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While agreeing with Poteat that the modern Western culture has gone awry in a humanly destructive way, the
paper contendstha the culprit was not, as Poteat claims, Enlightenment critical philosophy, but the materialistic values
of the bourgeois form of life and the puritanical view of knowledge and the naturalistic worldview that they generated.
Accordingly, the solution proposed is not Poteat's unrefl ected experience and commonsense worldview but a shift to a
humanistic culture-generating stance and a critical humanistic philosophy.

William H. Poteat’s major work, Polanyian Meditations (1985), is alearned book that dares to challenge the
foundations of modern Western civilization and to chart anew course by excavating and calling usback to what hetakes
tobethefoundationsof al civilization, namely, “ the* hangingtogetherness' and* sense-making’ of our integral mindbodily
rootednessin the as yet unreflected world and in our unreflected ‘thinkings' and doings in that world” (PM, p. 9).

Likemany others, Poteat hasfelt keenly the problemsof the human salf inthe di senchanted worl d defined by our
modern cultural perspective. Hespeaksof theEnlightenment (sometimesheincludesthe Renai ssanceand theReformation,
but hisemphasisisonthe Enlightenment) ashaving drawn aveil betweenusand ourselves(PM, p. 2). “[W]hat | had taken
for ‘real life' was crusted over and skewed,” he says, “by acriticaly held images and values deriving from uncriticized
Enlightenment criticism” (Philosophical Daybook [1990], p. 3). Hecontendsthat our culturehasdiscreditedr eal life, that
is, “lifethat is potent with the unacknowledged configurations of meaning, coherence, order, and value,” because “its
articulation was never the outcome of a skeptically induced inquiry--mandatory since the Discourse of Descartes--and
therefore could not command the authority and epistemological weight--or even interest--of the repertoire of the
philosophical tradition” (PD, p. 3).

In hislong disquiet with our modern culture and his search for an dternative way of understanding the human
condition, Poteat has found himself resonating with Pascal, Kierkegaard, Hanna Arendt, Merleau-Ponty, and especially
thelater Wittgensteinand Polanyi. Nourished by insightsfromtheseand other like-minded rebel sagainst themodernmind,
Poteat has devel oped hisown way of uncovering and liberating himself and recovering the culturein which he can dwell
withthefull richnessandwholenessof lifethat human selfhood demands. Basically heattemptstoreturnuswith confidence
to the unreflected configurations of meaning, value, and order in our “mindbodily” commerce and negotiationswith the
worldinour ordinary pursuitsinliving our lives.

In speaking of theimaginary/redl, fiction/history, figurative/direct, metaphorical/literal, mythos/logos distinc-
tions, Poteat rgjectsthe view that we dwell in only the second of these pairs. He asks, “Isnot having and being inaworld
precisdly todwell aternately and oftenrichly smultaneoudly, but never lessthanfully, inbothtermsof each of thesepairs?
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Indeed, isnot thetension among these pairsin which wesimultaneously dwell thevery sourceof our existential tonus, our
mindbodily oriented presence?’ (PD, pp. 7-8). “Even s0,” he goes onto say, “ our ingenuous and acritical confidencein
theintegrity of theworld soappropriated. . . isinjeopardy tothesuppositionthat only that isreal ly real whichistheterminus
ad quem, quite narrowly construed, of aname-relation theory of meaning” (PD, pp. 7-8).

The central thesisof his philosophy issuccinctly stated: “ All our acts of indication, including our mathematical
ones, possessasemanticand ‘ ontological’ thrust, sincethey aregroundedin and arearchaically warranted by our existent,
intentional mindbodies’ (PM, p. 225); and theworld weliveinis*“the progeny of al of theworld-forming powers of our
intentional mindbodily beings--from our breathingin and breathing out, tothe stylesof our gaits, totherhythm andtimbre
of our speech, to our song and dance, tod | of our ordinary knowingsand doings, to our practiceof mathematical heuristics,
etc., withnoin principle assignment of special privilege and authority, whereworld-formation is concerned, to any one
of thesepowers’ (PD, p. 16).

