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The focus of these remarksis on theimpact that Personal Knowledge and Philosophical Investigationshad in
shaping Bill Poteat’s philosophical voice. Of the two works, | claim that, for good or ill, it was Personal
Knowledge that had the more profound influence on Poteat. Of cour se, both sources had profound influence.
What makes Personal Knowledge more profound is that his use of it, at least in those early years, was more
indirect than his direct and explicit use of Wittgenstein’s ideas. Following Bill’s lead, there is much that
Polanyians can learn from Wittgenstein and vice versa.

1958, fifty yearsago, wasabigyear. [t wasanespecially bigyear for Bill Poteat. That wastheyear Michael
Polanyi’ s Personal Knowledge (PK)was published. And thiswasjust onthe heel s of the publication of another
book that would become almost as near and dear to Poteat as Personal Knowledge, namely, Wittgenstein's
Philosophical Investigations(PI).t Intheseremarks, | want tofocuson theimpact that PK and Pl had in shaping
Bill’ sphilosophical voice.

Of thetwoworks, | claimthat, for goodor ill, it was PK that had themore prof ound i nfluence on Poteat.
Part of what | mean in saying that the influence of PK was more profound than the influence of Pl comesfrom
noting that Poteat’ s use of Polanyi, at least in those early years, was moreindirect (to use Kierkegaard' sterm,
also one of Poteat’ s prior and also profound mentors) than his direct and explicit use of Wittgenstein' sideas.

What proved for Poteat to be very important is Wittgenstein' s concept of alanguage game. But more
generaly, | want to suggest that Bill’ s early way of indirectly appropriating Polanyi’s thought, that is, as not
mentioned, or at least as not at the focus of his philosophical meditations, has much to offer those who find
Polanyi’ swork instructive. Whilel acknowledgethat inthelater writingsof Poteat, the use of Polanyi wasmore
explicit, | would say that even here, Poteat’ swork isbetter described asPolanyianrather thanastudy in Polanyi’ s
philosophy. Whileit took mealongtimeto cometo this, after adissertation on Polanyi’ s philosophy, and after
trying toteach coursesin histhought, | now think that Bill’ searly indirect use of Polanyi hasmerit worth noting
and which Polanyians should welcome. This early indirect use of Polanyi, use without much mention, is
highlighted in Bill’ sessay in Intellect and Hope: Essaysin the Thought of Michael Polanyi (1H, 1968) entitled
“Myths, Stories, History, Eschatology and Action: Some Polanyian Meditations.”

In the first sentence of this essay, Poteat says that he will “...talk about man and language from a
perspective opened up to [him] by thewritings of Michael Polanyi” (I1H,198). And then in afootnoteto thishe
says: “ Itisimpossibleto givespecificreferencesinthePolanyi corpuswhich, thusexamined out of context, could
yield the views | am here developing. It is the impact of the corpus as a whole which has educed these
meditations.”? Consistent withthisremark, Michael Polanyi is(barely) mentioned againintheremainder of this
quite lengthy essay.® Wittgenstein, by contrast, is not only mentioned more directly, especialy his idea of
languageasagame, but itisthe perspectiveof Pl that seemstobeof focal interestin Poteat’ svision of how words
and personsareinternal ly connected and how stories, history and myth areto beunderstood. Itisnot anaccident
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that during this period many thought of Poteat as an ordinary language philosopher, a thought supported by
a spate of publications that focused on language, or better, on the later Wittgensteinian conception of it.4

Asyoumay or may not know, Poteat started histeaching career inthephilosophy department at Chapel
Hill. Thiswasaperiodjust after Bill graduatedfrom Y aeDivinity Schoal. [| mentioninpassingthat at Y al ePoteat
encountered aKierkegaardian scholar whowashimself | ater to comeunder theinfluenceof thelater Wittgenstein;
that scholar wasPaul Holmer. Poteat wasnot unduly influenced by Holmer, | think, but wastaken by Kierkegaard.
Bill oncetold methat Holmer stopped him on campusashe (Poteat) wasclutching acopy of Either/Or Vol. | close
tohisbreastandsaidtoBill: “thereisnothinginthat book.” AsPoteat’ sstudentsknow all toowell, Poteat thought
otherwise.] Whileat Chapel Hill, Bill steeped himself in philosophy and wasintrigued with theimpact of modern
philosophy on modern religion and culture. During thistime, hetook aPh.D. in Religion at Duke and wrote a
dissertation in which Pascal and Descarteswere compared and contrasted, Pascal coming out on the better end
of thiscomparison. In 1958, things changed for Bill. According to Maynard Adams, along-time colleague and
friend of Bill’ sand afixtureinthe Philosophy Department long after Bill left toteach at Duke, it wasinthisyear
that Bill Poteat found his philosophical voice.

