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Part One: Who was WHP?

Let me begin by identifying who I am, or at least who I believe 

I have become, in 2014. I am a Yale graduate (PhD in 1972), who was 

hired into the Religion Department by Tom Langford, Bill’s colleague and 

collaborator. Their edited book, Intellect and Hope (Duke 1968), was the 

only book of Bill’s that I had read before Dale Cannon invited me to the 

awesome task which I am trying to discharge today: asking, then providing 

signposts, flags, forward arrows to answer the double query: “Who was 

William H. Poteat, and What Was He About?”
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In the past six months I have thought more about WHP than in the 

preceding 14 years. As chair of the Department of Religion in May 2000, 

I was charged with trying to organize a memorial service for Bill. It was a 

grand event, held in the Duke Chapel with hundreds in attendance, many of 

them former students of Bill, all warm admirers but also keen enquirers into 

the issues that engaged Bill during a long, productive lifetime of reflection, 

teaching, and advocacy.1

1 I do not share the largely negative view of Bill as a colleague voiced by another former 
colleague in an essay that many of you may have read. It was written by Barthian 
theologian, Bob Osborn, and it was Dale Cannon who called the Osborn essay to my 
attention recently. After reading it, I was dismayed, and also disappointed, at how 
narrow was Bob’s reading of Bill. For me, the key phrase is:  “We did not know that he 
was very troubled by the subject-object dichotomy and the disembodied ego-centrism 
of Cartesianism.” To me, this statement is startling. Had I talked with Bill for only 5 
minutes, I would have known that something was up about the mind/body split, and it is a 
small leap – for a theologian – from there to the subject-object dichotomy Bob mentions. 
Perhaps more astonishing is Bob’s self-confession. It follows quickly on his declaration 
that he was innocent of Bill’s critique of Cartesianism. “I am, after all, an inveterate 
theologian — hardly a philosopher,” observes Bob. “My theologian is Karl Barth, 
and in this connection I am reminded of a passage in Barth where he speaks of the ‘all 
too triumphal overcoming of the subject and object dichotomy.’” The audience who 
first heard that quip apparently laughed. See p. 45 in the online version  https://
www.missouriwestern.edu/orgs/polanyi/TAD%20WEB%20ARCHIVE/TAD35-2/
TAD35-2-fnl-pg44-47-pdf.pdf) I have to confess, however, that I grimaced. Can anyone 
who is a theologian be unaware of Barth’s aversion to subject-object discourse?
       I suspect that there is something deeper afoot in Bob’s protestations and denials, 
as also in his caricature of Bill as a (non) colleague. What characterized Bill, in my 
view, was a constant probing, not settling for scriptural citations, or theological 
platitudes, but looking to the inner dis-ease of ecumenism. In his later writings, Bill 
defines ‘ecumenism’ as a reflex that “gravitates toward seeing its object as a finite 
totality”. That is just one stop short of “ontological monism”(see RG, and discussion 
of these terms below on p. 13), itself a form of reductionism but also, ironically, a 
dimension of Barthian Christology as was noted by John Cobb, among other theologians, 
when he dubbed the thunderous accent on Christ in Barthian writings as itself a form 
of “Christomonism”. Barth later denied that labeling of his method and outlook yet 
some Barthians, including Bob Osborn, still seem to advocate it. The critique of Bill in 
Bob’s essay finally says more about Bob and his dispositions than it does about Bill. Bill 
remains a triple treasure:  rigorous scholar, zestful teacher and, yes, generous colleague.
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As I came back to those moments, I recalled memories of this genial, 

generous giant of a man. His contagious smile masked a rigorous logic, a 

searing intellect. My attention was drawn to him at three points of awe and 

wonder: how broadly he read, how deeply he pondered, how nimbly he 

argued.

