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This paper examines the dominant Western image of Being as presence. |t then exploresWilliam Poteat's
alternative picture of our mindbodily inherence in a world and its relevance for a more adeguate under standing
of our lived existence.

Two summers ago, my father died. One Sunday afternoon, his heart erupted, then shut down. 1t wasall too
sudden. | remember the hurried, but failed attempt to arrive at hishospital bed beforeit wastoo late, the zombie-like
activities of thedaysthat followed, theimmense sadnessthat permeated the duties of the ensuing weeksand months.
Even now, as| remember those times, the clouds reassemble.

During these two years following my father's death, | have become aware of something that is at once
mysterious and obvious—mysterious because | do not know exactly what to make of it, obvious because thereisno
doubt about it—namely, that my father is with me even more profoundly than he was before he died.

Now, of course, much has been made of this phenomenon in both psychological and religious circles, and
| do not wish to either agree or argue here with those projects. They are serious and important projects, but they are
not central to my point The point | want to makeisthat thisrecognition of my father’s presence to me (perhapsin
me, certainly withme), hasprofound phil osophical importancefor my thinking about anything at all and especialy when
thinking about subjectslike “thinking” or “knowing” or “being.”

| should say atthestartthat | look likemy father. | mean heresomething at oncestrai ghtforward and equivocal,
namely that my father and | not only share certain physical characteristics noticeableto anyone, but also that | ook
at things the way my father did. It isthis phenomenon that | have begun to notice more acutely during the last two
years. Here, theissueisnot similarity of perception, but akind of embodiment in aparticular presence or, perhaps, a
particular practice. Thelife of my father, hisgestures, hisintonations, hisway with the world, hisventuring out and
withdrawal from, all of theseand more, aremine, inareal, yet unclear, sense. Itisasthough| carry on, notjust for him,
butwithhim.?

Asl just said, thisisboth obviousto meas| sit here writing/thinking/knowing/being, and mysteriousto me
as| flounder about trying to comprehend what | sensetobetrue. All of this, of course, needsagreat deal of elaboration
and | am mindful of that fact. Thisessay isat |east an attempt, an exercisein that direction.

Write an essay on theimplications of Bill Poteat'sthought. That iswhat the voice of the caller from North
Carolinasaid. And 1, at once surprised, flattered and frightened, said uncomprehendingly All right, | will. And now
here | am, in my officelate at night, thinking about my father's death two years ago. Isthisdiversion? Inspiration?
Desperation? Yes, itis.
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I remember vividly myfirst classroomencounter with Bill Poteat, asafirst-year grad student at Duke. Wewere
inthemidst of some mystifying discussion of Either/Or and hewal ked uptome, pointed meout, and asked metoidentify
myself asclearly as| could. With what | thought was agood amount of philosophical sophistication, | gave afairly
extensive Strawson-like answer, making sure that whatever behavioral, physico-chemical and personal predicates
involved were applied to the one subject occupying this and only this spatio-temporal location. Poteat listened
patiently, dropped hisarm, stared at mefor along moment, and said: Haddox, isthat really whoyou are? It wasaquestion
that did not seemto ask for an answer, but only for ahearing. It wasaprofound moment in my education and | have
never forgottenit. It wasthebeginning of my learning from Bill Poteat theradical nature of thinking about ourselves,
of tryingtorecaptureour ability tothink and act asbeingsintheworl d, rather than asi sol ated mindsin objectified bodies
withexplicitly knowablepasts, presentsand futures. Inother words, | began, that day, under thetutel age of Bill Poteat
and with my fellow students, to explore the nature of our modern orientation which made my abstract and totally
theoretical answer to his question seem appropriate at the time.

| remember all this, twenty-seven yearslater, rocking in my office, with my father'sironic smileon my face.
1

