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WilliamH. Poteat’ scritique of Cartesianismisan amplification of the phil osophi cal work of Michael Polanyi.
Poteat applies Polanyian methods to articulate an alternative to the metaphysical dualism that, he argues,
still dominates Western reflective thought at a tacit level. His argument is that the novel logic of Polanyi’'s
Personal Knowledge puts the presuppositions of the modern philosophical tradition in question. In the
elaboration of this focal argument, Poteat’s subsidiary acceptance of Polanyi’s anterior work is total.
Neverthelessit remainsimportant to disambiguate the thought of the two philosophers. Inthisessay, | argue
that Poteat’ s reliance on Polanyi as means of elaborating his own original philosophical position is perhaps
what ismost distinctive of thisrelationship. For Poteat relies on Polanyian grounds ontol ogically to the extent
that, once assimilated, these supporting grounds are finally cancelled. | argue that even if it is ultimately
impossible to locate the precise point where Polanyi ends and Poteat begins, it remains necessary to attempt
aclean separation. For onlyinthisway can Poteat’ sunique contribution to philosophy befocally appreciated.

“We bear this access to Being about with us as the condition of there being aworld.”
William H. Poteat, Polanyian Meditations, p. 14.

“... every thoughtful submission to authority is qualified by some, however slight, opposition toit.”
Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, p. 164.

“To understand sumsin elementary school the children would have to be important philosophers.
Failing that, they need practice.”
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Zettel, 703.

William Poteat’ s critique of post-Cartesian dualism is presented as an amplification of the phil osophical
work of Michael Polanyi. InPolanyian Meditations, theconcept of tacit knowingisappliedasamethodtoinitiate
anddevelopanalternativetothemetaphysical dualismthat, accordingto Poteat, still dominatesWesternmodels
of theoretical reflection.! His argument is that the innovative logic suggested by Polanyi’s idiosyncratic
interpretation of key conceptsin Personal Knowledge? (such as: “ presupposition,” “ premise” and, especialy,
“assumption”) rewards careful and serious philosophic attention.® In fact, thisinadvertently avant-garde use
of logical concepts, according to Poteat, hasthe radical potential to put the basic presuppositions of the entire
modern philosophical traditionin question. Eventhevery hypothesisof tacit knowingitself, namely, that there
isaninexplicitdimensionof pre-reflectivebelief that determinesexplicit actsof refl ectiveknowledge, and hence
cannot be clarified prior to inquiry, suggests, for Poteat, nothing less than a dramatic epistemological
transvaluation with revolutionary consequences for how our situation in the world is understood. A key
hypothesisof Polanyian Mediationsisthat any theory of knowl edge (epistemol ogy) necessarily impliesatheory
of being (ontology). Moreaccurately: my modes of knowing reduplicate my modesof beingintheworld.* To
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one apprenticed to the tradition and informed by its conceptual values, ‘to find a new way to think about my
situationintheworld,” Poteat says el sewhere, ‘isthe ultimate tour de force' .5

Polanyi’ sradical positionis, according to Poteat, relatively easy to state: that knowledge is knowing,
‘merely aspecial classof human activity subsumed under the larger class, viz., the complex repertoire of ways
of humanly beingintheworld’ . In Poteat’ stermsthe truth of this unassuming claim is established when one
appreciatesthat it isrevelatory of being; itis‘ pregnant with the possibility of disclosing hitherto undiscovered
aspects of reality’ (and thisis Poteat’ s Polanyian definition of truth) areality that we nevertheless inhabit as
itinhabitsusbut yet may ultimately remain opaqueto theoretical reflectionif thenormsthat governit are set by
thepost-Cartesian epistemol ogical paradigm.” For itisonly relativeto the distinctive epistemic conventions of
thisparadigm (and | mean principally the mutual autonomy of subject and object) that “reality” isidentified as
that which is problematically independent of, and therefore indifferent to, human existence. According tothe
basi c demands of this orthodoxy, which prioritises conceptual clarity and overvaluestheinquiry motivated by
scepticism, thecognitiveegois(imaginedtobe) radically detached fromthecontext and provenanceof all actual
achievements of knowledge. Y et, as Poteat reminds us, the ascendant autonomy of the transcendental subject
comes at the devastating price of a profound, despairing alienation from nature.