| applaud much of Poteat’ s criticism of our cultural situation and his support for the configurationsinherent in
lived experience. For many years| havecontended that themodern Westernmindisderanged: that our restricted, puritanical
epistemol ogical viewshave undermined thehumanistic cultureintermsof whichweliveour livesand run our ingtitutions,
and that they have givenriseto anintellectua vision of humankind and theworld that will not sustain the human spirit or
agreat civilization. Indeed, | have argued that our reigning epistemol ogical viewshave eroded the foundations of society
and generated such an impoverished worldview that we have mutilated and dehumanized ourselves by the intellectual
reprocessing required to place oursel vesintheworl dinaway that would makeour existenceintelligible. Inal of this, | am
on common ground with Poteat. Heisone of themost literate philosophers of our time and aman who hasthought deeply
about the profoundest problems of the modern age. Polanyian Meditations, as| said in a prepublication appraisal that
isquoted on the jacket of the book, is*“awork of inspiration with marks of genius.”

Nevertheless, there are some things about Poteat’ s position that bother me and this would not be an honest
appraisa without airing them. | have troublewith hisetiology of our cultural derangement and our differenceshere have
abearing on the appropriate therapy.

TheDerangement of theM odern Western Mind

LikeAlasdair Maclntyrein After Virtue(1981), Alan Bloomin The Closing of the American Mind (1987), James
O. Wilson in The Moral Sense (1993), and some other recent critics of our cultural situation, Poteat thinks that certain
intellectual s have led the culture astray with afalseimage of how we make sense of things. The chief culpritsaccording
to Maclntyre and Bloom were Nietzsche and theintellectual swho were influenced by him; for Wilson, the cul pritswere
theLogica Positivists. For Poteat, thetroubl e began in the seventeenth century with Descarteswhom he thinks captured
themodern mind with apervertingimage of rationality.

Poteat seems to accept Wittgenstein's view that philosophers often pervert the culture by misunderstanding
ordinary discourse and forms of life and that the only legitimate task for them isto undo the mischief philosophers have
already done by correct descriptionsof our ordinary ways of experience and thought that leave our unreflected thinkings
and doings asthey were. “When we do philosophy,” Wittgenstein said, “we are like savages, primitive people, who hear
theexpressionsof civilized men, put afal seinterpretation onthem, andthen draw thequeerest conclusions’ (Philosophical
Investigations, para. 194). Philosophy, Wittgenstin contends, “is a battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence by
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meansof language. . . . [It] may inno way interferewith the actual use of language; it canintheend only describe” (Ibid.,
paras.109,124).

Poteat seemsto think that the Enlightenment philosophers (especially Descartes) and the phil osophicd tradition
emanating from them are the chief culprits in our modern cultural derangement. For more than three hundred years,
Westerners, he thinks, have been captives of the Cartesian Enlightenment mathematical/logical image of rationality and
theideathat nothing is acceptable unlessit passes muster under reflective criticism. The cultural results, hethinks, have
been humanly devastating, for we have a culture in which human beings cannot thrive and aworldview which provides
no placefor human beingswith their freedom and dignity.

Itwas, Poteat thinks, theidentification of the salf withthesubject of theoretical thinking of the Cartesian sort that
generated Descartes' view of thediscarnatemind. Inorder torecover thefull humanselfinvolvedinall therich overlapping
layers of experience, thought, and action involved in the full spectrum of human concernsand in ordinary living, Poteat
emphasizesour indivisiblemindbodily existenceinthemultidimensional world presenttousinall our intentiona modalities.

| haveseveral misgivingsabout thisaccount. | do not findthe Cartesian view of rationdity prevalent evenamong
theintellectual s of the modern age. Of course Descartes did foster aschool of rationalism in the seventeenth century, but
the empiricists have been more at home in and recognized by the culture in subsequent centuries. Descartes, of course,
madeamajor contribution to mathematicsand hel ped preparetheway for Newtonian physics. And Poteat iscertainly right
inholding that Descartesisthefather of modern Critical philosophy. He made animportant philosophical contributionto
the Enlightenment by holding that all beliefs should be held accountable to rational scrutiny. But that, | suggest, wasan
inevitable response to the contradictions already devel oping in the culture.

