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William H. Poteat’s thought, while indebted to Michael Polanyi, originates in Poteat’s own project of
remembering all articulate significancesto their pre-articulate grounding in the mindbody. He invented the
term mindbody both to overstep the traditional distinction between mind and body and to name the living
arche of all meaning and meaning-discernment. 1nfocusing on therecovery of the mindbody as the bedrock
ontological matrix for the aquisition of speech, theact of explicit reference par excellence, Poteat radicalizes
and advances Polanyi’s efforts to reclaim the tacit roots of all explicit knowledge.

I

L et meoffer anapology. Therearemany former and present studentsof Bill Poteat who could and should
bewriting thispiece, and writeit better than 1. It is Jim Stineswho must bear the brunt of being theinitiator of
all this, sinceitwashewho asked metowriteashort essay on“ TheThought of WilliamH. Poteat.” | haveaways
had the highest regard for Jim, thinking himto be both mensch and sage. Now | seeheismerely mensch. Being
incapable of saying noto anyone, especially tothelikesof Jim, | agreedtothefolly and cursed my fate, aswell
asJim. What follows, though, cannot satisfy Jim’srequest. There is no one better to write on the thought of
William Poteat than Poteat himself, and hiswritingsareavailable.!

What | have set for myself isaless pretentious task; namely, to speak of what the man and his thinking
has opened up for me. Itistold that inthe 17th century, aCaroline divine wrote abook in which he named the
day and hour of theimpending end of theworld. Theday cameand went. Lifewent on. Thedivinethenwrote
a second book in which he announced that the world has indeed come to an end, but no one had noticed.

Thereis surrounding the work of Poteat, at times penetrating into the actual arguments themselves, the
knowledgethat weliveindark times, timesinwhichtheligamentswhichhold us, andtheworldweinhabit, have
come apart, leaving each of us alone, suffering our disintegration asidiots. Indeed the spiritual condition of
contemporary society isoneof unrelievedidiocy, bothinthesenseof liveslivedinterribleisolationandinthe
sense of asophisticated and willed stupidity. The stupidity hasto do with the oppressive dominance over our
imaginations of ways of conceiving ourselves which make it impossible for usin those conceptions to think
fromthefact that wearein theworld with others. These concepti onsare connected to the problematictowhich
Polanyi addressed himself; and which, generally, can be said to be the systematic exclusion from reflection’s
landscape of any tacit grounding of explicit attention. Thinking under these conditionsinevitably producesa
view of ourselvesin which we are absent from any indwelt surround.

Poteat’ sintellectual passionisdirectedtowardreconceivingoursel vesintheworldinwayswhichdescribe
our actual performancesof knowing and doing which resist theturn away from our prearticulaterelianceupon
thetacit for al articulateand explicit notificationswemake. Hissenseisthat without attentiontotheprearticul ate
forming powersof our living bodiesin an environ which holds usthrough theroot of our living depths, sooner
or later our explicit powers will loose their traction in the world, and we will float in the abstractions of a
disembodiedintellect, hovering over the“world” each at best could only construct for her knowing. Even here,
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though, the ability to construct such amental landscape out of (what isassumed to be) the chaos of sensations
istaken to beitself lucid to the constructor, and hence no intrinsic participation of the knower intheworldis
possible. There is nothing outside the constructing intellect in which aknower could participate. Moreover,
sincetheconstructionisprivatetothe“ transcendental unity of apperception” andlucid thereto, theconstructor
isnot, nor can be, aparticipantinany publiccommunity of knowers. All knowledgeisconstruction, privateand
idiotic.

All thisisfamiliar groundto Polanyians. What doesPoteat offer whichisnot sofamiliar, indeedisradically
unfamiliar, to those of uswho know Polanyi?