This" birfurcationof nature” ... meant that manasknower comesincreasingly tobeconceived
asaliento, becauseestranged by abstractionfrom, and theref orequiteincommensurablewith,
the material world that isthe very object of hisknowing.®

With the doctrines of Descartesisinaugurated what Poteat el sewhere terms our ‘long season of self-alienating
madness'.® Polanyi’ sthesis proposesto preserve the dynamic activity of knowingin thetheory of knowledge
and thereby cauterise the bifurcation of nature by retrieving the epistemic agency and ontological context lost
inthe paradigmatic picture.

In the elaboration of this focal argument, Poteat’s subsidiary acceptance — his belief in the truth of
Polanyi’ santerior work — istotal. Tothosetrained inthe practice of critical exegesis, where the requirement
to attribute ideas to a single agency seems imperative, it is not easy to accept the hybridisation of thought
represented by Poteat’ sopen admissionsof deference. Wecould say, employing the central inspirational motif
of Polanyian Mediationsthat, asreadersof Poteat, hisacceptanceof Polanyi asintellectually anteriorislogically
impliedinour acceptanceof Poteat’ swork asderivative. Accordingly, Walter Mead’ sclaimtodistinguishwhere
Polanyi leaves off and Poteat takes offl® may appear perhaps too quick to disregard Poteat’s admission of
thorough Polanyian assimilation: Polanyi has become, as acknowledged in the Prologue to Polanyian
Meditations, part of theintegral structure of Poteat’ stacit knowledge and therefore, according to this concept,
this should be assumed to constitute the given logical ground of every subsequent hypothesisarticulated. This
isnot to accuse Mead of being insensitive to the embedding of Polanyian thought in Poteat’ sthinking. Heis
well aware of the complex indebtedness of Poteat’ sthought to Polanyi. Hispaper ‘ William Poteat’ sAnthropol -
ogy: “Mindbody in the World”' remains an important and subtle effort to distinguish Poteat’s original
contribution while acknowledging that hisoriginal thought must still be conceived as profoundly influenced by
Polanyi. However, despitewhat | might appear toarguehere, | think, asshould becomeclear as| proceedthrough
the argument of this paper, that Mead is absolutely correct to confront the difficulty of disambiguating the
thought of the two philosophers. For what is most strikingly original about Poteat’ s method — paradoxically
— is the almost obsequious way in which he relies on Polanyi as means of ultimately articulating his own
philosophical position. And yet it could be maintained with some justification that Poteat relieson subsidiary
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Polanyian grounds only to the extent that, once assimilated, and in amovement corresponding to adialectical
Aufhebung, these supporting grounds can finally be successfully sublated: cancelled, they remain preserved
inanembal med stateintheinfrastructureof Poteat’ sfocal itinerary. Thus, evenif it may beultimately impossible
to locate the precise point where Polanyi ‘leaves off” and Poteat ‘ takes off’, it remains decisively necessary to
attempt aclean separation. For only inthisway can Poteat’ soriginal contributionto philosophical investigation
befocally appreciated. Otherwisehisradical writingsareindanger of being misconstrued asmerecommentary.
And they are definitely not that.

Self-consciously and respectfully indebted to Polanyi, his presencein Poteat isubiquitous; it informs
everything at an infrastructural level. With *humility and obedience' 1, the authorial presencein hisown text
is thereby reduced to a medium for the transmission of Polanyi’s thought. Poteat’s authorship is mediated
Polanyi. It might be said that Polanyi is so profoundly ingrained and knitted into Poteat that his explication
involvesanunprecedented formof introspection. Inorder tothink out of himself, hehashadtolook into himself.
Y et this, paradoxically, places Polanyi, eveniif thisvery analysis derives from his proximal-distal distinction,
at astrategicdistance. Indeedtheetymological originof “mediation” isthelater L atinmediare, which asPoteat,
inamoment of unconscious self-revel ation, observes, signifies“tocutinhalf”.> So | guessmy questionis: is
it possibleto separate the hal ves of thismediation? Canweamputate Poteat from Polanyi? Wheredowesearch
for the seams?