Poteat isparticularly concerned to discredit Descartes’ theory of adiscarnate mind. But certainly Descarteshad
no copyright on thetheory. It was an ancient Greek ideathat has come down to usthrough some strands of Christianity.
Origin, inthe third century, said, for instance, that “mind, for its movements or operations needs no physical space, nor
sensible magnitude, nor bodily shape, nor color, nor any other . . . propertiesof bodiesor matter.” This, hesays, “iscertain
from observationof our ownmind.” Butwhatismorei mportant, thediscarnate-mindtheory hasnot faredwell inour modern
culture. Ever since Thomas Hobbes, a contemporary of Descartes, the movement has been more toward some form of
physicalism, except for thenineteenth-century i dealism of theRomanti crevol t agai nst the Enlightenment anditstwenti eth-
century successors, phenomenology and existentialism.

A deeper worry that | haveiswhether phil osophersever havethekind of cultural influence Poteat and other recent
cultural criticshaveattributedtothem. Hegel wasnearer right, | think, whenhesaid that the Owl of Minervatakesher flight
at dusk. The job of philosophy, according to my view, isto articulate trouble-causing assumptions and presuppositions
already operativeinthe cultureand to work for coherencein thefoundations of the cultureand avalid unified worldview.
Philosophersdo, of course, influencethe culture. I n stabletimes, the oneswho usually get ahearing arethosewho provide
intellectual support for the prevailing culture and itsworldview. Philosophical critics of the established order do not get
much of a hearing unless they give form and voice to an aready existing discontent. Philosophers have their greatest
influencein revolutionary times by helping to discredit and to exorcise the views and assumptions of the passing eraor
those of adecaying power structure, and by bringing clarificationto, and providingintellectual support for, theviewsand
assumptionsthat underwritearevol utionary movement or an emerging culture. Philosophers, for example, playedamajor
roleinthelateM edieva andtheearly modernperiodintheunraveling of Christianfeudalismandtheriseof modernWestern
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Civilization. Butthephil osopherswerenot theinitiatorsof thisrevol ution. New philosophical ideastakeroot only inaculture
that is already groping toward them or is at least in an unstable condition that makesit vulnerable to them.

The great revolution in Western civilization that gave rise to our modern culture was caused, according to my
understanding, by ashiftinthegoverning val uesof thesociety. Inmost classica cultures, although they were often power-
driven and barbaric, thedominant culturewas shaped largely by aconcern for humanistic values--valuesgrounded in the
needs of selfhood and society: the need for a stable socia order, shared values, group loyalty, justice, security, and a
normative place in which onefedls“at home” and needed; the need for aworthy identity, a normative self-concept that
definesfor onealifewith normativerequirementsandlimits; theneed for asenseof self-worth, sl f-respect, and therespect
of others; the need to love and to beloved; the need for beauty, understanding, meaningful experiencesand activities; the
need for meaningful work, self-expression, and self-fulfillment; theneed for family, community and cooperation; theneed
for ahistorical andmetaphysical contextinwhichone' slifeismeaningful; and soforth. Intheseclassical cultures, themodes
of thought and expression in religion, history, morality, art, and palitics dominated the intellectua life and shaped the
culture svision of humankind and the world.

Modern Western culture was generated not so much by the work of philosophers as by the development of a
newformof life,what wemay call bourgeoislife, focused onmateridlisticva ues--va uesgroundedinour materiaisticneeds,
that is, needs that lend themsealves to satisfaction by manipulation, exploitation, and control of the conditions of our
existence. Our culture-generating prioritiesshifted from concernwithwhoweareand what real ity requiresof ustoconcern
withgettingwhat wewant andimposing our will ontheworld; and, withthisshiftinour conceptionof thehumanenterprise,
therewasacorresponding shiftinour way of understandingtheworld, ashift fromahumanistictoanaturalisticworldview.

Under the priorities of the rising bourgeois class and the nation-state, Knowledge came to be conceived asthe
key to how to make, to remake, and to control things; it becameidentified with Promethean power. Intellectual inspiration
camenotfromreligion, art, morality, history, and politicsasinthepast, but fromthecrafts. Withintellectua enlightenment,
the craftswere el evated to technol ogy; and with the marriage of science and the practical arts, scienceitself underwent a
radicdl transformation. Thebasisof knowledge shifted to sensory observation; the ultimatetest of knowledge becameits
application in making and remaking things and in intervening in and controlling natural processes. The descriptive/
explanatory language of science was purified of all humanistic concepts, especialy the central concepts of value and
meaning; andtheideaof ends, structuresof meaning, and normativelawsin natureweredi smissed assuperstitions, leaving
natureapurely physical systemaopentoour expl oitationwithout any normativelimitsonour will. Withthesuccessof science
inour technol ogical/industrial, bourgeoiscivilization, it hascometobetheided of knowledgeandweseek tobringall subject
matter, including ourselves and social and cultural phenomena, under its descriptive/explanatory conceptua system. So
the humanistically purified worldview presupposed by modern empirical science has become our culture’ s dominant
worldview. It dominates our intellectud life and our practical endeavors, and it ispervasivein our educational system.