Poteat takesthetacit/explicit, from/to, subsidiary/focal polarity whichisthecoreof Polanyi’ sthinkingand
radicalizesit so asto ground the polarity in adepth of living intelligence which Poteat calls“ The Mindbody.”
Thisradix of all featsof knowing and doing Poteat takesto beimplicitin Polanyi’ swork but never directly (or
asdirectly as can be) explored. In fact, Poteat’ s investigations of a post-critical logic is only occasioned by
Polanyi. Poteat supplies Polanyi’ swork with itsradical ontological source. “Polanyian Meditations’ may be
amisnomer. Poteat’ simaginationfound itsally in Polanyi, but not itsoriginator. The subtitle of thebook, “In
Search of aPost-Critical Logic” seemsmore appropriateto itscontents. Polanyi seems adistant background
to Poteat’ srummaging into theliving and ordering ground in which we arethoroughly concreted, inwhichwe
are, the non-existence of which isimpossibleto conceive.

So, in order to encounter Poteat one must put aside the expectation that heis yet another commentator
upon and apologist for Michael Polanyi. Indebted as heisto the man, Poteat’ swork isuniquely hisown. The
guestion becomes, what isit that Poteat doesin hismetanoia backwards and downwardswithin our intelligent
feats, tryingtoglimpsethechiasmuswhereintelligenceisborn? Heexpendsstrenuouseffortintryingtoremain
faithful tothe chiasmus, to remain withinitsmysterious movementsso that ashewriteshewill not abstract his
wordsfromtheir flesh. Hiswritingisthereforeconvol uted, looped back uponitself ashedigshisway backwards
evenashemovesforward. Toread himisexhausting. Hiswritingmust havedrained himterribly. Hisrepetitions,
relentless stalking, etymol ogical digs, and (for me) wordsasunfamiliar asthefar side of themoon (once was)-
-words, by theway, when looked up in adictionary, seem absol utely appropriate once understood! --requires
of the reader that s/he followsin herself the same labyrinth he leads into, alabyrinth wondrous and graceful
aswell asdifficult and dlippery.

Before going further into what Poteat doesin hisreturn to the source, | think it isimportant to separate
him from two other thinkerswho are (at | east in modernity) thetwo who stand out in asimilar quest--one at the
beginning and the other (it is said) at the end--Descartes and Heidegger.

Descartes' source (the cogito) is of coursethe very opposite of Poteat’sgoal. A disesmbodied mindina
dispirited objectishardly what Poteat’ slegacy from Polanyi would call forth. Infact such angelisticmechanism
liesat the sourceof our modern post-apocal ypse and contemporary faithlessness. Poteat’ sthinkingisnot such
athorough going rebellion against what is on hand asis Descartes'!

Asfor Heidegger, Poteat i sto bedi stinguished fromhimintwoways. One, Poteat doesnot think of himself
asthe prophet of Being, presiding over the appearance of Being asits custodian in terms of Being' sbe-ing of
itself, first from out of the production metaphysics of Greek thought, throughout Being’ s enslavement to that
metaphysic until the crisisof 20th Century nihilism, occasioning the birth of the“letting-be” of Being and the
clearing, spread before us of the “letting-be,” in which we recover our thinking in opened thanking.(!) Poteat
isnomystagogue. Two, Heidegger’ svistaisalways" outthere” intheBeingwhichbeingsitself. Hisdisclaimers
concerning humanism, i.e., that heis not one nor is his thinking thinking about the human condition, is both
quiteobvioustoall who read him andisalso hismodernity. Modernity isaproject against the human, aproject
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to escape the conditions of sensuous perception, of temporally constituted conception, of morally upheld
conventions of discourse and action, in order to “think Being” from atranshuman perspective.

Poteat is, to say the least, a human thinker. His source lies close to us, is everywhere present to and in
us. Hisradicalizing of Polanyi does not erase the personal, it searches for our roots.

So, if Descartes' sourcerequiresinwardwithdrawal fromtheworld, Poteat’ srequiresdownward recovery
of our presencein theworld; and if Heidegger’ s source requires the dissolving of the human into the Be-ing
of Being, Poteat’ s requires the establishment of the human in our lively mindbodily rootednessin what is.

