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Poteat Conference, Yale, June, 2014

If the Personal is Tacit, How Can We Identify a Person?  

I like the fact that we are calling this conference, “The Primacy of Persons.”  

Not only does that phrase entitle one of Bill Poteat’s books of essays, it was what 

his philosophical life was all about.  But I think you would agree with me that 

it only makes sense to regard persons as primary if we think we can somehow 

identify them and that identifying them has proven problematic ever since the 

demise of substantial selfhood as a philosophical premise.  So that problematic 

–recovering the person as an identifiable being we can reason about – was 

central to Bill’s interests as well as to those of the thinkers he so greatly enjoyed 

exploring with us (like, Kierkegaard, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty).   

Bill’s approach to the problem of identity was often to direct attention to 

what was unique about using “the first personal pronoun singular, nominative 

case.”  (Can’t you still hear him saying that?)  What he found unique was a certain 

“reflexivity” he saw being demonstrated in its use.  “I” has two references, he 

wrote.  It “does not just name a person, such as does ‘William H. Poteat.’  It 
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names the namer.  It recoils on language and its user.” 1 “It is about, I will now call 

them, acts; but it is, for me, also about something more, namely, the actor.”2  

Recall how subversive all this sounded back in the 60’s.  By framing the 

problem of identifying a person in terms of the active awareness of someone 

using the pronoun “I,” Poteat bypassed the fruitless approach then standard 

among philosophers of personal identity.  The received way was to treat “person” 

as a subject to which one could assign a certain quality, attribute or other 

category-membership that qualifies it as a person.  Though that tradition had 

long since given up the notion of substantial selfhood, most philosophers in it 

continued to speak of persons as though they could be identified prior to and 

other than by what they did.  For P. F. Strawson a person is an individual with 

“both states of consciousness and corporeal characteristics,” for Harry Frankfurt, 

someone with second order desires, for Lynne Rudder Baker, someone with a 

continuing first-person perspective.  So when Poteat pointed out that when I say 

“I” (to state what I am doing {or should do, or did, or will do, etc.}, like “I shot the 

sheriff,” or “I hope you’re doing well.”) I refer both to my act and its actor, he 

was departing radically from the usual assumptions about personal identity.  He 

1 “God and the ‘Private-I’,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research vol. 20, no. 3, March 1960, p. 413.
2 Ibid., p. 412.
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was making the mode of being mindbodily in the world radically and irreducibly 

intentional.  

But I would suggest that to call the use of the pronoun “I” reflexive poses 

a special challenge to Polanyians.  Polanyi demonstrated that knowing what I am 

doing has a from-to structure.  The “to” pole is my awareness of what my moves 

are actualizing.  The “from” pole is the tacit coefficient of my intentional focus, 

and that tacit dimension is what Polanyi recognized as the personal dimension.  

But if the personal is tacit in our awareness, how can we conceivably identify 

it?  By insisting that our use of “I” is reflexive, Poteat suggests that we attend 

not only to what we are doing but from the character of those actions to a being 

that comprehends them or holds them together.  What holds acts together are 

narratives, so the second from-to comprehension accomplishes reflexivity by 

attending to something like a narrative identity, a narrative comprehension of 

what we are aware of doing.  That means we emerge personally as a character in 

something like a story.  Simply being active is not enough.  Mozart’s Don Juan was 

certainly active (in Ispagna son gia mille e tre!), but he was only musically active, 

ever disappearing into the moment, and without a narrative he could not emerge 

as a person.  
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Using the reflexive “I” then means not only being aware of what one 

is doing immediately but being aware of advancing a story.  In using the first 

personal pronoun “I,” then, implicit in one’s awareness is awareness both of one’s 

act and its narrative context.  

As far as I know, Bill never set out to provide a systematic account of 

personal identity.  Dealing with the Gilbert Ryle-type reductionisms of his day, it 

sufficed to point out the personal tacit coefficient for all acts of knowing.  But I 

would suggest that the reductionisms current these several decades later need 

a full-fledged account of personal identity.  There are, after all, discourses that 

purport to be rational but cannot function without identifying persons (like 

those used in law, theology and moral judgment).  If in the face of the pervasive 

skepticism about personal identity we can give no coherent account of identity 

then we have no way to legitimatize our judgments in those discourses.  

So, what does the reflexive use of “I” suggest about how one should 

reason about persons?  Bill was certainly clear about the wrong way.  He fully 

recognized that the logic governing personal narratives is not categorical in the 

Aristotelian sense; that is, it does not identify by specifying category membership 

or exclusion. So the patterns of inference available in what passes for standard 
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reasoning are simply not able to grasp the being of a person.  