Y etwecannot behumanbeings, liveour lives, or runour institutionswithout thinking of ourselves, our activities,
our culture, and ingtitutions in humanistic terms. Even the doing of science presupposes the humanistic framework of
thought. Although he putsthe matter somewhat differently, | takethisto be the most significant point that Poteat makes.
And heiscertainly right and he makesthe point most forcefully.

But | submit that thederangement of our modern Western culturethat threatensour humanity and thesocial order
wasgenerated, not by fal seimagesor theoriesof philosophers, but by thepresuppositionsof twoformsof life, oneinherently
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and inescapably human and the other historically generated. Descartesisrightly called the father of modern philosophy,
not so much because hisideaswereimplanted inthe culture, but because heisoneof thefirst great thinkersto be sensitive
to and to wrestle with the contradictions and antinomies deep in the emerging culture. Hedid not, | suggest, derivethe
ideaof adiscarnate mind asthe subject of abstract theoretical thinking, but rather seized uponthe oldideaof adiscarnate
mind asthe subject matter of humanistic thought, leaving adehumani zed physical realm, including the human body, the
subject matter of the new dehumanized scientific way of thought. In other words, he sought to resolve thetensionin the
culture between the humani stic and the new scientific waysof thought by dividing theworld, including human beings, into
mental and physical substances. Although histheory isnot satisfactory and it hasrightly been criticized, Descartes should
not beblamedfor theproblemshewastryingtosolve. Itwasnot hisideasthat havebeset themodernmind, but hisproblems.
They are till with usand philosophersare still wrestling with them, not with Descartes.

Critical Philosophy

Inhissearchfor apost-Critical philosophy, Poteat thinks, if | understand him correctly, that theway experience
and lifeareformed and theworld isappropriated in our unreflected mindbodily being and living are unproblematic. This
issimilar to Wittgenstein' sview that thecultureisalright aslong asit isgroundedin aform of lifethat hasnot been messed
up by refl ectivemi sunderstandingsand phil osophi cal theories. Inother words, therearenogenuinephil osophical problems;
thereisnolegitimatetheoretica job for philosophy; itsreal functionisto savethe culturefromthemischief reflectionand
philosophical theoriesdo by exposing thereflective misunderstandingsthat generated theall eged philosophical problems
the theories were constructed to solve. But unlike Wittgenstein, Poteat seems to focus on only Enlightenment
philosophy anditsprogeny. Heseemstothink that if wecouldrid our cultureof the perversionscaused by modern Critical
philosophy (which he dates from Descartes), we would have a philosophically unproblematic culture.

But surely thepre-Enlightenment culture of theWest had itsphil osophical problemsandwascrusted over or even
permeated with philosophical theories, mostly springing from the ancient Greek Enlightenment. The development of
mathemati csinanci ent Greecegenerated phil osophica problemsthat engagedtheclassica Greek philosophers, especially
the Pythagoreans, Parmenides, and Plato, much asthe devel opment of modern empirical science gaverisetothe Critical
philosophy of the modern Enlightenment. Theintroduction of Judaism and Christianity into Hellenistic culture gaverise
tothephilosophical theology of Philo, Clement, Origin, St. Augustine, and others. Thereissomepoint toNietzsche' scharge
that Christianityis*vulgar Platonism.” Cultura pluralisminevitably rai sesphilosophical questionsabout morality asit did
withthe Sophistsin ancient Greece. Even differencesin kind among beliefsand judgments, the simplefactsof grammar,
arouse philosophical reflection that spawn philosophical theories. No culture isimmune to philosophical perplexities.
Indeed, rational beingswith critical reflective powers are awaysvulnerableto philosophical perplexity inany culture.