Maynard, whowasmy own mentor inmy Ph.D. program at Chapel Hill, told methat in 1958, just after
the publication of Wittgenstein’ sPI, that the philosophy faculty at UNC had adiscussion group to read thisnew
book and evaluate these radically new ideas about language. | can’'t say much more about the details of this
discussion group except to say that Maynard told me that he knew at this point that Bill Poteat was going to be
avery good philosopher. And of course | think this was an understatement.

TheideainPI that | think impressed Poteat morethan any other wasWittgenstein’ snotion of language
games; Poteat was especially impressed by the diversity of language gameswithin ordinary language. Thisis
clearly seenin hisessay in Intellect and Hope.

Asl interpretit, Poteat took over from Wittgenstein thisideathat concepts derivetheir meaning from
their useinparticular languagegames. Each gamehasapeculiar grammar or logic. Althoughthereismuch overlap
inthese games, thereisnot just onefundamental |ogic or grammar that underliesall of them. Ordinary language
is not a language game, but consists of various languages games. As he puts it, Wittgenstein’s view is that
language, or better speech, is

comprised of a variety of language games, governed by constantly changing and seldom
specified, sometimes unspecifiable rules, played with ever-evolving counters, and among
whichtheonly relationwhich obtainedwasthat of a‘ family-resemblance... WhenL aplacesaid
of God: ‘' | havenoneed of that hypothesis,” hewasinaway makinganimportant Wittgensteinian
remark. The language games of ‘physics' and ‘chemistry’ have no use for the concept of
‘God.’...And obviously, " hearts' no more belongsto poker thanto bridge; nor doesit belong
exclusivelytocardiology (IH, 207).

LikeWittgenstein, Poteat claimsthat every concept getsitsmeaning inrelationtoitsgrammatical environment,
the central feature of which isthe occasion of its use.

To see how this works, Poteat says that concepts like “person,” “happen, ” “action,” “decision,”
“choose,” and so forth have adifferent meaning because they have different useswithin the different language
gamesof myth, stories(including artslikedrama, novels, and soforth) and histories. Moreover, therearedifferent
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forms, formsthat havel ogical environments; hesays, inperfect allegianceto Wittgenstein, “Noconceptislogical -
topography neutral” (IH, 227). He concludes by saying: “ Every such form depends upon and has no stronger
legitimation thanitsgrounding initsliving useamong men” (IH, 251).

Whileit isfascinating to trace the differences between the grammar of the language game of history
and the language game of the cosmos as Poteat does (a contrast often assimilated to the contrast between
Jerusalem and Athens), | must turn to the bearing of all of thison theimpact of Polanyi in the shaping of these
Wittgensteinian ideas. At the very beginning of the essay, Poteat lets us know that while he is making use of
the Wittgenstei nian concept of language games, he has hisreservations about thismodel. He says: “ There may
be aWittgensteinian fly-bottle waiting behind hisown illuminating injunction: ‘ Don’t look for the meaning of
aword, look foritsuse’, into whichwemay heedlessly fly” (IH, 210). Andwithout further ado, hewarnsusnot
tofall into thefollowing trap:

Inall our preoccupation with words astokens or tools, ashaving thisor that * use’ according
to rules—specified or implicit—like balls, rackets, bats [and so forth] or as occupying this
logical neighborhood, weareindanger of being misled by thenotion of meaningasuse—when
thisistaken exclusively in conjunction with the language-game model—misled, that is, into
overlooking the user, a conditio sine qua non of something’s having a use. The kinds of
relations| may haveto thewords| may use cannot be exhaustively displayed in termsof the
language-game analogy, or any other singleanalogy (IH, 210).

Polanyi is at work here in shaping Poteat’s acknowledgement that the language-game model is
incompletewithout personswho play these games, who inhabit the wordswith whatever personal backing that
they giveto them, along with whatever meaning these words are taken to carry. We must not forget that there
aredifferent waysof saying and different waysof readingwhat issaid, aswell asdifferent |ogical environments.
AsKierkegaard might say, these different ways of sense-giving and sense-reading include the aesthetic, the
ethical, and thereligious use of words. Or as Polanyi and Poteat might put it, all saying ispersonal, even when
itis“impersonal.”

But let me end with two brief remarks. First | noteacriticism of Wittgenstein' slanguage-game model
by one of Wittgenstein' s students, namely, Rush Rhees. | think Bill would have welcomed this criticism for it
continues hisworry about theliability of Wittgensteiniansto overlook just what Polanyi bringsto thetable, to
wit, theindispensible albeit informal role of user inthe use-model of meaning.