In what follows I will try to make some modest effort to evoke this 

treasured friend and former colleague, who was, above all, a devout disciple 

of mindbody coherence. Let me be clear: I will not directly engage what Bill 

derived from, and debated with, Michael Polanyi. There are others here who 

knew both Bill and Michael as philosophers and also as friends. They will 

elaborate, and refine, how those of us at the margins think of the Polanyi-

Poteat continuum. I will instead look at other (re)sources that guided and/

or provoked Bill’s reflection, but first let me summarize what I take to the 

nub of Bill’s lifelong project: his own reflection, that is, his turning inward 

and gazing outward at the same time, his rigorous fixation on exploring 

mindbody as an irreducible, interactive unit, or as Bill put it, in his own 

words, “the radix of all meaning and all meaning-discernment, namely, the 

tonic and ductile mindbody ingenuously dwelling in its world” (Polanyian 

Meditations: 262).

I am grateful to Diane Yeager for signaling in the preview of her own 

address for this gathering that she will survey how Bill engaged key critics 

of modern culture. They sort out into two overlapping yet discretely separate 

lists: 1) philosophers/cultural critics, of whom in addition to Polanyi, there 

are Pascal (the critic and opposite of the animus horribilis, Descartes, of 

whom more later), H. Richard Niebuhr, Soren Kirkegaard, Ludwig 

Wittgenstein, Merleau-Ponty, Hannah Arendt, and Paul Ricoeur, just to cite 
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a few, and 2) among the writers/poets, there are Albert Camus, Elizabeth 

Sewell, WH Auden, TS Eliot, William Faulkner and, of course, Walker 

Percy.

I want to begin where Bill begins in one of his many book reviews, 

cobbled together and presented in the volume, The Primacy of Persons and 

the Language of Culture (1993). It is the review that appeared in 1954 of 

a book published almost ten years earlier in 1945. It was deemed worthy 

of reflection due to the developments it had prefigured and the judgments 

it had offered. That book was The Open Society and Its Enemies. Its 

author was the Austrian-British philosopher, Karl Popper. Like all of Bill’s 

arguments – whether oral or written – his review of Popper’s influential 

work demonstrates both Bill’s capacious intellect, and also his fierce loyalty 

to ontology, the science of being. He begins by praising Popper:

It is now only slightly less than ten years since the appearance of the 
first edition of Karl R. Popper’s The Open Society and Its Enemies, a 
book written in a time of crisis, so passionate in its moral indignation, 
so substantial in its attack upon basic questions in the philosophy 
of the social sciences, so knowledgeable in its command of the 
scholarship of ancient and modern philosophies, and so trenchant 
in the questions that it poses, that only now have the criticisms 
demanded by so earnest and fundamental a work begun to appear. 
(PPLC: 201)

And from that opening gambit, through 14 pages of densely argued 

engagement with the major theses of Popper’s signature book, Bill asks the 

question that cuts to the core of Popper’s theoretical frame: “Does not a 

principle of criticism have to point beyond itself to a reality upon which it 

itself depends, yet cannot be simply grasped? And if so, can an Open Society 

long survive that points only to itself, or only to its critical principle, and not 

beyond itself to this reality?” (PPLC: 215)
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Bill, never failing to appreciate even his flawed subject’s intrinsic 

humanity, rounds out this robust critique ‘of the absent reality’ in Open 

Society with an accolade. “For having forced us to raise these questions,” 

Bill concludes, “we are in the debt of Karl R. Popper. And we can be 

grateful that the Open Society has so passionate, even if slightly ambivalent, 

an advocate!” (PPLC: 2015)

