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The influence of Michael Polanyi on William H. Poteat’ s teaching from 1967 to 1976 was apparent but not
paramount. Cultural conceptual analysis as taught and practiced by Poteat during this period included
Polanyian texts, themes, and concepts, but drew extensively from other major conceptual innovators who
provided radical alternatives to key cultural conceptual commitments of modernity. This was the period
roughly between the completion of Intellect and Hope and the writing of Polanyian Meditations.

For my contribution to this discussion, | thought that, for those who knew Poteat’s thought only
through hisbooksif they knew hiswork at all, it would be most hel pful for meto addresstheinfluence of Polanyi
on Poteat’ s teaching.

Teaching was Bill Poteat’ s calling. It fundamentally shaped histhinking, writing, and unique way of
being-in-theworld. Seetheexamplesinhiswritings, acknowledgements, and dedi cationsfor confirmation of this.
And Bill’ steaching certainly shaped those of us who had the privilege of studying with him.

| pickedtheperiod of nineyearsfromthefall of 1967 toearly 1976 when | wasaround him (asadivinity
student, doctoral student, teaching assistant, dissertation advisee, and beginning teacher in a Religion
Department which he cameto chair during that period). Otherson the panel weretherefor at |east part of that
time, and | hoped my recollectionswoul d generate some hel pful comparisonswith the experiences of othersin
order to clarify what Polanyi had to do with Poteat’ s teaching.

Thiswasthetimebetweentheediting of I ntellect and Hope(I1H, 1968. Bill hadjust put |H tobed, having
undoubtedly burned much midnight oil going over every word of that important volumein Polanyi studies) and
thebeginningsof Polanyian Meditations(PM,1985). HetelIsusintheintroductionto that major Polanyianwork
that PM burst forth in agraduate seminar in the Spring of 1976 when he promised to write afive page handout
so that he could get the students to stop taking notes:

To deflect the seminar’ s attention from note-taking in order that instead the expectant faces
of itsmembersmight be allowed to work their maieutic magic upon my only half-formed and
emergingthought, | promisedtocommittowritingfor futuredistributionwhat | felt | wasabout
tosay. A few dayslater | sat down to write the promised handout, beginning with a passage
from page 160 of Personal Knowledge, supposing it would run to perhaps five legal-size
mimeograph sheets. Three months and twenty-four thousand words later | had long since
forgotten the handout and was well underway in the writing of Polanyian Meditations: In
Search of a Post-Critical Logic (8).

While one could reasonably expect from IH, PM, and hislater writingsthat Polanyi would have been
thedominantinfluenceonBill’ steaching, itismy argument that Bill wasNOT primarily “teaching Polanyi” nor
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washeprimarily “teachingfrom Polanyi” inthisperiod. | nstead | argue Poteat wasteachingamethod of “ cultural
conceptua analysis’ (CCA) - away of doing Religionand Culture- inwhich Polanyi wasonly oneally andexample.

Whilepreparingthispresentation, | remembered afiledrawer with about afoot andahalf of foldersfrom
my Dukeyears. Somy remarkstoday are based not only on thefoggy recollection of an aging professor in his
early 60's remembering events in the late sixties — | actually had some primary sources to work fromin re-
constructing Polanyi’s influence on Poteat’ s teaching.

Thepaper that resulted fromthisexerciserunsmorethan 40 minutes. | haveshareditwiththepanelists.
| can only share afew sectionsin my time this afternoon.

Poteat in the Classr oom

Y ou may not know that, prior to discovering Polanyi intheearly fifties, William H. Poteat, wasbornin
1919, grew up in Chinaasachild of American Baptist missionaries, graduated from Oberlinand Y ale Divinity
School, and wrote adissertation at Duketitled “ Pascal’ s Conception of Man and Modern Sensibility” in 1950.

In my view, this dissertation is much moreimportant than Polanyi for understanding/explaining what
Bill was up to in teaching when | studied with him. It was a huge project that treated developmentsin early
modernity from Renai ssance painting through political theory.