Y et the peculiarity of thisaporetic mediation—the consciousintrojection of onethinker by another so
that heisat onceinfinitely proximal and significantly distal —may beconsiderably clarifiedwhenthat rel ationship
is considered as an apprenticeship. And indeed, this is how Poteat himself describes it. The idea of
apprenticeshipisnot without philosophi cal significancefor Poteat’ sPolanyian project; for that whichisinvolved
intheinitiationintoapractice, namely: submissiontotheauthority of thementor until thepracticeiscompetently
acquired, thetimetaken for the trade to be thoroughly assimilated by the apprentice, the synthesis of knowing
and doing implied in training, and the final ownership of the practice taken by the journeyman asevincedina
secureand confident styleof novel application—areall of apiecewiththeepistemol ogical perspectivedevel oped
in Personal Knowledge.

Polanyi’ saccount of tacit knowing oftenreferstothemodel of apprenticeship; hewrites: ‘ theintimations
followed by thelearner are based primarily in hisconfidencein others; and thisisan acceptance of authority’ .23
Inthe Tacit Dimension, he characterises scientific knowledge, its acquisition and accreditation, as apprentice-
shipto apractice; for it isonly when considered in terms of initial acquiescence to authority, that Polanyi can
arguethat thegenerational relay of knowledgeis‘ predominantly tacit’.** Intheindividual case, thisoccursby
virtueof theprocessPolanyi calls‘ indwelling’, namely, thecompl eteacqui escencetothepracticeuntil it becomes
“second nature”. ‘In order to share this indwelling, the pupil must presume that a teaching that appears
meaningless to start with hasin fact ameaning which can be discovered by hitting on the sameindwelling as
theteacherispracticing’.*® That isto say, by focally appreciating the subsidiary formof thepractice morethan
itscontent (how theprofessor behavesinthework context, how sheembodiesher fundamental beliefs, epitomises
“best practice”) the belief system that governs the logic of the practice is finaly introjected as an internal
dimension of theapprentice’ ssubsequent epistemological attitude. Unlessthisprocesstakesplace, the practice
is not completely assimilated and the approach to problem-solving cannot be innovative. This involves
unconditional belief in the value-system of the institution epitomised by the mentor. ‘ Such an effort is based
on accepting theteacher’ sauthority’.* The protégéis successfully inducted into the fiduciary structure of the
institution only when the values and methods of this institution have been successfully introjected (that is,
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unconsciously assi milated) and away of doing becomesaformof life, the proximal ground of departurefor every
subsequent distal application of knowledge. Every creative act based onitsfiduciary structureisinformed by
it and simultaneously reinforcestheaxiology of theinstitution. Theprocessisconcluded whenthejourneyman,
having assumed ownership of the belief system that has taken up residency in her, possesses the potentia to
undertakesdlf-directedinquiry (and ultimately makeanindividual contributiontothefield)—all withoutimmediate
awareness of the operative tacit dimension orchestrating her conscious research-questions.

Becauseit suggeststhat knowingisactive—and, primarily, abelief-based activity —the apprenticeship
model is crucia to understanding the epistemological picture elaborated by the journeyman Polanyian
philosopher Poteat. What is that picture? Poteat argues that Polanyi’s innovative use of logical concepts,
although largely involuntary, implies the shocking truth that ‘ our only grounds for accepting [the grounds of
the premises of formal logic] is the fact that we do accept them and cannot imagine not doing so’.*”

Becausethey areinternali sed through apprenti ceshipto apracti ce, such groundshave becomeso much
anintrinsic part of our being, that we can be made conscious of them, if at all, only after thefact of having made
some discovery based on them. When inquiry is complete, having derived some conclusion from a logical
assumption, and having represented this in a defensible, logically sound pattern of argument, we may then
inquire: what constituted theaxi omati c assumption of thispracticeitself andwhereareitsgrounds? What beliefs,
thatistosay, groundthemoativationfor andindeed thestructureof inquiry itself? Certain assumptionsconstitute
the tacit conditions of possibility of inquiry itself, indeed, of al cognitive activity and as apprentices to a
“‘convivium'’ of practitioners, we cometo rely implicitly on these grounds—they areimplied in al subsequent
practice.® These grounds are made up of pre-reflective believings that inform our cognitive attitude and
comportment at an infrastructural level and finally constitute the ‘logical / ontological grounds of our coming
to achieve our presently explicit beliefs' .** Knowledge, despite appearances, is never sui generis.