What redeems Popper for Bill, and for others, is his ability to 

anticipate some of the same mind-body issues that occupied the spectrum of 

anti-Cartesian skeptics among humanists, whether philosophers/theologians 

or poets/writers. In a later work, Objective Knowledge: An Evolutionary 

Approach (1972), Popper asserts: “Western philosophy consists very largely 

of world pictures which are variations of the mind-body dualism, and of 

problems of the method connected with them. The many departures from 

this Western dualistic theme were attempts to replace it by some kind of 

monism. (And Popper goes on to observe) It seems to me that these attempts 

– to get beyond the mind-body dualism – were unsuccessful, and that behind 

the veil of monistic protestations there still lurks the dualism of body and 

mind.” (OK: 153)2

It was the Cartesian mind-body problem that had occupied Bill even 

before he encountered Polanyi, and later Moustakas. Bill has provided us 

with his intellectual/personal journey in the prologue to Polanyian 

Meditations. Already in his doctoral dissertation, Pascal’s Conception of 

Man and Modern Sensibility (1951), Bill writes:

I entered the seventeenth-century cockpit from which modernity had

2 Later, Popper does argue for a new approach centered on interaction, to wit, that 
“the acceptance of an ‘interaction’ between mental and physical states offers the only 
satisfactory solution of Descartes’ problem” (OK 252:n.62).
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Emerged and opposed two of its great and characteristic thinkers: 
Pascal and Descartes. These two, equally modern men, were opposed 
to one another in their conception of human reason. In Pascal’s own 
formula, Descartes was the advocate of esprit de geometrique, while
Pascal, himself a great mathematician, embracing the former, wished 
also to uncover less explicit rational powers in man which he called 
esprit de finesse. Here was shaped for me the problem that has 
occupied me now for more than thirty years: the nature of rationality 
and logic in an intellectual climate in which Descartes’s legatees have 
prevailed and left us culturally insane. (PM: 6)3

But how could ‘less explicit rational powers’ rescue us from the 

domain of ‘the culturally insane’? That was the central query of Bill’s life. 

To it I would like to add another prologue, one that looks at the cleavage 

between natural theology and natural science where Descartes played a 

central role. It is illumined by an academic voyager, a fellow traveler, whom 

I have not seen cited either in Bill’s writings, or in commentaries on his 

writings. That parallel anti-Cartesian philosopher is Stephen Toulmin, a 

British philosopher also riveted by the seeming paradox and simmering 

3Bill is not the only modern scholar to see in the pairing of Pascal and Descartes the 
foreshadowing of a new, draconian form of modernity. According to Michel DeCerteau, 
it is Descartes who signals the shift from ontological relations (verbum/res) to spatial 
relations within whose functioning verbal and pictorial language are defined as one. 
While Pascal offers the dialectic of distance, that is, the viewpoint of the observer, 
Descartes offers the philosophy of (objective) knowing. (DeCerteau, The Writing of 
History: 266).  Elsewhere DeCerteau describes how the Cartesian outsider (versus the 
Pascalian insider) affects the way that religion is perceived. Viewed from the outside, 
religion is classified in the category of customs, or historical contingencies. It becomes 
a socioeconomic positivity bound to a body of abstract hypotheses. When one begins to 
speak of “the system of the Christian religion”, what is believed is severed from the faith 
which causes belief; belief is objectified. Viewed as a social object, religion “ceases to be 
for the subjects that which allows them to think or to behave|” (Bill would add “feel” and 
“connect” to their mindbody). Ibid., 152.
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poison of modernity. 4 Like Bill, as also Polanyi and others, Toulmin saw 

the linchpin for the downside of modernity in the thought and influence of 

Descartes. Descartes himself was part of the so-called scientific revolution 

of the seventeenth century that signaled the demise of “the very unity, order, 

and sense of proportion – all the qualities embraced in the classical Greek 

term cosmos – that the philosophers of antiquity had insisted”(The Return 

to Cosmology: 264). For Descartes it was not science that triumphed but a 

certain kind of science. The poison cup of Cartesian logic was nowhere more 

evident than in Descartes’s use of the science of geometry. Linking it to a 

vector of power, he also made it a disposition to empire:

From the very start, (Toulmin explains) Descartes’s philosophical 
program had imperial ambitions. As he saw it, our understanding of 
geometry (what Bill refers to as esprit de geometrique) is not just 
one kind of understanding among others; it is intrinsically superior 
to other sorts of knowledge, and provides a model to which other 
branches of learning should aspire, to the extent that their basic 
concepts can approach the  “clarity and distinctiveness” of the basic 
geometrical ideas and axioms. The resulting program for natural 
philosophy, of course, elevated sciences like physics, which are 
concerned with universal, general phenomena to a higher level of 
respect and recognition than those other branches of learning that 
deal with particular, time bound individuals and events. The study 
of history, for instance, Descartes regarded as intellectually shallow. 
(RC: 244)

But what really set Descartes apart from his predecessors and also his 

contemporaries in charting the philosophy of science was his insistence on 

objectivity, a very special kind of objectivity.
4 Several in the larger circle of Wittgenstein did engage Toulmin, and we even have a 
contemporary biographer of Polanyi noting that Polanyi, along with Marjorie Grene 
and Elizabeth Sewell, attended a Leeds University workshop in the mid-50s when 
Toulmin was expounding on the topics that became part of his seminal book, The Uses of 
Argument (1958). See Mary Jo Nye, Michael Polanyi and His Generation: Origins of 
the Social Construction of Science (Chicago: 2011, 266).
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Descartes argued that the objectivity (that is, the universality) of 
mathematical physics and similar sciences makes their kinds of 
knowledge more basic, more scientific, and even more rational: our 
knowledge of individual persons or agents, by contrast [the stuff of 
history but also mindbody knowledge, as Polanyi and Bill understood 
it, such knowledge of individual persons] can never be generalized 
or universalized more geometrico (in the manner of geometry) and is 
therefore superficial, unscientific, and subjective. (RC:245)

The dissemination of this split - not only between science and humanities 

but within science, between accent on the objective versus attention to the 

subject and the subjective - has been devastating. It is this that informs what 

Bill laments as our cultural insanity. It has been charted by Toulmin in the 

following passage, also from The Return to Cosmology:

Cartesian commitment to the intellectual superiority of objective, 
universalizable knowledge has shaped much of the subsequent 
development of the natural sciences. Even today [notes Toulmin] it 
remains strongly influential: for instance, in Noam Chomsky’s scorn 
for anthropological linguistics, which he regards as intellectually 
shallow by comparison with the general theories of transformational 
grammar, and in those bitter methodological rivalries over 
the respective claims of ‘scientific objectivity’ and ‘personal 
understanding’ which split (and sometimes destroy) departments of 
psychology in American universities. [RC:245]5

The overarching, pervasive, and consequential interrelatedness of things 

and thoughts has been ignored by the Cartesian method. It requires an 

5 There are many anecdotes from Duke University, the alma mater that, along with Yale, 
I share as part of the same academic journey that Bill made. Political science has come 
to despise what is known as IR, or International Relations, a minority position because 
it is less quantifiable, conforming to the interpretivist paradigm, while the majority, who 
are positivists, advocate the behaviorialist paradigm. Similar divisions have occurred in 
both economics and sociology, at Duke as well as in other premier institutions of higher 
education in 21st century America.
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alternative method and outlook.  And it is to the construction, advocacy and 

implementation of a mindbody disposition that Bill Poteat dedicated his 

own labor, in and beyond the walls of academia. So many are the ways that 

Bill has taken his critique of the Cartesian mantra, then expanded it in new 

directions that I would be bereft of his other dominant trait, generosity, the 

soft side to his incisive logic, if I did not limit myself to one. I will leave to 

others the task of demonstrating his enduring contributions in fields they 

know better than I. 