Il

What is Poteat’ s source, and how do wefollow hislead in grasping it? It is necessary to say two things
at once here. Oneisthat the ground Poteat is recovering is not one which is somewhere other than where we
arealways. Our grasp of it is possible because of itsgrasp of us, itsbeing thereflexiveforce of enabling usto
grasp. It cannot belost. But despitethat, it can be(is) eclipsed, covered over, by an attitude and animagination
that willsitself to be dependent upon nothing other thanitsown lucid markingsand which dreamsof afreedom
of expression in which that expression is boundless. In such case, the ground is lost; lost, that is to say, to
awareness, to reflection. Theirony issuch alossis possible only because the ground forever thrusts usinto
expression (and hence, away fromitsbeing aniteminour expression) andwebecomecapturedinthenarcissistic
fetishism of our expressions, forgetting and being faithless to that which gives us to ourselves.

Having said that, thethemein Poteat’ swork?which | wishtoremark isexpression, and morespecifically,
that expression whichis speech.® Even more specifically that speech which isbodied forth aswell as sounded
forth.

By being bodiedforth, consider thefoll owing examplewhich, | think, saysmuch about what Poteat wishes
to grasp about speech which is not sounded, and about certain implications which such silent saying has.

| had the occasion, someyearsago, to watch my daughter-in-law feed my infant grandson. Asshemoved
the spoon to him and as he opened his mouth to receive the food, she also opened hers. This seemed odd to
me, sowithout remarkingit, | observedfurther movements. Every timeshemoved thespoonto him, sheopened
her mouth in synch with him. What was going on here?

Thereisonething | know wasnot going onthere, althoughitisinfact what | amusually told by my students
whoseimaginationsare so thoroughly captured by theforce of lucidity and its attendant domination-ideol ogy
inwhich each of usisin control of every conceivablehappening, in control that is, if weareeducatedintolucid
techne; namely, that my daughter-in-law was teaching my grandson to eat! That isthe only way my students
canmakesenseof what washappening. (1 resi st thetemptationto anal yzefurther that mi sreading of thesituation,
becauseit expressesahorrible, but accurate, declaration of our present idiotic desperation and macrocephalic
terror.) One has to be taught to eat? To breathe? To grasp? To dance? To walk? To speak?

Itisprobably truethat onelearnstodoall of thesethings. But doesoneever haveateacher inthat learning?
And what isit to learn but to have no teacher?

It can only mean that our lives are such that accompanying the acquisition of our skills and our
understandings transactions are going on in which forms are being engendered in mute reflexivity wherewe
arein deepest intercourse with the world; an intercourse as ordinary as our own bodies, and as mysterious as
thelively silencefromwhich wecome, which surroundsand penetrates our speaking, and inwhich our speech
findsitsbirth.

My daughter-in-law isin the sameworld as my grandson. Her deepest lively placethereinistentacledto
my grandson’ s deepest lively place therein. When he moves, evenif only in her natural anticipation, so does
she. They movetogether, woveninto apre-verbal (but not pre-linguistic) warpinwhich movementshavetheir
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semantic weight and somatic spark. Truth be known, something of the same kind of danced discourse was
happeningtomeasl observed(!) thescene. My stomach musclestightenedinanticipation, my salivacameforth,
my jaw seemed to want to open. But, then, thiskind of intercourse occursfor usall, and continuously, inall our
transactions. We cringewhen we seetwo carsabout to collide. Weturn away when someone movesto scratch
her fingernail sdowntheblackboard. We put thefork into our mouth, notinto our cheek. Wefollow anargument.
We understand a person. And all of these things (and quite literally everything else) emerge from the same
danced discourse in which my daughter-in-law was engaged with her son.

Thereisanadditional factinall thisthat istelling. When| asked my daughter-in-law why shewasopening
her mouthwhilefeeding her son, shedenied doingit, thinking meto bekidding her. Only withthecorroborating
evidence of my son did she, in puzzling recognition where | thought | saw the dear look of Mother Eve after
sheateof thetreeof knowledgeand thuswasmoved by thewonder of dawningwisdom, (hever mindtheBiblical
story), say “Did| really dothat?’ Andthenweall laughed, noddinginjoyful wisdom (What infact theBiblical
story should have declared. Y ahweh was too uptight, or have | overlooked the dark side of the acquisition of
wisdom?).