It isnecessary to indicate that ground as used by Poteat should be understood in the Gestaltist sense
asthat background according to which all explicit acts of knowing aretheintentional figures.?® Thisexplains
why the background infrastructure of beliefscannot belucidly or explicitly dwelt upon assuch: to use Polanyi’s
terms, it cannot befocally apprehended simply becauseitisdwelt within: at oncethat subsidiary matrix that makes
possible all focal apprehension and the sine qua non from which every cognitive performanceisinitiated. ‘In
every act of speech’, Poteat observes, ‘ | attend fromthisrichly implicativegrid of surplusmeaningsinmy native
language as ground to what | am actually bodying forth as figure' .#

Therefore because tacit, that isto say, deeply introjected, the epistemol ogical grounds of inquiry are
radically fiduciary —they cannot be explicitly known prior to inquiry: they are unconscious (if in the ordinary
rather than Freudian sense). Tacitknowing, for both Polanyi and Poteat, remains, by definition, therefore, immune
todoubt. And, for Poteat at |east, it goesall theway down to the ontological ground of all belief and epistemic
activity.

Thealternativeepistemol ogi cal and ontol ogical ground untowhich | havebeentryingtodraw
you isone upon which our feats of reflection and intell ection —the exercise of our so-called
higher powers— are seen to berooted in and derivative of even our most primitive forms of
sentience, motility and orientation: our “minds’ areseentobeinextricably implicated with our
“bodies’ .2
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According to the orthodox epistemological narrative, aswe have considered, knowledge tends to be divorced
from the actual activity of knowing. If emphasisfallson thelatter however, Poteat argues, thiswill return us
ultimately to itsintentional genesisin the knowing living body of the knower. Situating the act of knowingin
thebody of theknower, according to Poteat, compel susto consider theagent of knowledgeasacomplex hybrid
of cognitive and somatic aspects. It is areductive falsification of the factsto continue to consider cognitive
activity ascontainedinthemind, or claimed exclusively by consciousness, or sitedinthe Cartesian cogito. Rather,
asamotor skill isintegrated with the comprehensive logic of the somatic economy, knowledge isincarnate—
that is, it should be considered to inform our physical being; knowledge is held viscerally, ‘ by the very act of
“taking up” existenceintheworld’. We, in other words, embody our knowing.

According to the unprecedented epistemological view intimated by Polanyi and amplified by Poteat,
itisactually possibleto say that “ muscles make assumptions’.?* (See, for instance, Poteat’ s close anal yses of
striking atennisball in PM.) ‘When therefore | rely on my bodily being in the world as the conditio sine qua
non of my action, it is the assumption in which the act is grounded’ .

| would like to suggest that Poteat embodies his epistemological apprenticeship to Polanyi and that
Polanyian Meditationsisadocument, awritten report of thisembodi ment expressed from withinitsingrained
structure. Indeed, in alater work, Poteat describes the process of coming to know, again implicitly following
Polanyi’ smodel of apprenticeship, throughthe extraordinary claimthat all knowingisindwellingan“other”2:
‘toindwell an other’ he explains‘isin the important sense to know it; to have had thisknowledgeisto be able
toremember it, to bear it along and recreateitinmyself’ 2" Hisapprenticeship to Polanyi isexactly of the order
of thisindwelling an other in theimportant sense described here. Once he hasthoroughly assimilated Polanyi,
and thereby realised in himself that the existential infrastructure of all knowledge and belief must be assumed
to subsist behind all our acts, the aim of Poteat’ s project will be to recollect thisforgotten knowledge in order
to retrieve the ultimate ground — and get his readersto attend to it despiteitsresistance to focal apprehension.
Indeed, thisresistanceisduein large measure, Poteat claims, to the ‘amnesia’ of post-Cartesian metaphysical
dualismwhich, indepictingtheself asa’‘theatreof solitude’, abstractstheobject of knowledgefromtheknower,
disremembersthe* concretedensity’ of thelifeworld and, most paradigmatically (and damagingly), divorcesthe
body fromthemind.?® But because, aswe have seen, Polanyi’ sradical theory of tacit knowing putsthedualism
of mindandbody into question, Poteat insistsonreferring tothefinal irreducibleontol ogi cal backgroundimplied
by this epistemological view by suturing the Cartesian divorceesinto ahybrid: whencethe* mindbody’ that has
given criticsof Poteat much grief: Thus: ‘ My mindbodily being intheworld, itself finally opaqueto reflection,
ismy bedrock assumption’.?®