“What is, is,” wrote Parmenides, and “What isnot, isnot.” Western philosophical thought resonatesto the
sound of those words. Indeed, the dominant discussion of Being is a discussion of this is-ness, this determinate,
timeless, totally present state of being. Such arendering of is-ness became the model for the metaphysics of the self
inclassical Westernthought early on, Heidegger argued, whenthedistinction between Being and bei ngswasforgotten
and the Being (is-ness) of beings became theissue of Being.? Certainly this abstract notion of what it meansto be
istakento be paradigmaticin both Plato and Aristotleand isgiven aprivileged status within the context of describing
the nature of things. Theissue of change, important asit might be, isdiscussed inthelight of Beingaswhat it is, and
the conception of Being as pure presence, essence, |ogos, becomesthe dominant and determining lensthrough which
many later Christian philosopherstheoretically interpret theological claims.

Thismetaphysical pictureof a-temporal and unambiguouspresencewaswhol eheartedly embracedinmodern
thought also. Descartes presents himself as onewho is present to himself in the state of pureintuition. Inso doing,
he took that notion into isolation. All philosophers who followed him, no matter what kind of spin they put on the
attendant i ssues, took up that basic metaphysical pictureof thebe-ing of everything.® And eventhough Kant nolonger
renders the Being of self as substance, but subject, substance having become a category of the understanding, he
neverthel ess accepts self (whether the knowing self of thefirst Critique or the doing self of the second) asthat which
is. Noneof these philosophers, however, can hold acandleto Hegel, who managesto produce aphil osophy of change
including everything actual and possible, withinthepictureof presence. Itishislogocentrismthat Heidegger primarily
attacks.

Thus, inthe West it seems not an oversimplification to say that we think about ourselves such that to beis
tobewhat oneis. Change, wherever it occurs, istobeexplainedintermsof or inthelight of anunchanging, rock-bottom
base, whether that base be substance, subject, person, mind, speaker or object. Of course, thisisnot only problematic
for whatever historical or philosophical study | might beengaged with, it essentially distillsmefrom my actual life, it
castsmeintotherealm of being as presence, which meansl amnolonger incarnatein abody-world.* All pasts, insofar
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asthey arereal, arepresent andall futures, insof ar asthey arepossihilities, arepotential presents. Indeed, thedominance
of presence as the framework for our thinking about our world, isundeniable.

It is this privileged picture for thinking about being, that Jacques Derrida addresses and attempts to
deconstruct. Of course, Derrida'swritings are relevant for anumber of enterprises and they have been the source of
much controversy partly because of their challengeto the metaphysical picture discussed above. In hisfamous essay
“Differance,”® Derridapresentsan alternative entry into our discussion. Instead of privileging presence or identity
or sameness, Derridamakesthe observation that every notation of what is, is not dependent on arecognition of what
isnot, aswould bethe caseintheclassical tradition. Rather, such notation isdependent on noting itsdifferencefrom
something else. Differenceseemsto bethehermeneutical principlehere, notidentity noran“in-itself presence.” Derrida
introduces this procedure with the word “ differance,” aword that containsin its different spelling the very meaning
conveyed. We note theis-ness of “differance” by its difference from “difference,” and that exactly is the point of
differance asaway of proceeding to analyze the meaning of textsor issues. Just asthe meaning of aplaying cardin
adeckisdetermined by itsdifferentiationfromtheother cards, soisthemeaning of everything. Differance, notidentity,
not being-what-it-is, is the key. And differance is never what it is; it cannot be in that sense. Indeed, differance
deconstructs the metaphysics of Being, displaying the falsity of privileging the presence of Being. Thisis because
every timeanythingisposited asitis(whether it bemyself, God or theworld), differance setsit withinacontext where
therecognitionthatitis, isitself arecognition of itsdifferencefrom somethingtowhichitisconnected. Theinterplay
of identity and difference, driven by differance, subvertsis-ness, then, asthe primitive, rock-bottom characteristic of
Being.