E.A.Burtt, Whitehead, Temple, aongwithBill’ sanalysi sof primary sources(my notesstressDescartes
and Pascal) contributed to discussions of mathematics, method, and metaphysics, the bifurcation of nature, the
exteriorization of sensibility, mechanism, technical reason, modernity’ salternation between pride and despair,
and the consequent unintelligibility of man.

This was philosophical anthropology on a grand scale, and plenty of gold ore was uncovered for
refinement in futureyears.

While you can find in it some anticipation of Polanyian themes, thereis amuch broader and deeper
agendabeing set that | think Bill was still working on inthe period under review.

My first classwith Bill was Christianity and Culture 16 (CC16), arequired first-year coursefor Duke
Divinity studentswho had had some exposureto philosophy intheir BA. Thiswasaclose reading of one book
eachby Marx, Darwin, Freud, and B.F. Skinner. Wewererequiredtowrite300word“ arguments’ each Friday (plus
or minus2words). Learning to recognize acentral conceptual problem and deal withitinashort argument was
acrucial skill. But learning how deeply my own thinking, and thethinking of thewider culture, had been shaped
by the conceptual commitments underlying Marx, Darwin, Freud, and Skinner wasrevel atory.

Inthelively classdiscussions, we could not think and argue our ways out of the very perspectiveswe
weretrying to opposeasBill played anincredibly skilled dialectical devil’ sadvocate. Philosophy majorslike
RonHall and Larry Churchill werethestarsindeliveringincisivefast pitchesthat Bill woul d blast out of thepark,
alwaysin good humor, as he continued to demonstrate how wewere all Skinnerians, Marxists, Darwinists, and
Freudianseven, sometimesespecially, whenwetried to arguewith them. Bill could also takethe stammerings

of confused participants such as me and help us find our voices as we began at |east to recognize the hazards
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in the dangerouswaters of modernity’ s Cartesian conceptual hang-ups, objectivist obfuscations, and dualistic
dead-ends.

Polanyi was not assigned and wasrrarely introduced explicitly asacontributor to thisenterprise. My
notescontain many referencesto RonHall, but only onemarginal noteabout Polanyi. Surely Polanyi wasinthe
background—wedid spend several weekstryingto convincean Azande-likePoteat that heshould adopt scientific
horticulture as we learned about arguments and changing one’s mind. Perhaps Polanyi contributed to Bill’s
analysisof theconceptual commitmentsat stakein theimpact of evolution on modernity, but my notesaremore
about the conceptual innovations around the contingency Christianity introduced into Western thought that
allowed themovefrom Aristotleto Darwin, the Exodusevent asradically different fromthe Greek cosmos, and
other differencesin Semitic and Greek concepts. With B.F. Skinner, perhaps Polanyi was closer to the surface:
| find noteson experimentsin subception and argumentsthat what wehavewith Pavlov’ sdogis* anactivecenter
seeking to maximize meaning rather than aS-R response machine.”

But this was not a course about Polanyi, an introduction to Polanyi, or one taught from Polanyi’s
perspective. Apparently, thereisan unpublished paper Bill wrote about teaching Religion and Culture which
discussesthemethod tothisdial ectically maddening and thrilling experience: “ | found, for example, that while
tacitly, by anacritically-received cultural inheritance, they were M arxists, Freudians, Darwini sts, neo-behavior-
ists, or what have you, their explicit professions were different from and incompatible with these views, even
though thiswas almost never recognized by them” (Primacy of Persons[POP], p. 4). Nickell and Stinesdraw
from and comment on this approach the Introduction to POP: “ The comprehension of such contradictions, as
the world has known since Socrates, is an exercise in therapy in the best sense of that word” (4-5).

In1967, Bill’ sappointment wasprimarily intheDivinity School. Alongwith CC16, hetaught el ectives
on “Religion and Tragedy” and “Religion and Art.” Theinformation | have about those courses shows little
influenceof Polanyi. Thereiscertainly noPolanyi inthe 11 pagebibliography onreligionand art hedistributed,
including among the42 booksunder the heading “ Sel ected booksdealing with aspectsof theintellectual history
and characteristic sensibility of modernity.” Thisisan obvious place for Polanyi, but thereis no referenceto
hiswork. And remember this area of art and Western culture was hisintended focus when he went to Greece
on sabbatical in 1968.

