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The Papers and Michael Polanyi's Career

While the cumulative correspondence, notes, manuscripts,
and memorablilia in this collection provide a biographical
resource for the varied carecr of Michael Polanyi, the speci-
fic series in the papers, when taken individually, are only
partially illuminating. In order to understand the scope of
the collection, the individual series must be examined and
compared with Polanyi's work in science, economics, phil-
osophy and social problems.

Michael Polanyi was born in Budapest in 1891, and though
his career as a sctientist and phileosapher led him far from
his native Hungary, the intellectual milieu of his childhood
reémained a2 life~lohe. Influence on hi=z wark.  His Father was an
engineer and businessman and his Russian mother, Cecile,
wrote a fashien column for the Cerman-languase newspaper in
Budapest. Throughout the early years of Polanyi's childhood,
the Family.waﬁ financially successful, but most of their
resources were lost before the first World War, leaving the

children largely dependent on Polanyi's brother Karl for
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support (Box 45, Folder 7). Despite this poor financial
situation, Cecile Polanyi maintained a salon for Hungarian

literary figures (46:6-9).

'Hereafter, all box and folder references will read with the
box and folder numbers only. This reference would read

(45:7).
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Polanvi grew up In a literate, political world. At an
carly age, he helped to found, with his brother Karl and
Oscar Jdszl, the Galilel Circle, a Mungarian nationalist
srgup which promoted Hungariag cultural traditions and worked
for an independent HUﬂgaTiaﬂ'$tatE. FPolanyi became a ﬂoct@r
of Medicine at.BudapeSt Iniversity in 1913 and served as a
medical officer in thec Au&tfc-ﬂungﬁrian army during World War
I His earliest selentificipaper,” "Chemistyy' af Hrdyot
cephalic Ligquid" was published at age 19. Throughout the
war, he worked on the application of guantum theory to the
third law of thermadynamic$ and_un the thermndfnumics.uf
absorption., In 1916, e published his work on absorption,
one of the first of over two hundred scientific papers he was
to publish hefore his move into.philesophy-dn 1548. His =
theory of absarption was ﬁcﬁepted by the chcmistry.féculty of
Budapest University which awarded Lim a Ph.D. in 15E S

Following the war, in the autumn of 1920, Polanvi
received an appolintment tﬁ_thc new Institute of Fibre Chemlstfy
in Berlin, pert ¢f the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute. ﬁis early
yeafs in Berlin aré're:auntad in the 1962 essay, My Time with
X=Rays and Crysituis (34:17). Fritz Haber, the Direc#or of
the prestigious Institute of Physical Chemistry, sent Polanyi
off to "cook a plece of meat,” to expand his laboratory
s5kills before beiﬂg fully accepted into the Gurman_scicntific.
community. He succeeded iu_LhiS with a4 study of x—rﬂy.

diffraction of cellulosc (idbres, and in 1923 he was appointed

to the Institute of Phvsical Chemistry to work under Haber.
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During -the fellowing ‘ten yvears in Berlin, Peolanvi established
himself as one of Germany's lending physical chemists. He
carried on research with some of the most prominent scien-
tists of the age including Eugene Wigner with whom he was
to share a life-long fylendshipl

Polanyil®s scilentific work is well documented in-.the
Papers ‘only 1R the'correspolidente ‘seyies . His barly Scientific
studies of gbsorption and reaction kinetics are given passing
reéference “in ‘veyveral-‘letters Erow-the' 19171019 periad " (175),
but it is noet until the autumn of 1920, when he joined the
Kaiser Wilhelm Institute, that the scientific cerrespondence
becomes significant. 'From I920 1o 1933, when Polanyi left
Berlin, he corresponded regularly with many of the leading
scientists of Germany (1:6-2:15). PFritz Haber is: represented
10 4 series of levters Desinmdfo-in 1023507 0F pagticular
interest are the large number of letters from early sup-
porters of Polanyi's work such as the Peolish chemists Georg
Bredip and Kasimir Fajans, and Polanyi's colleague in Berlin,
Herbert Freundlich. His cirvcle of correspondents within the
European scientific community grew to include such important
figures as James Franck,-Otto Hahn, Werner Heisenberp,
Wilfired Heller; Leo Szilard, and many others.

The coming to power of Hitler and the National Sccialist
Party marked the end of Polanyi's German career and the
beginning of his move inte secial thought. In reaction to

growing attacks on Jewish intellectual figures in 1933,

Polanyi, who was not a Jew

ccepted.a chair in physical
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chemistry created for him at- the Universiry of Manchester.
fecontinusd with the chemical studies hegun® in Berlin, but
his contacts with non-refugee German scientists decreased.
The early vears in Manchester were difficult ones for the
Polanyi family as refupgees struggling with . life in a foreign
santry [2:14-3%:5%

Polanyi's dcparturc for Manchester in 1933 signaled an
intellectual and social break from the scientiflic work of
Berlin.  He was welcomed by the English scientilic community
and while correspondence with scientists in Germany decreases
grealtly at this point, it is rveplaced by a volume of letters
from new British colleagues. “From 1933 to 1948 (the year
Polanyi accepted the chair of 5Social Studies at Manchester)
the correspondence: is filled with Jletters fyom British scien-
tists such as William H. Bragg and his son William L. Bragg,
Arthur Allmand, Patrick. Blackett, Christopher Ingold, Cyril
Hinshelwood, and Eric Rideal.

Refugee status created new friendships and strengthened
old ones. The correspondence with Polanyi's colleague and
close personal [riend Eugene Wigner increases in 1933 and
there are a number of exchanges from this peried with Max
Born and Erwin SchrBdinger. Polanyi's lahoratory at Man-
chester attracted students and established scientists from
all over the world.  Perhaps his most impdrtant associate

during this period was the Japanese chemist Juro Horiuchi wheo

1z well represented in the correspondence.
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As Polanyi increasingly turncd his attention from
science to economics and philosophy during and after the
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war, correspondence with scienti dropped olt. "The two
other major series in the collecticn, notes and manuscripts,
contain little material from Polanyi's scientific career.
gnerearliest dated manuscripts: are from 1936 and deal exclu-
Slvely with economics. and philesophy.  There is one small
group of scientific manuscripts (43:3-4,7) but they are frag-
mentary and indicate little about Polanvi's scientific work.
The sections on science in the research notes (22:7-12) arc

philosophical in nature.

During these first yvears in England, Palanyi turned his
giteTes1 to the philosophical sttack presénted free sbcieties
by the totalitariin governments of Germany and Russia. In
gO55, he: published his Fiyst non-scieatifie werk, "0.5.5.R.
Economics - Fundamental Data System and Spirit.™  This was
accompanied by a film which criticized the system of Soviet
economics as an attack on liberty., While devoting most of

his time to scientific pursuits’, Folanyi spent part of the
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next five years in work on The Contem

b

nis large-scale critique of totalitarian govermment. In the
carly 1930's, Polanyi had visited the Soviet Union. and had
pecome friends with two Soviet chemists, Alexander Frumkin

and Micolai Semenoff. Both were to write to him asking that

he stop his attacks on Soviet economic policies.
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