Irreducibly both body and mind, only mind because already body and only body because mind, ‘We
discover at bottom they are not two but one’.* In avery late text, possibly hislast, an unpublished essay on
Cézanne, Poteat delivers perhaps the clearest expression of the consequences of his Polanyian indwelling and
itsassociated project of recollection. Accordingtothisalternativeepistemology, the* dualism of mind and body’
hewrites* hasbeen seennottobeontologically radical, but derivative; sotoowiththedistinction between subject
and object — a distinction that [may be] indispensable for our second-order discourse ... but not ontological
bedrock’.* He concludes:

Fromthestandpoint of our mindbodi es, thesubj ect and object of our second-order, essentially

static conceit of our relation to theworld are seen to be but two different momentsof asingle

reality. ... Atnopointinthislively diaecticisthereany placefor asubject with an opposing
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object.®

The mindbody is that which is responsible for assuming the pre-reflective tacit beliefs that determine all
subsequent acts of cognitive behaviour. Although these may never be made explicit, the mindbody itself
expressly embodies al our infrastructural beliefs and epistemic attitudes, and, although the tacit dimension
cannot bearticulatedin propositional language, and although themindbody theref orerefusesto betheoretically
reflected, is' systematically elusive’ ,* nevertheless (and here Poteat draws on Wittgenstein’ ssaying / showing
distinction), it ‘showsitself’ .3

Poteat is aware that such notions as holding inexplicit beliefs, possessing tacit knowledge we are
unawareof yet pre-reflectively rely on, or, indeed, hypothesesabout alocus of reflection that itself resistsbeing
reflected will appear nothing short of scandal ous to apprentices to a paradigm that identifies objectivity with
abstractionand philosophical probity withdisinterested detachment. Y etall ‘ scandal disappearsif weremember
that all of our most fundamental believingsand evaluingsare (logically) dependent upontheir muteembodiment
inour intentional mindbodiesin their convivial setting, [yet remain] beyond explicitation’.*®* One of the most
significant (and most disturbing for the post-Cartesian mind-set) consequences of thisis, of course, that all our
most fundamental beliefsand values, held withinthefertile, radically given ground of our existential itinerary,
remainimmuneto doubt and aretherefore, to the extent that they areimplicitly relied on yet only tacitly known,
certain in away more profound than the Cartesian sense. Thisisthereal scandal.

Characterised according to the model of apprenticeship suggested here, what Poteat acquires from
Polanyi may infact ultimately beimpossibleto measure. But onething he does get from himisthe confidence
toexpressand devel op hisown philosophical intuitionsintoafull-blown post-critical philosophical project. This
project has two aspects.

On the one hand, Poteat, totally accepting Polanyi’s radical theory of knowing, seeks to expose the
subsidiary commitmentsthat refer our knowledge to afundamental ontological ground. Thus Poteat claimsto
usePolanyianlogicasacritica methodto el aborateand amplify what hebelievesstill remainslatentin PK, namely,
that thebackground of all my knowing, doing, speaking, andthereflectiveinquiriesthat derivefromtheseprimary
activities, ismy pre-linguistic being intheworld: theirreducible“mindbody” repeatedly invokedin PM. This
iswhatisapriori accepted (intuitively given) inall my deliberativeinquiry however alienated it may appear to
befromthat ‘ambient’ and ‘lively’ locus.® The mindbody isthe physical being that, in its quotidian context,
temporally extensive and bio-historical, inits presence, which at once ‘retrotends’ my past being (as memory)
and ‘pretends’ my future (as anticipation), is sentient and intentional, Poteat establishes as the matrix ‘ of all
meaning and meaning-discernment’.¥ It is the ultimate ground, ‘the nonexistence of which’ he says ‘is
inconceivable’ .

But thisproposition is, Poteat exclaims, the most prosaic datum possible! And yet, precisely for this
reason, it simultaneously represents the most radical challenge for those apprenticed to the philosophical
tradition. It isaso unfortunately the most difficult for sympathisersto defend.

