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The notion of embodiment isan essential ingre-
dient in Michael Polanyi’ s philosophy. Personal knowl-
edge is necessarily grounded in a body and shaped by a
culture. “To ask how | would think if | were brought up
outside any particular society, isasmeaninglessasto ask
how | would think if | were born in no particular body,
relying on no particular sensory and nervous organs. . . .
| am called upontoliveand dieinthisbody, strugglingto
satisfy itsdesires, recording my impressionsby theaid of
such sense organs as it is equipped with, and acting
through the funny machinery of my brain, my nervesand
my muscles...” (PK, 323).

Although embodiment is essential to Polanyi’s
world view, infact he does not go into much detail about
specific bodily contributions to living and knowing. In
light of hismedi cal background, it may seemsurprisinghe
doesnot do more with physiological themes. Perhapshis
relativeneglect of thebody isbest understood asresulting
fromthecentral roleof thefrom-to structureof conscious-
nessin hislater thought. Polanyi is not much concerned
withexploringthebody asafocal object, that towhichwe
attend. His unique contribution is in highlighting the
“from” dimension of existence, our embodied tacit knowl-
edge. Because his concern is to emphasize the central
placeinknowing of thefrom-to structure--illuminatingthe
relation of body tomind, for instance--Pol anyi neglectsto
explorethemany waysthe“from” dimensionisembodied.

Drew Leder makesthisvery point in discussing
Polanyi’ sthought in histhoughtful and incisive book on
embodiment, TheAbsent Body. “ Oneof thedeficienciesin
Polanyi’s account is his failure to elaborate upon the
important functional and experientia differencesbetween
differentelementsinthe from’ structure. For example, the
role played in perception by extrinsic perceptual particu-
larsisquitedifferent fromthat of our body’ skinesthesias
or fully tacit operations of our nervous system” (fn 20, p.
176). Wemay dwell simultaneously in numerous*from”
structures.

Leder’swork should be exciting to Polanyians
because he accepts Polanyi’ sfrom-to structure as funda-
mental toembodiment insofar asbodi esengagetheworld.
Like Polanyi possessed of amedical background, Leder
draws much more heavily than Polanyi on physiological
information. Y et these medical references are never a-
lowedtoobscureL eder’ sresolvetotraceback al evidence
to experiences of one's lived body. His approach can
appropriately be called phenomenological in its dispas-
sionate attention to how experience arises so long asone
understands that his broadly conceived version of phe-
nomenology doesnotimply anaively conceived objective
descriptivism or arigid methodology. He takes his lead
from Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis on “flesh” rather than
from Merleau-Ponty’s earlier “primacy of perception.”
But he expands Merleau-Ponty’ s notion to speak of the
embodied self as “flesh and blood” (pp. 65-66). That is,
Leder's phenomenology is subtle because he under-
standsthat the body issubtle. “ Far from being ahomoge-
neous thing, the body isa complex harmony of different
regions, each operating according to indigenous prin-
ciplesand incorporating different parts of theworld into
its space” (p. 2).

Leder’ s distinctive approach to the body high-
lightstheway it contributes anonymously to experience.
Our body is absent from conscious attention in anumber
of different ways. Henotes, for instance, two complemen-
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tary forms of self-concealment characteristic of the sur-
faceof our body asit engagestheworld: “focal disappear-
ance” and “background disappearance.” Many parts of
our body are put out of play in a given experience and
suffer “background disappearance.” The way Leder
speaks of “focal disappearance” isabit troubling to this
Polanyian, however. “This [term] refers to the
self-effacement of bodily organswhenthey formthefocal
origin of aperceptual or actional field. An exampleisthe
invisibility of theeyewithinthevisual fieldit generates’
(p. 26). Theexampleisclear enough, but why doesL eder
describe the eye as a “foca origin” rather than as a
subsidiary contributor to what isfocused uponin percep-
tion? A moreaccurate phrasethan “focal disappearance”
would be “tacit disappearance.”