In akind of apostolic succession, Rush Rhees, who was Wittgenstein' s student, passed the wisdom
hegot from hismaster onto hisstudent, D. Z. Phillips. And no doubt studentsareinthebest positionto criticize
their teachers, devoted to them, and knowing them asthey do. In any case, Rhees’ criticism of Wittgenstein that
| now pass on comesviaitstelling to me by Phillips.®

Rheessaysthat Wittgensteinnever got compl etely over theformalismthat characterized hisearly period
inhisTractatus. Inthat early work, Wittgensteinwasconcernedwithlogical formastheparameter that determines
all of the possible things that can be said. In this respect he was thinking about language as bounded by rules
intheway that the game of chessis so bounded. Because chessis such aformal system, it makes perfect sense
tospeak of all of thepossiblemovesinthegame. Inprinciple, all suchmovescoul d beprogrammedintoacomputer
like Deep Blue. But Phillips says that Rhees thought that in Pl Wittgenstein’ s idea of language as consisting
of afamily of gamesdid not abandon completely the notion that language is such aformal system. Assuchwe
might beledtothink that inWittgenstein’ smodel of languageasafamily of gamesitwould makesensetocal culate
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all the possiblemoveswithin aparticul ar language game. But Rheesis, | think rightly, unhappy with thismodel
of language. Toremedy this, Rheessuggeststhat wecanfind abetter analogy for language, alessformal analogy,
if we substitute the model of a conversation for the game model.

Let medefer to Phillips’ ownwords: “ Rheesnotesthat Wittgenstein’ semphasison ‘followingarule,’
‘continuing aseries,” ‘going on in the sameway,’” have their natural home in the context of playing agame or
operating within formal systems. They are not at home, on the other hand, if wethink of our innumerable daily
conversations’ (Phillips, 104). One can be achess master but not a master of conversation in the same sense.
Indeed Rhees’ point isthat conversations proceed informally—by way of improvised responseswe might say.

Itishere, | think, that we arrive at Poteat’ s reservation about the game analogy and why he thought
it needed to be supplemented with Polanyi’ s emphasis on the role of the person (or the user) in the use-model
of meaning. And | suspect that both Poteat and Polanyi would be much more sanguine with Rhees than
Wittgenstein on just this point. Moreover, | think Polanyi might well have welcomed the idea of scienceasa
conversation as opposed to a game, and surely Poteat would have welcomed the idea of philosophy as a
conversation. And like all conversations, the give and take among the participants proceeds in ways that are
essentially informal and grounded in nothing more or less than the ongoing personal judgments of the
participantswho conduct it. Indeed, | have no doubt that both Polanyi and Poteat would resonate with theidea
of lifeitself as a conversation as opposed to a game.

Finaly, I register onefinal observation. Tomy mind Poteat saw in Per sonal Knowl edgesomethingmore
profound than Polanyi himself saw. And he was able to see this thanks to the insights he gained from
Wittgenstein. Thoseinsights center on theissue of meaning. Poteat found hisvoicein awakening (I might even
say re-awakening) to thefact that voiceisthe paradigmatic figure of meaning for human beings. (I say that this
might have been are-awakening to note my sense that Bill’ s childhood was shaped by the voice of hisfather’'s
sermons, a voice that perhaps never ceased to resound in his bones.) So then, while Polanyi’s focus was on
knowledge, Poteat’ swas on meaning and hence on language and voice. Y et in the end, Poteat might well agree
that heand Polanyi wereunifiedintheir convictionsnot only that all knowledgeispersonal but that all meaning
ispersonal aswell.

Endnotes

11 might also notethat it wasin 1958 that another great book was published (and right herein Chicago
atthat), abook thatwas destinedtobecomecanonical inPoteat’ sphilosophical library, namely, Hannah Arendt’ s
The Human Condition.

2 Poteat repeats thisideathat heisrelying on a perspective opened by Polanyi in the opening of part
two of the essay (IH, 215).

3Inanexceptional remark, Poteat bringsPolanyi’ sideasexplicitly tobear, but againinamost apassing
way asfollows: He saysthat the relation that speakers bear to their words has an active-passive quality that
“...paralels Polanyi’s tacit-explicit, subsidiary-focal, proximal-distal, attending to-attending from
dichotomies...” (IH, 199).

4 Seefor examplethreeessaysall publishedin 1959: “Birth, Suicide, and the Doctrine of Creation: An
Explorationof Analogies’ (Mind); “GodandthePrivatel” (Philosophy and Phenomenol ogical Research); and
“1 will Die: An Analysis’ (The Philosophical Quarterly).

5 The Problem of Evil and the Problem of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press 2005). Hereafter cited in
parenthesis by page number as Phillips.
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