“Yes, of course. Thesefactsare obvious; everyone knows them —the most ordinary things

in the world”; and because they are ordinary —in other words, known to us simply because

they areimbedded in our routine practice, rather than asthe outcome of systematic reflection

—we conclude that they could not possibly have any serious philosophic import, inasmuch
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as, since Descartes, only that knowledgeistakento beseriousthat istheissue of askepticisim
raising us, so it isimagined, above our history and practice.®

And this brings us conveniently to the second aspect of Poteat’s project. It is, of course, needless to say,
intimately related to thefirst aspect ... asaduck to arabbit. Thisisthe adaptation of the Polanyian ‘picture’ of
apprenticeship to a practice, where theinquirer is pictured as ‘ engaged in the activity of inquiry, governed ...
by away of doing, anterior to theformalisation of explicitrules *° into a post-critical method to exposethetacit
assent to a discredited Cartesian modus operandi he believesto be endemic to modern Western culture. And
thisisalso where Poteat, having taken ownership of the belief systemthat hastaken up residency in him, begins
to apply hisinteriorised Polanyian motifsin acreative andindividual way toaunique problem. Thisis, inother
words, where his project really comesinto its own.

Itisnotinsignificant that thelast threemeditationsof PM do not mention Polanyi or refer tohiswritings.
Thisis because this marks the point where the umbilical cord is severed and the two halves can be separated:
Poteat will now concentrate on developing his own post-critical project of exposing the residual Cartesian
metaphysical dualism from its sublimated state in the cultural imagination of Western modernity. And now,
because hebelievesthiscommitment tothecritical heritageof Descarteshasbeenthoroughly assimilated, it has
actually become uncritical — a fundamental part of our common sense repertoire. The Western zeitgeist is
profoundly, yet unconsciously conditioned, infected, by what hecallsan‘ ur-Cartesianism’ 4 whichisreinforced
by al phanumeric literacy and the official supremacy of mathematical idealsof formal rationality aswell asthe
ascendancy of thevisual modelsof conceptual theorisation. Indeed, using the post-critical method, thiscrypto-
Cartesianism can be exposed asmost damaging, most insidiously influential, paradoxically, ininstanceswhere
itisexplicitly criticised yet still unconsciously affirmed.

For Cartesianism, as characterised in PM, is not a systematic theory rigorously explicated by its
exponents. Rather itisadominant but deeply sublimated metaphysical grammar composed of avocabulary of
paradigmatic images and values, motifs and metaphorsthat operate at asubterranean level in theimagination;
andthisgrammar informsall our implicit beliefsabout thenatureof reality and our relationshiptoit, determining
eventhemotivationtothink or inquireinthefirst place. Weareall, Poteat argues, apprenticesto theinstitution
of Cartesian dualism. Indeed, its ubiquitous presence is so pervasive, Poteat argues, that the very efforts to
overcomeitsparalysing binary grammar often anchor useven moreinescapably toit. ThusaccordingtoPoteat’s
analysis, this entrenched, fiduciary commitment to the Cartesian metaphysical picture isthe very background
condition that necessarily remains uncritically assumed and isthereforeironically the very thing that remains
immune to the methodological doubt canvassed by Descartes.

Anecumenical doubt, infusedwithanintellectual energy sufficienttoaffect awholeworldwide
culture, only becamepossiblewhenaDescartes, during afew hours, took himsel f tobeaworld-
transcending — even a self-transcending — god before whom “ everything” could be arrayed,
asif inagnostic instant, to present its credential s to a detached and non-committal gaze.*

The target of Poteat’s post-critical method is nothing other than this legacy of ‘uncriticised Enlightenment

criticism’.* Inhishands, the Polanyian post-critical logic becomesamethod, aproject of de-sublimationwhich

isclosely related to the psychoanal ytic technique. For, heexplains, we'‘ areworking against long-standing and

powerful resistance’ and ‘the psychoanalytic analogy isapposite here’.* Indeed, he frequently usestheterms

of pathology to describe our dysfunctional sublimated commitment to Cartesianism: it is, he says, ‘achronic
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depression’, a‘ repetitioncompulsion’,* or even afull-blown ‘madness’ . Withthisrealisation, a‘demand for
sanity takeshold' 4" yet ‘if we areto cut deeper into the sources and characteristic disorders of thisculture, we
will haveto bring some of the motifsof thiscriticismto bear onitself’.#® Criticism of this pathological critical
heritagewill thereforehavetoassumetheformof * nothing other thanaprecritical logicrecovered after anexcess
of [uncriticised] criticism’ .