Regular graduate seminarswere offered: Existentialism, Religious L anguage, and onethat often used
Personal Knowledge.

Merleau-Ponty, Wittgenstein, Hannah Arendt, Kierkegaard, and Polanyi werethecoreof Religionand
CultureandBill’ sapproachtocultural conceptual analysis. Seminarswithvaguetitlesallowed Bill toassignthem
and/or others he wanted to examine: Piaget, Ricoeur, Elizabeth Sewell, Walker Percy, George Steiner, Joseph
Church. Themethod of cultural conceptual analysishewasteaching usused thesebigfiveaswelearnedtothink
inwaysthat begantoliberateusfromour critical, objectivist, Cartesian proclivitiesand claim post-critical voi ces.

Wedidn'treally “learnabout” thethinkersweread so closely. Onmorethan one occasion when asked
about “ research expectationsfor papers,” Bill proclaimed: “ Anyonecaught doing researchinthiscoursewill be
summarily shot!” Wewereinstructedtogofor “thejugular” —the core conceptual commitmentsthrough which
these radical thinkers broke through or failed to break through the impasses of modernity, the ways their
understanding of knowing, being, acting, perceiving, speaking, learning, and teaching broke out of the
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conceptual dilemmas and dead-ends that were destructive of what Stinesand Nickell choseto call their book,
The Primacy of Persons.

Hisadviseeswould then apply thisperspectiveto aproblem or athinker, and therangewasincredible.
Dissertationswerewrittenon Erik Erickson, Walker Percy, Elizabeth Sewell, social theory, literature, philosophical
issues and thinkers, and, sometimestheology. Polanyi might be central to that effort, ashe wasin my attempt
to show Polanyi as an alternative to the Sociology of Knowledge. But hewasnot alwaysthe central figure and
sometimes was not even involved in dissertations written under Bill.

Bill Poteat moved from the Divinity School to the Department of Religion about 1970. When Tom
Langford becameDeanof theDivinity Schooal, Bill wasappointed chair of theundergraduate Religion Department,
amajor change professionally and anew stage from which to display hisconsiderable gifts. Sotherewasalot
goingon—including complicationsinhispersonal life. | don’tthink hewrotemuchinthisperiodapart fromessays
that came out of histeaching.

| suspect that during these nineyearsbetween finishing IH and beginning PM, Polanyi’ sthought was
always around as Bill taught, lectured at Texas and Stanford, spent time in Greece and arranged an exhibit of
Moustaki’ swork at Duke, etc. But Polanyi was often not in Poteat’ s focal attention in teaching, nor do | find
evidence in my notes, his writing, or my recollections that Polanyi offered the predominant or over-arching
perspective from which he taught and engaged in cultural conceptual analysis.

Of the 10 coursesthat | took under Professor Poteat, of which | have somerecord, only onehad Polanyi
(KB) assigned. Only TheTacit Dimensionisonthereadinglist of 18 booksfor theReligionand Culturepreliminary
exam | took under Bill in January, 1972. My notesindicate Polanyi appeared in discussionswhere hisconcepts
were helpful, but Polanyi does not seem to be the platform, framework, or focus of attention that often.

What was the method —what was Bill doing —what were wetrying to learn to do?

Theterm| havecometo prefer, “ cultural conceptual analysis,” isnot really history of ideas, not exactly
philosophy, not “religion and culture” in any of the various ways that phrase is often used.

Intheunpublished essay “ Religionand Cultureas| Seelt” quoted by Stinesand Nickell, Bill writesthat
he thinks of culture“not asacertain form of social order or asystem of practice or asphysica artifacts, but as
arepertoire of concepts, models, metaphors, anal ogies, images, picturings, myths, and stories shaping thelife
of apeople.” (POP, 11) Cultural conceptual analysiswasBill’ smethod for recognizing, analyzing, and dissecting
modern culture in this sense and providing therapeutic alternatives for the problematic status of the humanin
modernity’ s developing conceptual configuration.