If our culture were purged of the modern Enlightenment-based philosophica misunderstandings and theories,
itwouldbestill areflected culture; andif, | amright, itwould embody not only thescarsof earlier philosophical controversies
and the marks of classical philosophical theories, but it would harbor its own philosophical perplexities, especially the
contradictions that hold between the epistemological and metaphysical presuppositions of lived experience (the
configurations of experience and the world in our mindbodily being, living, and thinking) on one hand and the
epistemologica and metaphysical presuppositions of modern empirical science, technology, and our science-based
practica endeavors.

Of course Wittgenstein is partly right. Many philosophical perplexities can be solved or resolved without any
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reconstruction of theculture. But thisisnot true of those philosophical perplexitiesgrounded in contradictionsamong the
presuppositionsof theculture, especially thosegroundedindifferent formsof life. Thisisthecase, | submit, withthetypical
problemsthat have engaged the Critical philosophersof the Enlightenment and their successorseven untothisday. These
problems have been intractabl e because they are grounded in our ways of life. They do not admit of apurely intellectua
solution. Nothingwould sufficeshort of aradical transformation of thecultureby ashiftinour culture-generating stance--a
shiftinour governing prioritiesfrom materialistic to humanistic va ues. Only with such ashift woul d our ways of thought
change. Philosophersmay hel p us makethe change by exposing the problemsand locating their source and their solution,
but the soci ety may haveto confront painfully theabsurditiesof the culture and the human consequences of itsconflicting
waysof life beforeit will take the problemsin the foundations of the culture serioudly.

Poteat isright, inmy judgment, in calling our attentionto the priority of our inescapable mindbodily engagement
withtheworldinlived experienceandtheway inwhichtheself andtheworldarecategoridly configuratedinthisorientation.
And heisright also in his claim that the tacit epistemological and metaphysical categories in this approach cannot be
consistently denied, for they are presupposed in al of our thinking and doing. But, given the power and the standing our
materialisticvaluesgivetothecategoria configurationsinherentinthescientific/technol ogical/practical stanceof modern
culture, it is not enough to point these things out, not even so elegantly and persuasively as Poteat does.

We need detail ed arguments agai nst the widespread modern claim that, although lived experienceinvolvesthe
full structureof “subjectivity” reportedinfolk psychology, only sensory experienceand manipul atory action and thought
grounded in and validated by them provide uswith an objective account of reality. We also need refutation of the further
claim that the contradiction Poteat points out in the rgjection of the categories of lived experienceis only apparent. Such
atask would involve articulation and detailed argument for the objective validity of the tacit configurationsin our full
mindbodily living. Furthermore, thistask woul drequireeither areconstruction of thecategoria framework and methodol ogy
of scienceor away of accommodating and explaining sciencein thelarger humanistic framework of thought.

Enlightenment Critical philosophy arose asanintellectua responseto thefelt contradictionsin the foundations
of the emerging bourgeoisculture. It has, for the most part, tried to achieve coherencein the foundations of the culturein
away that would not alter the direction of modern civilization. What we need, in my judgment, isnot the abandonment of
Critica philosophy but Critical philosophy rightly doneandinaway that woul d beeffectiveinbringing critical intelligence
into the reconstruction of the culture. Thisisabig order indeed. It requires, as aready indicated, detailed philosophical
validationof theimplicit categorial configurationsinlived experienceover againsttherival presuppositionsof our scientific/
technological/practical stance; but even this would not be enough.

Whatever results philosophers achieve are likely to remain their secret. For philosophy to be effectual, it must
joinwithother forcesinthecultureandbecomepart of publicdiscourse. Amongitsnatural allies, thehumanities, education,
religion, and politica thought arethemost likely tobehelpful . Historically sciencewouldhavebeenanatural dly, but given
itsform and statusin our culture, it offers mostly resistance to the kind of cultural transformation that is needed. Science
will not change course unlessit failsor reachesitslimitsinits culturally defined task or the cultural valuesthat shapeits
framework of thought undergo aradical change. Philosophers must come out of the closet and engage other intellectual
disciplinesinthecritical examinationof their foundations; andthey must comeout of theivory tower and engagethesociety
atlargeincultural criticism, withemphasi sontheorgani zingand governing val uesof modernWesterncivilizationandtheir
cultural and human consequences, and with special emphasis on the validity and priority of humanistic values and ways
of thought in human affairs. 50
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