But why isthe Cartesian epistemological paralysis so resistant to every genuine therapeutic effort to
eradicateit? It only hastheindestructible, pernicious power it hasbecause ‘ our subscriptiontoitis... tacit's:
makeit explicit through the post-critical method, Poteat suggests, and ‘ the ground we have surrendered, even
though we never ceased to stand upon it, will be recovered; and with it our sanity’.>

Retrievingtheground and our mental health clearly requirestwo almost antithetical approaches: onthe
one hand, it requires a more disciplined and thoroughgoing critical comportment than the critical ethos of
Enlightenment modernity has bequeathed to us. For this post-critical method must prepareitself to challenge
the very norms of lucid objectivity by refusing to accept methodological doubt as the provenance of inquiry.
Ontheother hand, it requires, at the sametime, every effort to suspend our ‘ critical inheritance’ .2 Thisinvolves
theingenuousacceptanceof theintuitiveontol ogical ground of al inquiry, belief, activity and knowing, that from
whichall thedualismsof the Cartesian picturederive, namely, my mindbodily beingintheworld. Thisisbecause:

In our acritical, off-duty momentswhat isobviousistaken at face-value and asworthy of no
specia notice. Only when awhole critical tradition has trained us to be on guard and has
grossly impeached our sense of what isimportant in what is obvious do we haveto struggle
to recover our senses.®®

Drawingour post-critical attentiontothis’ systemically elusive’ ultimatebackground, the[ mindbodily] ‘ whence
of all meaning and meaning-discernment’* isthe only way to eradicate the Cartesian metaphysical dualismto
which we are unconsciously apprenticed; for thisirreducible ground is precisely the ontological matrix which
issuppressed whentheallegedly radical mind hasbeen divorced by reflection from my bodily being, whenthe
concept of the object stands opposed to the transcendental subject, and when the fantasy of the disembodied
ego cogito has claimed a hegemonic perch from which all being is surveyed. And | fed at once god-like, yet
desperately alienated. Theremedy for our post-Cartesian psycho-pathol ogy, according to Poteat, isto recover
the quotidian mindbodily being in the world, the forgotten ground of all knowing and activity.

Thisnecessary ground isprecisely the Being towhich all menhave an absolutely indubitable
access in the convivial sense of their own existence to which they are ... bonded, the non-
existence of whichisinconceivable.®

But how, Poteat, can you know all this?
| am hard pressed to say. However thiswill in no way weaken my intuitive certainty.%

Poteat’ s adaptation of Polanyi’s post-critical philosophy now perhaps becomes clear against the
background sketched here. He describes it as the supreme and repeated effort to avoid alienation from the
existential actuality of hisown mindbodily beingintheworld. Hecallsthiseffort ‘ reflexive phenomenol ogy’ ¥
anditischaracterised asfollows: ‘toallow myself toresonatewith theactuality of my own existential mindbody
initsact of reflecting upon reflection fromtheinside’ . It isthis method that is applied to in those descriptive
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vignettes of engagement in activities so crucial to Poteat’ s philosophical style: striking aball with histennis-
racket, jogging for five mileswith hisdog, gazing at apainting in hisstudy, listening to alandlady refusetolet
her rooms and watching her gestures, lying on arock by the Grand Canyon for six hours, the panic of asudden
attack of amnesiain ashopping mall.

Aboveall, however, themostimportant motifsinthisgenrearethedetail ed descriptionsof the physical
processof writing—of Poteat, our author, actually writingwith pen on paper —that repeatedly interrupt thecourse
of our reading. Drawing attention to the nib of his Cross pen at the beginning of Recovering the Ground, for
instance, he attributesthe subtleties of histhought to the extra-fine point of that nib. ‘A delicateinstrument for
thinking' he says ' encourages delicate thought’.>® The point of these impolite incursionsthat so rudely alarm
thesolitary reader, of course, istoinduceusto awaken to our own mindbodily being intheworld and thusshake
us out of our Cartesian slumber by making us reflexively conscious of our somatic, proprioceptive, spatio-
temporal engagement inthevery activity of existing. ‘ Thetexts of my books' he continuesare so ‘ designed to
defeat their appropriationinorder that, paradoxically, thereader will beforcedtodwell in, reappropriateand come
to valuethe logos of hisor her own quotidian mindbodily life’ .8

