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  This topic is one with which many of you know I have been wrestling for quite 

some time, more than 45 years, having completed my dissertation in 1969 under Poteat’s 

supervision on the topic, “Mastered Irony: The Point of Entry into a Post-Critical 

Epistemology,” and subsequently having written several articles that bear on the subject 

from different angles of approach.1  I continue to find the subject puzzling and evocative of 

my interest and passion.  It isn’t something that can be simply answered and then left 

behind for other things—at least I haven’t found it so.  I’ve been drawn to return to it again 

and again.  I’m convinced of its importance, not just for Polanyi scholarship and Poteat 

scholarship, but for the good of all. 

  There is something about the notion of the post-critical that resists easy 

encapsulation or summary in the abstract.  Partly that aspect alone (its resistance to easy 

encapsulation) points to its nature, because the shift to the post-critical, at least for Bill 

Poteat, runs directly counter to the powerful temptation in modern critical culture – part of 

what Bill called the “metaphorical intentionalities” pervasive in that culture2 – the powerful 

temptation to come up with abstract, explicit, clear and distinct summaries that promise to 

enable our mastery and possession of a subject and overlook, forget, or repress whatever 

inchoate aspects of the subject that don’t quite fit these summaries.   

  Partly also, the difficulty in articulating what is it to be post-critical stems from 

the fact that we aren’t yet fully within the post-critical—none of us; we are still in the midst 

of transitioning from a predominantly critical intellectual culture to this new cultural frame 

of reference; we are still on the way.  It is a lot harder to put distance between ourselves 

and the critical intellectual culture that we would critique and leave behind than we may at 

first have hoped, especially when we attempt to make sense of post-critical conceptions for 

students, colleagues, or friends who seem, for all intents and purposes, quite content with 

being at home in modern critical culture and at times are more than ready to defend it 

passionately.  It is, after all, the culture in which they and we have our present home—

despite our disaffection with it and our desire to emigrate elsewhere.  It is not going away 

anytime soon.  It is well to recall Bill’s own words at the end of his essay, “Persons and 

Places”:   

[T]his self-liberation will require a disciplined, arduous, relentless, painful, and 

patient process of seeking a post-Cartesian intellectual equilibrium, working at 

every point against the grain of our entire culture, denying ourselves the 



respite—and the sweet pleasures—of rushing into the street every fortnight with 

some new messianic word.
3 

  What it is to be post-critical is a large and multifaceted topic that does not lend 

itself to being characterized in a few words.  I’ve noticed that not everyone who has 

ventured to say something about it picks up on the same facet or set of facets.  It is 

remarkable, as Phil Mullins has written, that “there is surprisingly little discussion of the 

term ‘post-critical’ in Personal Knowledge or in any other writings by Polanyi,”4 although 

Polanyi does have some significant things to say about it directly and others by implication.  

Poteat, so far as I know, did not undertake directly to explain it in writing at all.  Yet he 

repeatedly does make use of the term, much more than Polanyi does, throughout each of 

his last three books (including prominently in their subtitles), beginning with Polanyian 

Meditations: In Search of a Post-Critical Logic, where one can find implied much in the way 

of explanation about what is post-critical.    

  In the time allotted to my presentation today, I invite you to join me in a 

collaborative effort to identify what it is to be post-critical, keeping in mind the dangers of 

thinking we can easily and simply state what it is.  First, I will say a few things about the 

notion overall.  Second, I would like to take some time to have you contribute words, 

phrases, short characterizations of some aspect or feature of what it is to be post-critical, 

drawn from your own efforts to make sense of it.  Third, I will, with your help, attempt to 

draw these remarks together under different headings. And finally, incorporating what we 

will have come up with, with the results of some of my own independent inquiry, I will 

attempt to assemble some essential characteristics of what it is to be post-critical that will 

not just be my vision or conception (or Polanyi’s or Poteat’s), but ours . 

