal institutions. The conference planned to
investigate this structure and in particular “the power of art to change
society”’(1-2). However, the Narrative Report suggests that “although this
topic was never quite lost sight of” in the planning for and the meeting itself—
and the meeting was “lively”— the “Organizing Committee” nevertheless
“does not feel this year’s meeting . . . brought us in sight of an adequate
understanding of it” (2).

What the 1966 Narrative Report does is highlight certain papers and
discussions at the conference that provided some “important illumination” (2)
on the general theme. One paper which seems to have stirred up a great
controversy was the biologist Barry Commoner’s “Is Biology a Molecular
Science?” This was a complicated, highly technical paper on theoretical
biology which argued “nature is hierarchically organized in levels”(2) and
Commoner offered a number of points about the relationship between levels.

(113

He asked if a cell’s unique properties are in principle “‘predictable from the
observed properties of its isolated molecular components, or are they due to
some property which is not discernible in these separate constituents?’” This

question seems to have been debated in terms of questions about “whether the
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chemistry of DNA determines the property of self-duplication in the cell” (3).
Commoner said no but his main opponent, Polanyi, argued Commoner did not
properly understand “the question of the relation between higher and lower
levels” (4). Commoner argued “not only that the principles of life are not
predictable from the principles operative in isolated physico-chemical
components, but also that the entire principles of any given physico-chemical
level are not predictable from principles operative in the components of that
level”’(4). Polanyi contended “in theory . . . on the basis of quantum
mechanics and the Pauli principle,” that “reductionism was . . . presumably
tenable with respect to the sub-organic levels, although not in respect of the
relation between life and its physical-chemical basis” (4). This controversy
was apparently quite florid and the Narrative Report says it continued in an
additional evening session arranged to accommodate it. But “the differences
between Commoner and Polanyi” were not settled, “although their nature was
considerably clarified by the discussion” (5). Those familiar with some of
Polanyi’s writing about theoretical biology in the years shortly after the 1966
conference know that Polanyi in this writing sharply criticizes Commoner’s
ideas, although Commoner’s ideas seem somewhat akin to Polanyi’s own
hierarchical account of life. This 1966 Bowdoin conference controversy

clearly launched some of Polanyi’s late thinking and writing about biology.*!

41 0On April 20 and 21, 1968 there was a meeting of the SGUK (i.e., the Ford-funded successor
to the SGFCU) on the “The (Ir)reducibility of Biology to Physics and Chemistry” at the
University of Texas, Austin. Polanyi attended this meeting but apparently did not plan to
present a paper. However, in late 1967 and early 1968 before the Austin meeting, he made
public presentations of versions of “Life Transcending Physics and Chemistry” and some of
these are discussed in correspondence with Grene who clearly has a hand in reworking
Polanyi’s writing on this topic. At least one of the public presentations had a panel format that
included Commoner. In fact what is apparently the original “Life Transcending Physics and
Chemistry” was published in the August 21, 1967 issue of Chemistry and Engineering News
(Polanyi, 1967b, 54-56). What Polanyi does in his essay is reject both Crick’s strongly
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Another 1966 Bowdoin paper that is highlighted as important in the
Narrative Report is that of F.S. Rothschild, “Biosemiotic Aspects of Human
Evolution” (Rothschild, 1966). As its title suggests, this paper, which also
excited a lively discussion that spilled over into a second session, addressed
issues in theoretical biology, like the Commoner paper. Rothschild was a
philosophically minded physician and neurophysiologist interested in the
evolution of complex brains. His paper drew heavily on Husserl and
secondarily on Peirce to argue for what he called a “triadic view” (Rothschild,
1966, 2) of the operation of signs in the central nervous system to produce
consciousness. This view he presented as a counter to the mainstream dyadic
view of modern neurophysiology which looks for physical (brain) events and
subjective (brain) phenomena. Polanyi apparently found Rothschild’s 1966
Bowdoin paper very dense and likely to obscure more than it illuminated:
after reading the paper on the eve of the 1966 Bowdoin conference, he wrote a
letter to Grene (1 August 1966, Box 16, Folder 1, MPP), complaining the
paper is a “torrential flow of ideas,” hard to follow, written in a breathless
style and badly translated from German! He proposed to Grene to make more