It isimportant to note here that in this essay, Derridadoes not posit differance as something that is. Neither
isit an action done by somebody whois. Differance, rather, isaplay of differences.® AsDerridawrites:

... differanceisnot. Itisnot apresent being, however excellent, unique, principal, or transcendent.
It governs nothing, reigns over nothing, and nowhere exercises any authority. Itisnot announced
by any capital letter. Not only is there no kingdom of differance, but differance instigates the
subversion of every kingdom. Which makes it obviously threatening and infallibly dreaded by
everythingwithinusthat desiresakingdom, thepast or futurepresenceof akingdom. Anditisalways
inthe nameof akingdom that onemay reproach differancewithwishingtoreign, believing that one
seesit aggrandizeitself with acapital letter.”

Thispassageistroubling for several reasons, not theleast among them being that the critic of Derridawishesso badly
to accuse him of deconstructing priviliged positionsfromapriviliged position of hisown. But such acritiquewill not
do, at least not for the purpose of meredismissal. Thesubversion of every kingdom, therenunciation of capital | etters,
may present asignificant challenge for us, but no easy dismissal of Derrida, which suggests heisjust like everyone
else ispossible. Surely Derridaiscorrectin suggesting that differance offersusadifferent way of handling theissues
than did the being-as-presence approach.  The question is whether differance is de-throner only or whether by its
peculiar non-stancestance, it demandsan alternativeway to build adifferent kind of kingdom. Clearly, if theonly way
to think about be-ingisintermsof the Greek picture of presence, then Derridahasapoint in hisdeconstruction. The
privileging of being-as-it-is has no metaphysical significance. It isachosen option which has no grounding except
inchoice. Onthisperspective, Derridaand company seemto many to betheend of along historical project, theWestern
metaphysical project beginning with the Greeks and ending with modernity. We have, asthey say, moved into post-
modernity.
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Thereis, of course, another way to think of ourselves. Itisanancient way, presented narratively within the
Hebrew scriptureswherehumansaredi splayed asbeingscall edinto existenceand embeddedin adivine-humanhistory.
As such, they are never what they are, but always both less and more. More precisely, they are something else
altogether.

The classic story of God's revelation of divine being is the story of Moses and the burning bush. A voice
speaksto Mosesout of thefireand tellshim of hismissionto Egypt. Heistobringlsragl totheland of promise. Before
accepting themission, however, Moses asksfor the voice'sname. Instead of giving aname, the voicereplies| am
whol amor | will bewhol will beor, to beprecise, both of theseasinseparable, sincewhat isgivenisfirst-personform
of presentation. Inplaceof aname, God gives M osesthefirst-person pronoun, something only God can useto present
divinebeing. Moses certainly cannot useit and neither can any of us, unlesswe radically alter it and pretend that it
isthenameof somethingtowhichwearereferring. Butif wearetruetothenarrative, wecannever legitimately dothat,
for the story introduces God as Y ahweh, the one who can never be fully spoken about and certainly not fully thought
about. Y ahweh isboth present to M osesand transcendent of him. Assuch, Y ahwehisnot the Oneintermsof which
themany istobeunderstood, asin Greek metaphysics. Y ahwehistheother, thedifferent (differ-ingone), whoispresent
in the midst of an historical encounter. As such, Y ahweh is addressed in response, not thought about in theories.
Y ahweh isre-collected in story, not thought about in theory, for in story Y ahweh's encounter is re-presented and re-
enacted whereas theoretical representation necessarily re-casts al this into third-person, object language. The
centrality of this Biblical narrative, displaying Y ahweh and the peopl e of covenant, to the philosophical task becomes
apparent when wenoticethat inthe narrative thereisarequirement for participantsto be hearersand speakers. Moses
cannot think Y ahweh, nor can he put Y ahweh intowords. Y ahweh'sreality isdisplayed in the confrontation with his
word, by hearing, and in responding to that word, by speaking. And Moses redlity is what it is in the ongoing
conversation with Y ahweh and the people. Here, thereis no self apart from or abstracted out of the lived concrete
experience of the story.