I. The Overall Notion of What It Is to Be Post-Critical: A Few Broad Strokes 

  First, there are the obvious things:  Post-critical is an adjective, a characterizing 

feature of what?  A variety of things.  Polanyi first used it to refer to a distinctive 

philosophical program or a philosophy5 and also to a “new age of Western civilization.”6  It 

has been used in reference to an orientation or perspective of thought (or of thinking), to a 

cultural movement, to an intellectual sensibility, to a set of ideas.   

                  Second, to be “post-critical” is to stand in contrast with being “critical,” self-

consciously to do so.  To be post-critical is to presume to displace or supplant a critical cast 

of thought—specifically, to displace that cast of thought that has characterized the core of 

the Modern European Enlightenment, and what claims allegiance to it.   More: it is to be 

aware of this critical cast of thought as something radically problematic, and perhaps also 

with some sense of why and how it is problematic.  To say this is to give scope to what it is 



to be post-critical—a huge scope, please note—and a historical reference.  To be post-

critical thus refers to a presumptive change or transformation in intellectual culture, from 

“critical” intellectual culture to “post-critical” intellectual culture. 

  I have found it helpful to think of the change from critical to post-critical as a 

major shift in perspective, a shift in sensibility, a shift in cultural ethos, as the sort of thing to 

which Thomas Kuhn gave the name “paradigm shift.”  Now neither Polanyi nor Poteat used 

the phrase “paradigm shift” in reference to this change, so far as I know, perhaps partly 

because of its connotation of Kuhn’s flirtation with a non-realist epistemology.  But I think it 

nevertheless fits, at least in certain respects.  Polanyi wrote of shifts between frameworks 

of thought where no linear logical inferences could provide a bridge, shifts that required 

leaps of irreversible intuitive integration to accomplish.  He didn’t directly speak of the shift 

between a critical framework to a post-critical framework as being of this nature, so far as I 

know, but I believe that all he said about such shifts clearly applies in this case.   Until I am 

convinced to the contrary, I believe the phrase “paradigm shift” may be applied in this 

case—being careful not to bring in tow Kuhn’s epistemological non-realism.   

                 An aside: If it is appropriate to think of the shift from the critical to the post-critical 

as a paradigm shift, it may be helpful to ask what specifically are the paradigms that typify 

each frame of reference.  What is the paradigm of reality, or of the person, for the modern 

critical framework?  And what is the paradigm of reality, or of the person, for the post-

critical framework? 

  One helpful thing that Kuhn does have to say about paradigm shifts within a field 

of natural science is that the conceptual vocabulary of the field is radically modified when a 

paradigm shift takes place.  The conceptual vocabulary of persons thinking in accordance 

with a new paradigm comes to have quite different connections and associations than the 

same words have for persons thinking in accordance with the old paradigm.  And the same 

is true vice versa.  At times these differences can be so radical that persons operating in 

accordance with the old paradigm are for all intents and purposes incapable of 

understanding things conceived in accordance with the new paradigm, particularly if they 

(the old paradigm persons) aren’t disposed to considering that attempts to think in 

accordance with the new paradigm could merit some serious empathy.  Although the 

inverse challenge can also be great, it usually is easier for persons under the new paradigm 

to empathize with things understood in accordance with the old.  My point is that the 

peculiar conumdrum of empathetic understanding across a paradigm shift seems to me to 

apply particularly well to the shift from a critical to a post-critical perspective.  In particular, 

we should not be at all surprised that a post-critical understanding of words/concepts like 

subjective, objective, personal, reality, truth, value, knowledge, experience, perception, 



body, mindbody, etc.—even critical thinking—does not and never will make straightforward 

sense to colleagues well entrenched within the critical paradigm. 

                    On the other hand, third, the change from critical to post-critical is not just a 

cultural shift and, in this respect, calling it a “paradigm shift” might be slightly misleading, as 

if it were simply an intellectual change.  Poteat particularly, more than Polanyi, took pains 

to point out that the shift from a critical to a post-critical perspective involves an existential 

transformation, a coming to, and “owning up” to, oneself as one truly is, as responsible 

person, a person responsible for whatever is being claimed or presented, giving it backing.  