use at the 1966 conference of an earlier 1962 Rothschild paper (articulating

reductionistic views and Commoner’s views, although Commoner also rejects Crick’s strong
reductionism. Polanyi contends Commoner wrongly holds (1) wholes can never be reduced to
parts governed by physics and chemistry (i.e., Commoner’s criteria of irreducibility are not
correct). But Polanyi suggests that Commoner also believes (2) the explanation of life in
terms of a mechanical model is essentially an explanation in terms of physics and chemistry.
At the least, Commoner does not dispute this claim, which Polanyi contends is fundamentally
false. Polanyi also wants to make clear that DNA, insofar as it conveys information, is a dual
control system that cannot be reduced to the terms of physics and chemistry. In sum, Polanyi’s
“Life Transcending Physics and Chemistry,” as well as another essay “Life’s Irreducible
Structure” (Polanyi, 1968a), which is itself a revision and expansion of “Life Transcending
Physics and Chemistry,” (one which Grene eventually includes in KB[1969]) grow out of the

Polanyi-Commoner controversy at the 1966 Bowdoin conference.
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similar views) which he thought much clearer, but Grene apparently was
unwilling to inject this earlier Rothschild essay. It is clear, however, that
Polanyi was interested in Rothschild’s ideas. As noted above, Polanyi had just
finished a draft of “The Structure of Consciousness” (an invited paper for a
late 1965 issue of Brain honoring Polanyi’s friend the neurologist Sir Francis
Walsh) just before the 1965 Bowdoin conference. Grene’s monograph with
selected papers from the 1965 conference plus discussion includes a lengthy
Polanyi discussion comment, outlining Polanyi’s ideas about a multi-level
ontology. This comment seems simply to have been lifted from two sections
of “The Structure of Consciousness,” an essay that Grene apparently liked
since she includes it in both The Anatomy of Knowledge, which has material
from the 1965 and 1966 Bowdoin conferences, and in Knowing and Being.
The final section of the published versions of “The Structure of
Consciousness” is the “Retrospect” section in which Polanyi comments
briefly on the ideas of Merleau-Ponty, Rothschild and Ryle. The 1962
Rothschild essay and other writing by Rothschild is cited in a footnote in this
“Retrospect” discussion (KB, 222-223, note 13). Polanyi described
Rothschild, as “another follower of Husserl” and a predecessor of Merleau-
Ponty who arrived at the conclusion that “the mind is the meaning of the
body” (KB, 222). In a footnote, he comments that Rothschild’s discussion of
consciousness in some respects “anticipates part of my theory of body and
mind” (KB, 223, note 13). The 1966 Narrative Report on the significance of
Rothschild’s paper comments that “Rothschild’s doctrine, with its emphasis
on meaning as a key to understanding of any level, has obvious affinities with
Michael Polanyi’s philosophy which has provided so much material for
discussion at both the 1965 and 1966 conferences” (6-7).

According to the 1966 Narrative Report, in addition to matters
concerned with levels of understanding and existence, the “second leading

theme of the conference” concerned “the ontological status of the person”(7)
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Several conferences papers and discussions took up different aspects of the
person. Some analyzed human action and some human moral responsibility
and legal responsibility. Iris Murdoch’s relatively famous essay “On ‘God’
and ‘Good’” was one of the conference papers and it is included in The
Anatomy of Knowledge (233-258). As Pols puts it in the 1966 Narrative
Report, Murdoch argues “an object of attention . . . if it is a proper one,
enables a person to overcome that in himself which is unworthy. Our ability to
act well when the time comes depends upon the quality of our habitual objects
of attention.” (9). Murdoch linked her “ideal for action with the idea of love”
and thus “in effect enlarged our conception of the being out of which our
doing comes.” (10) As another 1966 conference participant Charles Taylor
said thirty years later in his appreciative essay “Iris Murdoch and Moral
Philosophy” (in Taylor, 2011) analyzing her philosophical importance,
Murdoch was a trailblazer. She was a discerning critic of analytic ethics who
opened the way for the rebirth of virtue ethics. At least in part, the paper of
Murdoch and those of others on “the ontological status of the person” seem to
have refocused the conference discussion on (in the words of the 1966
Narrative Report) “the ‘ontic power’ of the Person [which] displays itself in
normative action” (11). This refocusing was taken to be “a paradigm at the

299

personal level” of “the ‘levels of reality’” ideas discussed in other conference
sessions.