I can illustrate his insistence in this matter by relating an incident from 

shortly after I’d begun teaching philosophy at St. Andrews in ’67.  I invited him to 

come down to Laurinburg for a couple of days as a “visiting philosopher,” which 

he generously did.  He was in fine form, his public talk was well attended, and I 

was thrilled that he lived up to my expectations and that my young scholars got to 

hear him.  Among the enthralled were a some students from my Introduction to 

Logic course, one of whom was so taken by the master raconteur that during the 

Q and A he was moved to ask whether he, Poteat, thought it worthwhile to take a 

course in college logic.  “I should think not!  Absolute waste of time…” thundered 

the Man.  At the uproarious laughter that ensued, gleeful eyes singled me out, 

blushing in the back of the room.  Everybody knew that he was pulling my leg, 

but I knew too that his point was not entirely fatuous.  He was saying that the 

reasoning we do in explicit categories cannot serve us dependably in reasoning 

about characters of action, that is, about persons and what they do.  

I would venture that to capitalize on this recognition we need to get clearer 

about the differences between reasoning about action with categories and 

reasoning about action with narratives.  If I can be identified as a person only 
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in a narrative context for my actions and if reasoning about narratives follows 

a distinctive logic, then the next step in making sense of identity must be to 

spell out that distinctiveness.  Perhaps we should call the pattern of appropriate 

inferences concerning acts and actors “character” logic since reflexivity is 

manifest in that term: a “character” is what identifies both the action a person 

intends and the person intending it.  A person does an identifiable character of 

action and a person is an identifiable character of action.  

Let me briefly indicate two crucial distinctive features of our reasoning 

about characters of action.  First, the relationship between a person’s character 

and the character of his action is logically one of mutual implication.  Let me put 

the matter more formally.  If person P does character of action C, C is implicit 

in P and P is implicit in C.  C is implicit in P because P’s personal story includes 

C: provided P is acting in accord with the resolve of his story it must be that his 

resolution has his present action C as an ingredient.  That P is implicit in C is 

an intuitive truth we bear witness to whenever we insist that to be personally 

responsible for some culpable act somebody must be implicated in that act.  That 

is, the person must be enfolded in the narrative context of the character of what 

he did.  
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A second crucial feature of our reasoning about acts and persons has to do 

with how it relates the two temporally.  All characters of action have their being 

in a particular moment.  It turns out that the moment of a person’s present action 

and the moment of his present character of resolve are also mutually inclusive.  

We are both present in our action and our action is present in who we are.  

Recognizing this temporal feature of character logic opens up possibilities 

for reasoning not available in categorical logic.  Standard reasoning about 

human behavior is causal.  But when we construe an action as the outcome of 

certain causal antecedents we are led to think of an act as occurring at a point 

in time, the time of the out-come of its causal antecedents, their e-vent.  But 

the assimilation of acts to events often seems counter-intuitive for when we are 

aware of acting we are usually aware of acting through time, not at a time.   In 

active awareness, an act’s moment is rarely punctiliar; rather it moves through 

the time it takes to accomplish the intention that characterizes it.  That makes it 

variable in volume since it includes all of the moments of movement by which it 

is accomplished, which of course is why we find it reasonable to call some actions 

momentous and others of little moment.



8

This observation about the temporal logic of claims about persons and 

their actions gives the lie, I think, to one of reductionism’s most pernicious lines 

of reasoning.  A postmodernist would insist that my claim about the mutual 

implication of the character of a person and the character of his action is 

incoherent given the contingency of meaning and the difference separating the 

poles of personal reflexivity.  But this objection loses its force once we recognize 

that it is a volume of moment being actualized in a character of action.  A person 

is actualized in the moment of what he does and his resolve includes the moment 

of what he is doing.  Any difference is innocuous.  

Notice that by recognizing persons as momentary beings we are not 

implying that they are ephemeral beings.  In fact, as creatures of resolve we 

can be given to achievements whose projected accomplishment outlives us by 

informing the character of movement in others who come after us.  Our life 

achievements can be extended in their actualization through the legacy they 

provide for successors who take up the tasks they define.  We are here at Yale to 

celebrate our inheritance of such a legacy, and I suspect that most of us find Bill’s 

work against the reductionisms that deny the primacy of persons continuing to 

inform our work and his undertaking continuing to set our agenda.  That makes 

what we are celebrating truly momentous.  
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