Let me focus on body language. It is body language that 

provides the basis for Bill’s critique of Walter Ong, even while appreciating 

Ong’s accent on orality as the parallel, and occasional superior, to literacy in 

human self-expression.  Grating to Bill was Ong’s aphorism that “speech 

exists only when it is passing out of existence” (PM: 258). Circling back to 

that aphorism in the final chapter of PM, Bill picks up not just speech but 

gesture as instruments for registering, then evaluating the power of speech 

to persist (rather than desist) in all phases of human being. There is, 

observes Bill, “a latent logos common to my gesturing and speaking that is 

archaically rooted in my mindbody” (PM: 282). Though only recently 

discovered by social scientists, the gestural language is well known to all 

child psychologists, and also to astute observers of the mind body language 

of philosophical debate. In probably the most condensed, yet poignant, of all 

Bill’s anecdotes he describes an incident involving Wittgenstein and a 

Cambridge colleague, the Italian economist Piero Sraffa. Norman Malcolm 

had already noted this incident in his 1981 biography of Wittgenstein, but 

sluffs it off as a rude gesture. Bill revisits it, however, with attention to the 

mindbody convergence of gesturing and speaking. One can almost conjure 

Bill speaking the following passage:
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When Piero Sraffa, having read the Tractatus, placed the back of his 
hand under his chin and gave a sharp, outward stroke in a familiar 
Italian gesture and asked his friend Wittgenstein, “And what is the 
logical form of that?”, his integral speech-act (Bill italicizes this 
phrase; repeat his integral speech-act) – bodied-forth words and 
bodied-forth gesture – was of such precision, economy, nuance, and 
power as, at a stroke, to put the whole of his friend’s early work in 
question. (PM 287)

And the larger point, of course, is that speech embodies power even, 

and especially, when is registered with bodily acts and not merely when, 

as Ong argues, it is passing out of existence. Bill is careful to note that 

Ong is trying to distinguish between the spoken and printed word, and so 

in his case, the passing out of existence refers only to speech in its power 

as articulate sound versus its persuasion as silent or printed word. But, and 

here is where Bill’s logic prevents him from being the ‘perfect’ gentleman 

even to his sympathetic adversaries, he goes on to note that Ong opens up 

other dualisms, cleavages of the mind/body, when Ong implies that “speech 

does not leave a discernible effect in space”, that is, to say it passes out of 

existence when it is recorded in print. 

 We see, argues Bill in closing the final chapter of PM, we see, upon 

looking more closely at Ong’s dictum,  “a veritable Cartesian mare’s nest – 

not Ong’s, not only Ong’s, but our own, our culture’s. And it is not innocent; 

nor is it benign” (PM 292). It risks increasing and perpetuating our cultural 

insanity, and the significance of the metaphor will not be lost on the careful 

reader: mare’s nest, like Descartes and his logic, derives from the 17th 

century. Mare’s nest may be defined as “a much vaunted discovery, which 

later turns out to be illusory or worthless”. Since mares don’t make nests, the 

phrase was supposed to be comically ironic as in the following two quotes. 
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John Fletcher in his Jacobean tragedy Bonduca, circa. 1613, penned:

Why dost thou laugh? What Mares nest hast thou found?

And then in the 18th century Jonathan Swift pushed the absurdity even 

further. In the play Miscellanies, 1751, his character exclaims:

What! Have you found a mare's nest, and laugh at the eggs?

It is the mare’s Cartesian eggs that are still exported from the farm of 

modernity, and those who cry out for a post-modern paradise, must first 

attend to the modern Cartesian desert or wasteland, bereft of real eggs. 

Fortunately, we have the clarion cry of WHP to guide us through the 

treacherous byways and thought waves in contemporary Euro-American 

culture, and to regain our sanity.  Let the new passage begin with a brief, 

further reflection on what William H Poteat was about.

Part Two - What Was He (WHP) About?

All the above – citations and commentaries, arguments and counter-

arguments – barely touch the surface of what WHP was about. To dive 

beneath the surface and begin to engage the contours of his project –

what he was all about – one has to look at his later writings, whether A 

Philosophical Daybook: Post-Critical Investigations (1990) or Recovering 

the Ground: A Philosophical Essay in Recollection (1994). I found 

the second, Recovering the Ground, to be especially productive for 

getting beyond the tired binaries, the regnant dualisms of an unfettered 

Cartesianism, whether in natural sciences or social sciences, whether in the 

academy or in society at large. 