Like the conference the preceding year, the 1966 Bowdoin meeting
included sessions led by those in the arts, including a paper on the novel and
its approach to communication and comments on similar problems in the
visual arts. There was also a demonstration-lecture on Goethe’s theory of
color and the discussion focused on differences between Goethe’s and
Newton’s approaches. Pols’ Narrative Report, however, notes that discussion

of Goethe and Newton missed an opportunity to focus on “the ontological

status of qualities” which might have returned to issues debated concerning
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“levels of reality” (15). Pols’ report on the 1966 meeting ties a number of the
sessions to themes and papers from the 1965 meeting. Polanyi’s presence,
participation and ideas were influential, both as background and foci for the
discussions of the gathered group of intellectuals.

Conclusion

The SGFCU project which put together the 1965 and 1966 Bowdoin
conferences was an ambitious effort of the mid-sixties to promulgate
Polanyi’s ideas and use them to galvanize a larger intellectual movement
which would transform largely reductionistic and scientistic mainstream
culture. Polanyi’s earlier history as a member of Oldham’s discussion groups
and his more than a decade of work with the CCF convinced him that
carefully planned, high quality discussion with like-minded intellectuals could
be an effective way to mobilize a vanguard committed to changing the
intellectual moorings of modern culture.*? Polanyi was working with the CCF
on an idea for a conference in the early sixties but this germ took much more
definite form just after his spring 1964 semester at Duke. At Duke, he became
re-acquainted with Sigmund Koch, a Duke professor who moved to direct a
program at the Ford Foundation in October, 1964. When Marjorie Grene
joined Polanyi’s effort to conceive a project bringing together intellectual and
artistic leaders who might be sympathetic with Polanyi’s cultural criticism and
his constructive post-critical philosophical outlook, this project began to be
formulated in a manageable, concrete form. As in the case of Polanyi’s

magnum opus, Personal Knowledge (see Polanyi, 1964, xv), in this project,

%2 Essays such as Polanyi’s “On the Modern Mind” (Polanyi, 1965a) published in the same
year as the first Bowdoin conference (and which was apparently the lecture, noted above,
delivered at Bowdoin College in October, 1964) show how strongly Polanyi believed that
redirecting the modern mind is the key to reorienting modern culture. Clearly, Polanyi

believed ideas are important in society and the Bowdoin conferences are testimony to this.
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Polanyi owed much to Marjorie Grene. Eduard Pols was added to the
organizing committee; Bowdoin College was supportive and was suitable for
the first meeting. What took shape was the SGFCU.

Sigmund Koch worked with the organizing committee and also
worked inside the Ford Foundation to assure funding and that funding was
extended to cover a second Bowdoin conference in 1966. Koch and others at
the Ford Foundation were clearly very sympathetic and supportive of the
SGFCU project. Indeed, Koch was involved in the project from its earliest
stages. It is something of an understatement to note that the SGFCU had an
inside track with the Ford Foundation. That these conferences (and the
subsequent SGUK grant) were thought of internally at Ford as "the Polanyi
project” is confirmed by several documents in the archive. One clear example
of this is in the internal background memo addressed to McGeorge Bundy that
V.P. Lowry circulated to more than thirty program officers and staff on
January 18, 1967. This is in support of the grant proposal to fund the SGUK.
Lowry provides this background:

In the fall of 1964, the Foundation was presented with an

opportunity to ring into focus the efforts of scattered

individuals working on perhaps the key problem in the
humanities - a reanalysis of the question of the unity of
knowledge. Michael Polanyi, a physical chemist and
philosopher who has been perhaps the outstanding recent
contributor to the developing reassessment of the nature of
knowledge, proposed that the Foundation support a series of
conferences and other activities which would establish
collaborative contracts among those exploring this new avenue.

Staff agreed on the importance of such a venture but

recommended only support of initial, experimental conferences

in the belief that whether a group of the necessary
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heterogeneity could communicate fruitfully remained to be
proved (18 January 1967, Grant 6700128).