This, of course, implies that living under the critical paradigm is in a fundamental respect to 

miss and fall short of owning up to oneself as responsible person. 

  Fourth, another important feature of what it means to be post-critical is that it is 

something more and bigger, perhaps even other, than Polanyi’s own philosophical 

vocabulary and perspective and than Poteat’s philosophical vocabulary and perspective.  It 

wasn’t just their idea.  It is something that they sought to call our attention to and 

encourage us to appropriate and participate in.  Although from a perspective of what might 

be called Polanyi scholarship or Poteat scholarship, they certainly did operate with some 

such idea, and we could compose an essay specifically on Polanyi’s idea of, say, “a post-

critical philosophy” or on Poteat’s idea of “a post-critical logic.”  Were we to do this, I 

believe we would miss something very important (to both Polanyi and to Poteat), even if it 

is true that Polanyi invented the word.  Why?  Because the approach of “good objective 

scholarship” in this sense is not innocent of the issues between the critical and post-critical 

paradigms.  [Note: my project is not an attempt to pin down precisely what Polanyi and/or 

Poteat has said and written on the subject, but to articulate it in a way that renders it 

attractive, comprehensible, and (more) readily communicated—to get at what Polanyi and 

Poteat were getting at.  “To go for the jugular.”)  The nature of the [paradigm] shift from 

the Critical to the Post-Critical.]  Both Polanyi and Poteat sought to have us recognize, 

acknowledge, and participate in this shift for ourselves, to get at what they themselves 

were striving to get at, and not just be able accurately to report about their ideas of it.  A 

metaphor might help here.  Both Polanyi and Poteat had sighted a movement, a “wave” of 

change within 20th century intellectual culture (not just a development in their own 

thought), to which they sought to call our attention, a “wave” they not only saw but which 

they “caught” and urged us as well to “catch”: to catch this wave and surf it, to draw on it, 

flow with it, to discover its presence in new and hitherto undetected places, and to 

contribute to it.  Both Polanyi and Poteat saw it in other thinkers, writers, and things going 

on in our culture.7 

A Convivial Collaborative Effort to Identify Features of What It Is to Be Post-Critical 



               Now I would like to enlist your participation in a collaborative effort to identify 

features of what it is to be post-critical.  Each of you has a handout on which I would like to 

have you take some time to reflect and write down one or more features under different 

headings.  If you like, you can put your names on the handout; and if you want it back I will 

get it back to you.  Alternatively, you can verbally identify a feature and I will attempt to 

write it down on the chalkboard. 

 Suggested generic traits 

 Contributions specific to Polanyi 

 Contributions specific to Poteat 

 Contributions from other Critics of Modern Culture 

 Miscellaneous comments 

 

II. Gathering Together These Disparate Features 

 Which of these suggestions should be grouped together? 

 What groupings suggest themselves to you? 

 What connections to you see? 

 Do some of these have priority relative to others—e.g., as more essential or more 

centrally essential? 

 Any new features suggested by the list we’ve developed? 

 

The remainder of this paper in a more complete version will be available to all after our 

collaborative discussion and will eventually be integrated with what we will have come up with 

in our collaborative discussion and posted on the website after the Conference. 

 

III. Toward a List of Essential Characteristics of What It Is to Be Post-Critical 

Key Contributions from Polanyi 

Key Contributions from Poteat 

In This Paradigm Shift What Are the Paradigms? 

IV. A Residual Dualism? 

Having embraced a post-critical understanding of things (in part, at least) we still live within 

an intellectual culture (academic culture) that is still fully critical, sometimes virulently so, 

with occasional hostility shown toward any views that would seriously challenge its basic 



presuppositions (its “prepossessions,” as Poteat called them).  What is it to be post-critical 

in such a context?  That we carry two passports, as it were? (Allen Dyer will speak to this in 

a later session.) 

V. Some Final General Considerations about What It Is to Be Post-Critical 
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