Our mindbody must at once be assumed and relentlessly explored 

through language in order to reach a point on the edge, or just beyond the 
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edge, of language. And it is a primordial act of engagement with our selves, 

our own lost histories, that is paramount. As Bill wrote in this entry of 30 

August 1990:

In undertaking to show the continuity between the primordial 
ordinations of our lively, sentient, motile and oriented being, on the 
one hand, and the reflective instruments of our most abstract feats 
of intellection, on the other, I have claimed that language, our first 
formal system, has the sinews of our bodies that had them first; 
that the grammar, the syntax, the ingenuous choreography of our 
rhetorical engagement with the world, the meaning, the semantic and 
metaphorical intentionalities of our language are preformed in that of 
our prelingual mindbodily being in the world. (RG: 97).

It is only by being in touch with ‘our prelingual mindbodily being in the 

world’ that we can avoid, and so avert, the Cartesian esprit de geometrique 

that Bill named as the pervasive poison of our time, meaning the time of 

Euro-American educated folk since the 17th century. Another name for this 

stalking enemy is scientism. Consider the danger if “you conclude…that 

the nature of absolutely everything (and Bill italicized that last phrase, 

absolutely everything) can be understood only as a function of numerical 

ratios, as with Pythagoreanism. Put this with other premises and soon 

you have physical science and then you get that all but unassailable 

derangement of the modern mind wrought by abstraction, ecumenism, and 

monism, namely, scientism”(RG: 152).

Yet Bill then tries to move beyond what he elsewhere calls the 

theatre of reflection, not wrought by Descartes but perfected by him (RG: 

202). He does so by looking at metapsychology in the corpus of Freud’s 

writings. It is at once a world too narrow, abstract and mortified for us 

to live in, observes Bill, but then to illustrate how this world is both 

Freud’s and not Freud’s he tells the story of an Armenian graduate student, 

12



likely from the ‘70s or ‘80s. A Harvard medical doctor also trained in 

psychoanalysis, he had later completed an MDiv, or Masters in Divinity, 

and was now working toward a Ph.D. in Religion with Bill. The story of 

this Armenian-American psychiatrist’s family is told in a picture of 8 adults  

that was hanging on his office walls. All had survived Armenian massacres 

during the First World War (1914-1918). The picture of them was taken as 

they gathered in a garden for a Sunday afternoon picnic in 1920’s Aleppo.

         The itinerant Armenian-American psychiatrist concludes his 

commentary on that picture by declaring to Bill:

All this (history) happened before I was born, yet here I am. What 
is the point?  The point is that what Freudian metapsychology can 
say, in its own strictly observed limits, about the heights and depths 
of human reality in the world, brought from the lives and histories 
of the people into the rich texture of this photograph in that time and 
place is – valuable as it is for cultural analysis, even more valuable 
as it may be as psychoanalytic therapy – next to nothing. The lives 
and histories, their meaning to themselves and to one another, the 
meaning for the world of just these eight people, are too complex 
and rich to be understood, to be participated in in terms of Freudian 
categories alone” (RG: 154).
Bill goes on to evaluate that comment and its relevance for 

understanding the three defining elements of scientism: abstraction 

– specifically the abstraction of identifying thought as such with its 

embodiment in language, ecumenism – specifically the ecumenism that 

gravitates toward seeing its object as a finite totality, and finally the 

drift toward ontological monism, itself an unrecognized drift toward 

reductionism that has become more powerful since the seventeenth century 

(i.e., since the birth of Cartesianism) (RG: 155). 
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But precisely this story also points a way beyond the shadows of 

despair; it opens a path out of the tunnel marked as gnostic apocalypticism, 

a kind of alienation from ourselves, which Bill sees as a self-inflicted 

nihilism, one that he strives to excise, and also exorcize, from himself as 

well as from others. The ray of hope comes from the both-and logic of the 

narrative offered by the Armenian-American psychiatrist turned religionist. 