This and a few other possible quibbles about
terminol ogy should not obscurethe multipleaccomplish-
ments of The Absent Body. For instance, | find Leder’s
analysisof tacit knowledgeto beclearer than thefourfold
analysisPolanyi providesin The Tacit Dimension. Leder
describes “athreefold telos of matility wherein the body
playsasubsidiary role. Physically, we act from asurface
organthat itselfisalacunainitsactiona field. Inattentional
terms, weordinarily focusuponthegoal of activity, upon
aset of abilitieswecannot fully thematize. .. . Forexample,
inseeing, we physically act from the eye; we attend from
it to the objects of its gaze; and this vision rests upon an
unknown but unproblematic "I can’” (p. 20).

L eder resists Polanyi’ s tendency to postulate a
parallelism between epistemol ogical structuresand onto-
logical domains. Hisapproach to the placement of bodies
in the world is ecological in spirit and emphasizes the
porousness of the boundariesbetween inner and outer (p.
165). Through compassion, absorption and communion,
wemay becomeabsent from the body in apositive sense,
one supporting an ethic of embodiment. Drawing on the
Neo-Confuciantradition, heaffirmswaysinwhichselves
form one body with al things.

The body surface tends to engage the world
directly; what Leder calls“the recessive body” supports
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our active engagement in an anonymous and absent
manner. Our viscera, whicharelargely unavailableto our
conscious attention and direction, should be included in
any complete theory of embodiment (although as Leder
points out, they are usually ignored). Leder shows how
our experienceof our inner organsismarked by qualitative
reduction, spatial ambiguity, and spati o-temporal discon-
tinuity. A person’s viscera are not helpfully understood
through the from-to paradigm. “I do not perceive from
these organs; hence they can hide beneath the body
surfacesuchthat | do not perceivetothemeither” (p. 44).
The recessive body functions more like an “it” than part
of aresponsible“l.” Wecansay, withHeidegger, not only
that wearethrowninto thisworld, but that wearethrown
into this body with its mysterious prenatal origins.

For L eder, thebody isnever simply thecontainer
for aself-conscious ego, asit tendsto bein the Cartesian
tradition. Weareneither asfully at homein our bodiesnor
as foreign to our surrounding as conventionally con-
ceived.“| cannot evenclaimmy owncellsfully asmy own.
Inall probability, they evolved out of symbioticrelations
between different prokaryotic cells, oneliving inside an-
other. My body everywhere bears the imprint of Other-
ness’ (p. 66).

When we experience pain or disease, the body
and itsfunctions are no longer taken for granted. Rather
we are confronted with a hermeneutical and a pragmatic
moment: we need to find the meaning of thedysfunction
and act upon our body pragmatically to restore it to
dependablenormalcy. Wethematizethe“from” whenwe
experience various sorts of negative “dys-appearance,”
and our relationtotheworldisradically called into ques-
tion.

The forms of bodily dys-appearance and disappearance
not only can be interpreted phenomenologically in the
present; they have provided the basis for several histori-
cally significant waysof construingthebody, wayswhich
cannot beseentobeproblematic. Leder’ sleadingexample
is the philosophy of Descartes. “Because the body is a
tacit and self-concealing structure, the rational mind can
cometo seemdisembodied. . . . Thebody isseen not only



as Other to the self, but asadefinite threat to knowledge,
virtue, or continuedlife. Dualismthusreifiestheabsences
and divergences that always haunt our embodied being”
(p.108).

TheAbsent Body followsDerridaand otherswho
reject the ontological priority of presence. Leder goes
beyond Heidegger’ s portentous but obscure pronounce-
ments about truth as an unconceal ment which combines
presence and absence, and he shows concretely how
various modes of the body’ s absence contribute as much
as presence to lived experience. His use of the from-to
structure of consciousness contributes to a beautiful
written and carefully nuanced study of embodiment. This
is awork which advances Polanyian thought as well as
philosophy in general.
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