M

Poteat’ smindisconcentrated, rivetted onemight say, at thisintersection of theliving body’ sconceiving
of themind, anintersection hecalls, “mindbody,” thereby bringing together at theradix the forms of knowing
and doing of explicit markingswith theintelligence of our bodies. He wantsto focus us upon that placewhere
welive and where our consciousnessis prefigured. This place and this focus becomes the radix from which
all elsein hisrecent thinking moves, alwaysseeking torecover itself fromitstemptationtoforget itsgrounding
whileit pursuesitsreconfigurationsof traditional philosophical problemsfromthat ground’ sauthorizinglead.

He shows how captured we are by notions of sense and truth which are static, visual, and “explained”
(flat), sodeeply arewecaught inthetriple-squeeze of Platonism/Cartesianism/Literacy inour cultural heritage.
Being so, we pass over motility, tone, tension, dynamic form (to mention only the most obvious) astheserely
upontheir parentageinthemindbody, seekingtoreduceall thatisdeep andlivinginustothat whichisvisually
surfaced, sui generis, and emptied of life. When we have succeeded (whichisimpossible) indoing that, (sothe
fantasy runs) then weimagine we can think and berational. Thisthemeiscloseto Poteat s intellectual center
of gravity. The elimination of forming powersfrom the living body which isthe ground of each and all of us
isthethemerunning through hiswork, going all theway back to hisPh.D. dissertation on Pascal subtitled, “ The
Exteriorization of Sensibility.” Heisafter the pre-arti culate language of the body. Hisword isMindbody. His
is an exploration of the “assumptions our muscles make’, the logic of ligaments, the language of the pre-
articulate.

1%

| think it is important at this point to quote Poteat himself and what Poteat quotes, at some length,
concerning thismatter of pre-articulatelogic and thelively conversation the mindbody haswith its surround.

He writes, concerning the acquisition of language by infants and what this acquisition means:

...if therewerenotinthevery shapeand rhythm of our preverbal mindbodily existencethisprimitive

andtacit senseof form, whole, and meaning, therecoul d never befor usinour verbalized, mindbodily

existenceareality uponwhichtheconcepts' form,” ‘whole,’ or meaning’ might cometobear. Joseph

Church has said all of thiswith such straightforward ingenuousness that its profound import may

easily be overlooked. He says:

We assume, that words are not simple abstract forms that impinge upon [the
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language-acquiring child] from without, but that they reverberate in him and
arousehimtoat least partial mobilization....\WWecannot understand how language
gets from outside the child to inside unless it is in some way inside from the
beginning; we cannot understand how passive language becomes active lan-
guage unlessit is aways to some extent active.

Itisof someconsiderableinterest that recent empirical studiesof languagel earningamong
human infants support these conclusions--though, let it be remembered, these investigators could
have generated the hypothesis that the form of the patterned sound of human speech and the form
of themoatility of preverbal human infants are connatural with one another only by relying upon a

moreprimitiveintuitionfromwithintheir mindbodiesof theconsanguinity of their ownmotility and

sentience, their own speaking/hearing, and their own sense of meaning.

says:

Roger Lewin, editor of Child Alive, saysin hisintroduction:

The development of socia interaction--through touching, breast-feeding, and
eye-to-eyecontact--beginsat birth. The newborn baby displaysinbuilt rhythms-
-indreamingand sucking behavior for instance--andthese soon expandinto direct
social contact throughvisual andvocal signaling. Theinbuiltrhythmsareprelude
to intentional and deliberate signaling by the baby.

In“Early Attemptsat Speech,” fromwhich| shall quoteextensively, ColwynTrevarthen

A discovery of major importanceisthat the basic pacemakers of attending and
intending movementsin infants operate at frequenciesin timethat are the same
asadults....Asthepersonapproachestheinfant...thenall theemanationsfromthis
approach have rhythmical properties that are comparable with those inside the
movement-generating mechanismof theinfant’ sbrain. Fromthiscorrespondence
| believe the infant builds a bridge to persons.