Like others who followed mathematical sciences, then went beyond them 

– and that includes Polanyi, Toulmin, as also Wittgenstein – Bill’s student 

is not proposing to eliminate science but rather to recover the ground 

preceding and undergirding all true science. The Armenian-American 

psychiatrist does not say: I am giving up psychiatry and becoming a 

theology professor. Rather, he notes that the deeply layered meaning of his 

family’s Levantine history can neither be understood nor ‘participated in’ 

through Freudian categories alone. It is the limits as well as the benefits of 

Freudian metapsychology that need to be observed.

Like his first hero, Pascal, Bill wants “to uncover less explicit 

rational powers in man”. His goal is not to destroy or deny reason but 

rather to probe its frontiers, internal and sentient as much as external and 

visual. The very conjunction of Bill’s key term mindbody expresses the 

paradox he seeks. There is no hyphen. It is not two parts conjoined, but 

one phenomenon, a single existent: mindbody. The flow of energy is 

signaled by the order of the two parts: mind is in synch with body; there is 

no mind act without a body part, no thought without its physical reflex or 

catalyst. Yet the two as one – mindbody - are not identical; each has its own 

function, at the same time that neither surrenders to, nor is merged with, 

the other. Here I have found great value from the archive of Bill’s papers 
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now being honored as they assume their rightful place in the library of Yale 

Divinity School. It was just yesterday in reading from Bill’s blue notebook 

about etymology that I stumbled on this confession, dating back to 1988: “I 

have discovered from etymology more about my mind and my body- about 

how they derive from and remain grounded in my mindbody – than from 

any other source.”

One of the most remarkable features of Bill is his writing. He 

performs – in notes, essays and especially letters – what he takes to be the 

continuous, and synergistic, interaction of mindbody. Especially vivid are 

the imagery and self-disclosure of his letters to friends. More than 20 years 

later one can hear him, even see him, as he wrote to Beth Newman from 

Nantucket Island in October 1991. It was a Dear Beth letter, and the subject 

was reflections, largely negative, on an American Academy of Religion 

(AAR) report on the state of the teaching of religion in late 20th century 

America. Again I am grateful to the archives of his papers now dedicated to 

the Yale Divinity School Library for the chance to retrieve this gem from 

the many gems that Bill left us.  

          Dear Beth [Bill begins] 

I was happily marinating in my own sweat, stretched out semi-
comatose in a chaise lounge, a copy of Updike’s Rabbit at Rest 
open, pages down, on my belly, when I heard the postman stop, slam 
the mailbox shut and drive off. The noise awoke me from my lazy 
dreaming and snoozing; the contents of your letter awoke me from 
my dogmatic slumbers.

The punch line in the following five pages invokes personal meaning, with 

a citation from W.B. Yeats, again showing how in Bill’s words poetry 

echoes the primordial rhythm, our heartbeat. “The demand for personal 

meaning is so ubiquitous, so exigent that it will not forever be denied. If 
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you suppress it, explicitly or by implication – which is the university’s way 

– it will fester in a silent despair. If you leave it untutored, it will issue in 

fanaticism. 

‘The best lack all conviction 
                    And the worst are full of passionate 
                                  intensity.’ W.B. Yeats
We can thank God that our practice sometimes gets the better of our theory. 

Otherwise, the educational enterprise would have collapsed long since.”

An example of this illocutionary force is provided by Kierkegaard. 

In Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling, we see a process parallel to the 

one that Bill describes. Consider SK’s interpretation of the Abraham-Isaac 

story. How easy it is to adopt the binary: objective reason versus blind 

faith. Such an analysis seems intuitively correct. One then deduces that 

what SK meant by the leap of faith is to leap from reason to irrationality.  