With the two Bowdoin conference now showing how fruitful such
communication could be when facilitated by Polanyi and his ideas, Lowry
goes on to recommend the funding for the continuation of a new, longer term
(5 years), better funded ($220,000) project, the SGUK. The SGUK is clearly
modeled on the SGFCU, although the governing structure and the
organization of events was recast and evolved over the life of the SGUK
grant. But as the SGUK developed, Polanyi’s role and influence declined.
Michael Polanyi’s pivotal role in the 1965 and 1966 Bowdoin
conferences is clear. Polanyi and Grene were the chief architects of the
conference programs. Polanyi’s “The Creative Imagination” launched the first
conference and set forth the general cultural problem—as well as Polanyi’s
solution to this problem—that both Bowdoin conferences considered.
Polanyi’s opening overture was a bold beginning conceived not only to draw
attention to his philosophical ideas but to galvanize a convergence among the
views of other like-minded thinkers. Two other Polanyi essays also were used
in the Bowdoin conferences. The conference publications which Grene put
together (one with edited discussion) are an impressive set of essays;
Polanyi’s writing is an important component of conference publications and
Polanyi may have significantly influenced what Grene included to represent
the conferences. Polanyi seems to have been a forceful—perhaps even a polite
but dominating—discussant in some conference sessions. The Bowdoin
conferences attracted an array of interesting and articulate intellectuals and
artists. The presence and the papers from eminent figures like Eugene Wigner
and Iris Murdoch mark the Bowdoin conferences as more than just garden
variety academic conferences. However, it is the case that a significant

number of those involved in these conferences were figures already quite
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familiar with Polanyi’s views. Nevertheless, these two meetings of significant
intellectuals provided exposure to Polanyi’s thought and marked a high point
in Polanyi's influence across a range of disciplines in the mid-sixties. Did the
Bowdoin conferences create a "movement” that continued to shape discourse
in some fields in later years in the twentieth century? How successful were
the organizers and the Ford Foundation in attaining the lofty goals outlined in
the proposal and some of the Ford Foundation evaluative literature? The
reports confirm that the meetings were highly stimulating, but did they
transform or galvanize any of the participants’ future thinking and
publications? The investigation of such large questions perhaps other scholars
more familiar with some of the participants and fields in question will
investigate.*

Whether or not the Bowdoin conferences had any discernable impact
helping reshape the cultural mainstream, the conferences certainly impacted
the last phase of Polanyi’s intellectual life. Polanyi not only contributed
significantly to the Bowdoin conferences but his participation helped shape
some Polanyi interests and publications of the late sixties and early seventies.
Discussion here has sketched the general parameters of how the Bowdoin
conferences influenced Polanyi; this is, however, a complicated topic (one
requiring a more extensive discussion) since Polanyi’s participation in three
later SGUK conferences in 1968 and 1969 further developed ideas that
Polanyi began to work on because of his involvement in the 1965 and 1966
Bowdoin conferences. But clearly, Polanyi’s post-Bowdoin publications on
philosophical biology grow out of the discussions at the Bowdoin
conferences, and particularly the 1966 conference is an important stimulus
(see note 34).

43 As noted above, Nye, 2011 and Nye 2015 provide some generalizations about Polanyi’s
influence in some fields, but she does not focus on the Bowdoin conferences per se or the late

Polanyi ideas whose development these conferences seem to have inspired.
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Polanyi’s interest in the role of the creative imagination is central to
his 1965 opening Bowdoin address. Although earlier Polanyi publications
comment on the role of creativity in scientific discovery, several Polanyi
lectures and publications after 1965 discuss ways in which creative
imagination works not only in science but also in the arts, ritual and religion.**
Polanyi’s new interest in creative imagination was his path into an effort to
recast elements of his post-critical philosophical perspective in terms the
problems of meaning in contemporary culture. Some of the presentations and
discussions of art at the Bowdoin conferences apparently were very
stimulating for Polanyi. He perhaps was influenced by Donald Weismann’s
paper on collage which emphasized “the kind of integration of incompatibles
that typifies the achievements of art as well as science” (1965 Narrative
Report, 8). He was impressed with M. H Pirenne’s ideas “about the
philosophical applications of visual perception” (1965 Narrative Report, 7),
illustrated using slides of a Pozzo painting on the concave ceiling of a baroque
church. Polanyi already knew something about Pirenne’s work before the
1965 Bowdoin conference (see note 27 above) and the ideas he develops after
the Bowdoin conferences about painting draw from Pirenne. Polanyi put
together “What is a Painting?” and this was presented at a 1968 SGUK
meeting. He seems to have expanded some of the ideas developed in this
paper in discussions of symbol, metaphor, ritual, archaic myth and religion.
All of this eventually is worked into the several sets of Meaning lectures
which Polanyi delivers in 1969, 1970 and 1971 and selections from this
material become integral to Polanyi’s last book Meaning co-authored with

Harry Prosch.

4 Polanyi’s ideas about creativity or novelty in emergence in evolutionary history are not
altogether independent of his ideas about creativity in scientific discovery and other human
endeavors. This is a point emphasized in Part IV of PK. It is also a point that is a component

of Polanyi’s late writing after the Bowdoin conferences on theoretical biology.
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