Trevarthen, with PenelopeHubley and Lynn Murray, hasmadefilmsat Edinburghthat

reved that

the acts of two-month-olds responding to attentions of elder persons outline
many psychological processesof talking betweenadults. Wehavefoundactivity
whichisbest called“ prespeech” because both the context inwhichit occursand
itsformindicatethatitisarudimentary formof speaking by movementsof lipsand
tongue...We note a specific pattern of breathing with prespeech even when
sounds are not made....Also associated with prespeech are distinctive “hand-
waving' movementsthat are developmentally related to the gestures or gesticu-
lations of adultsin “eager” and “graphic” conversation.
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Most striking of all, perhaps, Trevarthen suggests that

changes that all unaffected mothers make to slower, more emphatic but gentle
movements and to “baby talk” may come from areturn of the mother to more
elementary or basic componentsin her innate repertoire of socia arts.

Of course! We are able to talk to babies because our own babyhood (pace, Descartes) is aways
contemporaneously with us! Again, it is embarrassing to have to make much of this point in
philosophical argument, sinceweall know it quitewell.

Finally, in an essay, “ Speech Makes Babies Move,” William Condon concludes:

that the neonate moves synchronously with adult speech as early asthefirst day
after birth.

Having worked out a device for relating units of body motion to units of speech in
experimentswith film, Condon was able to observe that

microanalysisled metothestartling observation...that alistener movessynchro-
nously with a speaker during interaction. Thisisusually acompletely “uncon-
scious’ reaction. It seems to be a form of precise and almost simultaneous
entrainment on the part of the listener in relation to the emergent articulatory
patterning of the speaker’s speech.

Later he says:

Thereisan ongoing isomorphism or entrainment between the listener’ s process
units and the speakers speech. It islike an intricate and subtle dance which is
always occurring during interactions.*

\Y

This phenomenon of thelively exchange and mutual rhythm of speech and its acquisitioniis, of course,
carriedforwardthroughout our livesandisthecontext of all speechinall of itsdifferent modesand deployments.
Moving in, through, under, around, and above speakersis this lively web of action and meaning.

When oneisattentivetotheprimacy of speakingwordsfor thewriting of themintheenactment of language
and in its acquisition, the thickness of thislively web connecting us to the world of significances and to the
world of signifiers becomes so apparent that one wonders how anyone could beblind toit. But being blind to
itisexactly what animaginationinservitudetoliteracy effects. Herethelively web of interchangeisexchanged
for aflat and static planeof unravel ed signifiers, loose significances, and dubiousreferentiality which supplants
the conversation and substitutes a lifeless silence filled with visual markings, markings which lack traction
anywhere.
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Poteat’ sclaimisthat our intellectual powersare (and have been for sometime) enthralled by thevisual to
the extent that when we put conceptual issuesto ourselveswe put theminto amap, avisual field of referential
signifiersin search of areferent, and losethelively intercoursein which literacy itself is set and dueto which
meanings are generated. To recover this lively web of the dance of speech as the orational source of reason
would turn the tables on the totalitarianism of the literate imagination. The doing of that would intellectually
return usto ourselves, a place we have never left anyway, although some of us have less of a solid foothold
therethanothers. Solidor not, though, itisour only ground. Without thisground, the Carolinedivinewascorrect:
the world has come to an end and no one has noticed!
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2Hiswork, while concentrated, deal swith many themes. | amtaking only oneto represent thegeneral forceand
substance of his thinking.

3 Poteat deal swith speechinmany waysandterms; eg, orality andliteracy, laparoleand|alangue, music, silence,
and a host of other expressive acts such as how one’ s body incarnates meaning in posture, in movement, in
deflated or inflated chest cavity, etc. Therichnessof expression and of speech and languagein Poteat’ swork
should not be confused with my pedestrian remarks following.
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12