It' scultural becauseitisdeeper thanany specificarticulationsor disciplines. CharlesTaylor talksabout
“socia imaginaries’ and “cosmic imaginaries’ in ways that remind me of Bill. But unlike Taylor’'s endless
summariesof intellectual history, Bill somehow could get tothecoreconceptual commitmentsof theunderlying
logic of modernity moredirectly. Hewassomehow diggingintothelevel fromwhichideas, theories, articul ated
frameworks emerge, but pulling forth the basic models, metaphors, concepts that emerge again and againin
modernity. They arefar inthebackground —on the horizon —yet these cultural conceptual commitments shape
—andinmany casesinmodernity mis-shape—our understandingandevenour lives. Sodiscoveringthem, seeing
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how they are driving us and driving us mad, is very much like analysisin that can be therapeutic.

“Analysis’ in this approach brings to mind at least two associations: ordinary language analysis and
analysisin the Freudian tradition. Some of Poteat’ stoals, tricks, even content, came from the former. Bill's
incredible classroom riffs may have drawn from Wittgenstein, Austin, Wisdom, and others more often than |
recognized, untrained philosophically as| was. Many comparisons could be made with the Freudian meaning
of “analysis,” including the “therapeutic” dimension mentioned by Stines and Nickell and cited above.

Thebest written examplesof cultural conceptual analysiswould betheintroductionto|H and theessay
“Personsand Places.” Thisseminal essay, whichisin POP, wasonethat Bill did distributeto classes—at | east
asearly as1968. Itisnot dependent, explicitly or tacitly, onPolanyi inmy reading. ThelH essay RonHall comments
uponinhisreflections(“ Myths, Stories, History, Eschatol ogy and Action: SomePolanyianMeditations’) isalso
up there among the best examples of Poteat’s cultural conceptual analysis, in that case cultural conceptual
analysisworking with Polanyi’ sinnovations.

Knowing how much he had invested in Polanyi, | may be underestimating how important Polanyi was
for Bill’ steaching duringthisperiod. If | couldtravel backintimel might findmuchmoreattentiontoandreliance
onPolanyi. | certainly findalot of Polanyi inhisthreebookswritten after thisperiod, andtoedit IH hemust have
been immersed in Polanyi at adepth most of uswill never attain.

One note | found would suggest that much of my attempt to represent Poteat islikely wrong. It was
at theend of someclarification of confused arrangementssent out for the Dutch Creek FallsSymposiumin 1974
by amember of that group, agathering of former studentsof Bill’ sthat occurredinthemountainsof North Carolina
each summer for about 6 years. The group’sfocuswas often on the teaching challengeswe were finding early
inour careers. Bill’ sparticipationinthisongoing convivial order of hisformer adviseesand otherswho became
interested in hisapproach to religion and culture exemplifies his commitment to teaching. The note addressed
toalist of 40 membersof the diaspora, probably from Ben Ladner becauseitissigned withalarge“B,” stated:
“Furthermore, it isimportant not to lose sight of the fact that you don’t know what the hell’ sgoing on, neither
dol. Neither does Stines, neither does Gus. So there!! Prayerfully, B.”

Addendum: Inthediscussionthat followed our panel presentations, Dave Rutledgerecalled that Poteat did offer
aseminar on Personal Knowledgein 1971. There were other courses during this period of which | don’t have
records, and they may have emphasized Polanyi. Interesting aswell was Diane Y eager’ sreport that Bill gave
her a copy of Intellect and Hope and inscribed it for her when she arrived for graduate study in 1971 thus
emphasi zing theimportanceof Polanyi for what shewasbeginning. My pointisnot that Polanyi wasunimportant
in Poteat’ s teaching, but that cultural conceptual analysis as taught by Poteat was much more than Polanyi. |
know | did not read Polanyi thoroughly until my dissertation research.

RonHall’ scontributiontothispanel, which| read only after writing mine, confirmsmy point aboveabout
“analysis’ and providesimportant insights into the origins and impact of Wittgenstein and ordinary language
analysisin Poteat’ s approach to cultural conceptual analysis. Students more familiar with that tradition might
have seen even more of thisinfluencein Bill’ steaching than | could. | suspect thisinfluence went far beyond
mere content and, indeed, shaped the basic ways he engaged students, asked questions, identified and
approached problems, and led classroom and seminar discussionsin hisinimitable style.
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