But if one looks carefully at the line SK says with great frequency in Fear 

and Trembling—“This is the paradox which does not permit of mediation” 

— one can parse it to mean:  “the paradox cannot be mediated by reason.” 

And so, there must be a third option, neither rationality nor irrationality, but 

instead arationality.   Reason is not applicable to what Abraham was asked 

to do in sacrificing his son; the faith he exhibited is neither consistent with 

reason, nor contrary to it. Just as rationality does not apply, neither does its 

correlative opposite, irrationality.  That is a false dichotomy. Faith is a leap 

outside the bounds of any reason or non-reason -- however construed, no 

matter how cleverly articulated. Neither rational nor irrational, faith for SK 

becomes arational. It struts beyond the logic of radical binarism, whether 

etched as speech-silence, reason-faith, or mind-body.
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Yet the arational, like the mindbody, is a difficult concept to 

grasp and to apply. It reminds me of an episteme, which is also a place, 

familiar to me in my own scholarship on Islamic sources and subjects, 

ironies and paradoxes. That place is marked as barzakh. Barzakh is a 

Persian word found in the Qur’an. At its simplest, the barzakh evokes the 

division between this life and the next, between our present life in this 

world and a future life beyond knowing, but barzakh is also the divide 

between salt and fresh water, found in some oceans and rivers. Barzakh is a 

barrier, yet at the same time it is also a bridge. It is a barrier that moves 

beyond the dyad, either/or, and instead confirms both/and as the metaphor 

of natural life as well as spiritual engagement. It might be defined as: non-

reductive, undiluted connection, linking two things – whether two cosmic 

realms or two bodies of water – without reducing or diluting either. It is at 

once a concept and a method. In my research it has become central to 

understanding the Muslim invocation of Allah as barrier and bridge, gap 

and gift. 

What gives it purchase for understanding Bill’s larger project is the 

irreducibility of the barzakh itself. On the one hand, it can not be coopted 

by either of its two extremities, but at the same time, on the other hand, 

these two extremities cannot, and must not, be combined in some new 

third form that utilizes them while exceeding their boundaries and setting 

new limits. That is, of course, the familiar Hegelian synthesis, yet another 

form of what Bill would call disembodied abstractionism, speech without 

gesture, creating, then celebrating a new psychic desert, at once meta-
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scientific and apocalyptic. 6

The way out of the wilderness, the escape from the desert cannot, 

however, be simply a way back. One cannot reclaim the symmetry and 

balance of the cosmos as imagined in a pre-seventeenth century world. 

There must be constant endeavors to come to terms with a post-Cartesian 

world that retains some of the benefits from the esprit de geometrique 

while also exploring new frontiers for the esprit de finesse. Rather than 

exclusive polarities, or dead end dichotomies, one must seek flexible 

complementarities, always loyal to the personal meaning etched in 

mindbodily being, always grateful to WHP for providing guideposts to 

cultural sanity, itself the reflex and the outcome of humane wholeness. 

Thank you.

6 Taieb Belghazi, “The Mediterranean(s), barzakh, event” in T. Belghazi and L.Haddad, 
eds., Global/Local Cultures and Sustainable Development (Rabat:Publications of the 
Faculty of Letters and Human Sciences, 2001):217-236 explores barzakh at length, 
as does Said Graiouid, Communication and Everyday Performance: Public Space 
and the Public Sphere in Morocco ((Rabat: Publications of the Faculty of Letters and 
Human Sciences, 2011): 211-232. It has been applied to the Gulf in miriam cooke, 
Tribal Modern: Branding New Nations in the Arab Gulf (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2014), where one reviewer has noted that “cooke exquisitely captures 
the civilizational barzakh of the Arab Gulf states—the generative space connecting/
disconnecting, mixing/separating ‘the tribal’ and ‘the modern.’”
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