Thissametruthisdeepenedintheprophetictraditionlater on. Theprophetsknow that notalk of thepresence
of God or theidentity of God's peopleislicit apart from the concretereality being lived out in terms of the covenant.
The noise of solemn assemblies means nothing without justice being practiced, and pious words about God do not
haveweight. What isreal areour actionsbefore God, for humansexist only before God, and thetruth of our existence
isalways embodied in the story of our many ways of hearing/speaking within the lived experience of God'sworld.

Thisis part of what | take Bill Poteat to mean when he writes of a major difference between himself and
Heidegger: “ ... eventhough Heidegger and | both have have aspired to underminethewestern phil osophic tradition
by excavating throughitslayerstoaradical bedrock, heand | find that bedrock to be something profoundly different:
for him, so I've heard, being disclosed through Dasein; for me a speaker before Y ahweh.”8

Itisclear herethat Poteat, in hiswork, takes the Hebrew rendition of reality to have utmost philosophical
significance, not for ideol ogical or apol ogetic reasons, but becauseit provides an alternativeto the dualism of modern
thought and becauseit allowsfor aradical philosophical analysis of our embodied, lived experience. Ashewrites:
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We share, | think, our mutual, thoroughly anti-romantic, anti-gnostic, discovery, won in our
world, that all our thought isgenerated out of and continually refersback to our mindbod lyi nherence
here and that the power of thought to riseto the challenge of reality isauthorized and grounded in
this best of al places—and nowhere else.®

Mindbodily inherence takesits meaning within an altogether different way of thinking about ourselvesthan
Greek metaphysicsor Enlightenment dualism does. Thought isnever merely thought about something, with theact
of my thinking bracketed out, but thought isan emergent act from an embodiment inaworld, ahistory, abody. Thus
all talk of presence, absence, identity and difference arereally abstractionsfrom the concretereality | amliving. The
radical nature of the philosophic task isto explorethe meaning of our concretenesswithout slipping into abstractions
that become reified into objects and taken to be the real contents of our knowledge.

\Y

The enduring contribution of Bill Poteat's work, both as teacher and author, is his passionate and
uncompromising development of post-critical thought so that the meaning of concrete existence can be better
understood and accredited in our thinking. Poteat alwaysinsisted that Michael Polanyi's work was much more than
most academic circles gave it credit for being. For them, Polanyi presented an interesting point about scientific
achievement, namely, that it wastheresult of the passionatepursuit of scientists. Poteat alwayssaw muchmore. Indeed,
in hisintroduction to Intellect and Hope, entitled “ Upon First Sitting down to read Personal Knowledge,” he notices
that the task of reading Personal Knowledgeis, itself, of philosophical interest because the task Polanyi sets before
himself and usis nothing less than areconsideration of ourselvesin theworld. No mere straight-forward reading of
thetextispossible, then. Indeed Poteat argues, aPolanyian achievement by the reader isthe necessary condition for
the text to convey its meaning.®®

Inthat initial warning, Poteat al erted hisreadersand studentsto thefact that something radical wasafoot here,
that thisis no mere addition to the philosophical corpus. If Michael Polanyi was correct in hisanalysis of knowing
asapersona act and if hisanalysis of thefrom-to structure of that action was accurate, then the whole phil osophical
enterprise from Descartes on had to be re-considered carefully and systematically.