If al this seems quite distant from Polanyi it is because the journeyman Poteat has struck out here on
his own post-critical programme. Infact, at one point, he explicitly contrasts his reflexive methodol ogy with
Polanyi’ s post-critical philosophy, claiming his own as more radical than Polanyi’ s and reminding us perhaps
of Polanyi’s observation that ‘ every thoughtful submission to authority is qualified by some, however slight,
oppositiontoit’.®! Yet, even here, Poteat immediately qualifiesthe claim by adding that thisradical reflexive
phenomenology istacitly implied in the ‘ metaphorical intentionalities of Personal Knowl edge throughout’.%?
And yet somehow, again even here, thistacit implication raises an explicit head when Polanyi says:

Wecanvoi ceour ultimateconvictionsonly fromwithinour convictions—fromwithinthewhole
system of [mindbodily] acceptancesthat arelogically prior to any particular assertion of our
own, prior to the holding of any particular piece of knowledge.®

Perhapsthepoint isthat Poteat isnever closer to Polanyi than when heappearsfurthest from him. But how could
| establishthat? | can't. But | feel itstruth.

So how is one to do justice to this unique philosophical project? Certainly, as should be clear, the
configuration of aformal paper, acceding respectfully tothelucid formulaof argument and exposition, that ticks
all the rhetorical boxes familiar to the academic tradition would misrepresent Poteat and, indeed, implicitly
condemn hisefforts: ‘ the paradigm of agood written-out argument surreptitiously takes onthevaluesof apage
of print’ and thus effects ‘areduction of the lively reality of our actual [feats of knowing] to an abstraction’®*.
‘Theliterateimagination, becauseitisalienated by print fromtheconcretedensity of my mindbodily life' heinsists,
in print, ‘moves me—leads us—toward an abstract picture of myself intheworld’.% To do justice to Poteat,
to bear witnessto hislifework, which | want to do becauseit isimportant to me, cannot be to teach “ Poteat” —
if thismeansto tell studentswhat hiswork is about, and if this means addressing that ‘ upon what “ objects” it
bears .®® No, | shall teachwhat I’ veawaystaught, but now with more confidence, rejuvenated from apprentice-
ship to acompletely transformed post-critical epistemological enterprise that encourages the development of
aunique and personal style of being in the world.

One may therefore claim expertise regarding Poteat’s writings and yet fail to grasp the ultimate
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significance of his work. This is because the objective of his teaching was not to transmit a determinate
informational content accessibleto cognitive assimilation. Rather, as Dale Cannon, aformer student of Poteat
observes, the significance of the latter’ swork actually resists being taught, it refuses, that is, to be trandated
into informational terms. Poteat’ ssignificance hasto do with something that cannot straightforwardly be said
and comprehended in modernintellectual termsat al.” Rather, Cannon concludes:

It hasto dowith undergoing ashiftin sensibility, aradical shift: from attendingtowhat ... to
attending to the how of intellection itself, and specifically to the how of being both an
intellectual and oneself, a whole person in the world.5”

To dojusticeto Poteat’ s post-critical philosophic project inthislive presentation | would have had to
attempt to capture my aporetic struggleswith Poteat’ s (and Polanyi’s) ideas. Somehow, | would haveto have
endeavoured to create new waysto adequately represent these perplexities—to devel op some form that would
mimetheprocessof composition, that would represent, ultimately, the practi ceof thinkingitself —completewith
itspassions, existential absorptions, aswell asitsabortive starts, snares, distractions, hiatuses, the frustrations
of never quitefindingtherightwords. The'fail again, fail better’ scenarios: am| gettingitright?; havel explained
it adequately?; what thehell am | saying/ doing here? How doesonerepresent thelong periodsof near catatonic
inactivity characteristic of ‘doing philosophy’ ? What, indeed, of the thinking that emerges at the distal point
of the pen-tip scratching its traces on the surface of the paper that Poteat has drawn our philosophic attention
to? What also of thefingers' choreography acrossthe keyboard that appears to outrun my very thoughts, | am
talking about that tacit kinaesthetic skill for locating keysthat | cannot adequately explain and would be hard
pressed to say how and when | learned? But this pressure does not weaken my intuitive certainty.
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