Polanyi argued that all knowing, from the simplest achievement of tool-using to the most abstract intellectual
enterprise, was the result of an indwelling by aperson. Indeed the analysis of the range of thisindwelling is part of
the genius of Personal Knowledge. For example, as| writethis sentence and you, the reader, attend to my words, we
both do so by dwelling in, quite specifically, a particular body, history, culture, language, and present and future
orientations. | do not have thesethings, as Gabriel Marcel pointed out so well,** | am them. Y et, Polanyi showsus,
| amthem in a certain way, within acertain structure. | dwell inthem, not for the purpose of being who | am, but for
the purpose of attending to the world. | attend from my body, history, language, etc., by dwelling inthem, in order
topursuemeaning, achieveknowledge, performskills, or think. Asanyoneat all familiar with Polanyi knows, hiswork
isacareful and ingenious analysis and description of the nature of our embodiment in all the different aspects of our
world.
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Now, of coursg, it is obvious that Polanyi's claim about usis diametrically opposed to the picture we have
inherited fromthemodern philosophical tradition. Indwelling therewasthe sourceof our ignorance, not the necessary
condition of our knowing. Assuch, itisto be downplayed and if possible, avoided. The genius of Cartesian method
wasthat it constructed away for ustoimaginetheknowingsituationwhereabsol utely certain, explicit knowledgewould
be achieved and the ambiguity of indwelling would not be afactor. Furthermore, thismethod was consistent with the
western philosophical tradition'sdominant metaphysic of Being. Cogito replaced Form or Substance astheimage of
Being, but the nature of being, theis-nessof Parmenides, remained ever-present. Thus, the explicit character of
knowledge in modern thought remains consi stant with the explicit rendition of the metaphysicsof theself. Themajor
difficultieswith this enterprise, as every student of philosophy knows, isthat such arendition cannot itself stand up
to the critical analysis demanded by Descartes himself. In spite of his effort to achieve strict objectivity, defined as
the opposite of indwelling, Descartes and his successors were caught with their assumptions showing and the
metaphysical House of Cardsfell. But therationale for and the blueprint of that building remains.

Certainly suchisthecasewith JacquesDerrida. Asl wroteearlier, Derrida'sdeconstruction of being aspresence
isunderstandabl efromacertain point of view. Hearguesthat presencecannot beabsol utely privileged, sincedifferance
isafunction of any achievement of meaning. But differance as such cannot be pinned down. It builds no kingdom,
as Derridanoted, and so one can never settleonaprimary meaning or an intention of theauthor. Thereisonly aplay
of meanings, an interaction, an esthetic moment.

Thisargument (or isit playful encounter?) carries himinto hisdiscussion with John Searle over speech-act
theory, wherehesuggeststhat itisimpossibleto speak of anauthor of anything. Thereisalwaysacompany or collective
author.’? Asonereads his description, there can be no doubt that much of what he saysistrue, but why does he draw
conclusionswhich areso counter-intuitiveto any of us every timewe sit down to read, to attend to, the meaning of
atext?

| think theanswer lies somewhereinthat image used aboveabout the blueprint for thefallen House of Cards.
Derridarightly deconstructs the Greek metaphysics of Being as presence, but his picture of knowing is such that he
cannot deal with presencein any other way than Parmenides did.

Bill Poteat writesin his Philosophical Daybook about Derrida: “For meto remark differance, that is the
complementary simultaneous absence and presence of meaning in any givensign, itisnecessary for both the absence
and presence to be in some sense unequivocally simultaneously present —to me here and now, rooted in my lively
mindbody intheworld, actually remarking thisdifferance.”*3

Poteat'spointisobviously correct, sowhy doesDerridanot seeit? Perhapstheanswer istobefoundin Poteat's
phrase about meaning being present in some sense. Both the absence and presence, the is-ness and the differance,
ispresent to meinsomesense. Butinwhat sense? Clearly, notinthe senseof what it meansto be present to mewithin
themetaphysicsof Being, for thendifferancewoul dbeatrivial issue, amerepreliminary tothereal event. Surely, meaning
is present to me, in Poteat's sense, in adifferent manner. Here Polanyi must be recognized asinforming Poteat's and
my understanding. Meaning is present to mein the manner of achievement or discovery by indwelling, rather than
inthemanner of intuition. The presenceof differanceisitself achieved by indwelling. Here, asPoteat argues, adifferent
image is necessary to enable our imagination to work constructively. Because Derrida's epistemology or picture of
knowledgeisthetraditional, Cartesian visual one, he hasno way of imagining presencein any other sense thaninthe
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Greek tradition and he endsin ajazzed-up, contemporary version of Humean skepticism.

I mention this because Michael Polanyi's re-thinking of ourselves as actual knowers in the world, his
reconstruction of epistemology, helps us take Derrida’s critique of traditional metaphysics seriously without
committing usto atotal rejection of all metaphysical thinking. Y et Polanyi'sreconstructionisawrenching experience.
It catchesusunawaresand at every hand. Takingit seriously, wenatice how easily wefall intothe objectivist outlook.
AsBill Poteat says, the Enlightenment isin our bones.

| amvery muchawareof al thisasl sitherewriting. Asl follow theel usivemeaning of aPolanyian or Poteatian
clue and attempt to rely upon it for further discovery, | recognize thereal possibility of casting the entire enterprise
intowhat Bill Poteat hascalled“ The Theatreof Solitude,” **that |ocation of self withinitself locatedinthevisual space
of the modern project, and thereby losing it all in merethought. To have been taught by Bill Poteat and to have been
schooled by hiswritingsinsomemanner every year sincegraduateschool, isto bereminded that wewrestl e not agai nst
flesh and blood, but against something much more difficult. Thisis part of the reason for the great adulation Poteat
enjoys (or endures) from his students. Hisisno small vision, his battle no skirmish.

On the other hand, Bill Poteat does more than awaken us from dogmatic slumbers and interpret to us the
significanceof Michael Polanyi. Inhisown careful, sometimesdifficult, alwaysbrilliantway, hedescribesand analyzes
the manner of our embodiment in theworld, our incarnation. Hisdiscourses on our mindbodily existence brings me
to myself in ways resonant to my actua life. Asl read his Polanyian Meditations or Philosophical Daybook, | do
so with the resonance of that question still there, seeking ahearing: “Haddox, isthat who you realy are?”

Vi

Twoyearsagomy father died, andyet | know heiswithmeall thetime—most timesquietly, sometimesinthe
bark of alaugh or agesture of thearms, awaysabit tenseand impatient. Isthisjust Freudianrhetoric or, worse, asign
of weakened sensibility? | do not think so. | simply know that | am not who | am by myself, alone, sharing only
accidentally alifewith otherswhilepreserving themthrough my ideasor memories. | aminothers, withthem, andthey
inandwithme. Weareboundtogether, inextricably conjoined, sothat“1” and“you” arebut achievementsfromamore
fundamental “we.”

If | understand embodiment and indwelling at all, they at least mean that | amintheworld, in my body, inthe
history of theconnectednesswith my father, mother, grandparents. | emerged frommy sharedlifewiththem, asPolanyi
would say, by assimilating the parti cularsof that shared world to myself and attending fromthemto my own particular
tasks. Without the ability to do this| would not be | at all.

I must remember that any thought of myself separated frommy dwellinginthe sharedlifewithmy father (and
many others) throwsmeback into Bill Poteat'stheatre of solitude, the Cartesian pictureof the Cogito, whereall shared
indwelling becomes ideas of the mind or experiences of the psyche. But such thoughts are not about me, the one
addressed by Poteat years ago and called upon to speak, but are of a mere shadow, a spectre, adiscarnate one. For
sucha“one,” my father becomes either amemory, an aspect of my existence, or apart of aworld separatefromme, a
fact. Haddox, isthat who you really are? | think not.
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Here, now, asl sitinmy officeconsidering all these things (including Bill Poteat), thereisno dualism of self
and world, no mind thinking of the other asidea. Thereis coinherence of myself and theworld | dwell in and attend
from. Itincludesfar morethan | can say, but certainly central to its shapeismy father and crucial toitisBill Poteat,
who both coinhereswith his students and stirs within them the hunger for further exploration of what thisall means.
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