
   

57 

 

THE CRITICAL TO POST-CRITICAL SHIFT: WHAT IT MEANS AND 

WHY IT’S IMPORTANT 
 

DALE CANNON 
 

Philosophy & Religious Studies 

Western Oregon University 

e-mail: cannodw@wou.edu 

 

ABSTRACT 

 
The purpose of this paper is to explain what is involved in what Michael Polanyi refers to as the shift 
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Preface  

 

My intent in this essay is to explain what is involved in what Michael Polanyi refers to as 

the shift from a critical philosophical perspective to a post-critical philosophical 

perspective, and bring to light some of its larger but often unnoticed implications.  Those 

of us who are academics live our academic life in an intellectual ethos that is still largely 
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critical.  This makes it difficult to escape being critical despite wanting to be post-critical 

or wanting to think and behave in a post-critical way.  I offer this paper as a kind of 

manual for negotiating, and re-negotiating, the shift to a post-critical perspective.  Other 

than myself and my principal academic mentor, William H. Poteat, not many Polanyi 

scholars have attempted to explicate its meaning.  I acknowledge that Poteat’s 

interpretations of Polanyi’s writings and ideas have had a strong influence in forming my 

own understandings. 

 

The nature of this shift is one that I have been exploring for my entire career (since 1967) 

and have previously published several articles and essays addressing.1  The present effort 

is a kind of distillation and summing up of the work I have done, to render that work 

clearer, and to communicate the importance of understanding what the shift to a post-

critical perspective is all about.  In some respects, though, it goes beyond what I have 

previously published.  It focuses more on the fixation of the critical philosophical 

perspective upon explicit representation (amounting to an a priori requirement that 

knowledge be essentially something explicit, universal, and objective) and what it means 

to let go of this fixation. 

 

 

A Development within Western Intellectual Culture 

 

                                                 
1 The topic, what it is to be post-critical, is one with which I have been wrestling for well over 50 years, 

having completed my dissertation (at Duke University in 1969 under William H. 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: Cannon (1992), (1994), 

(1999), (2000), (2003, esp. 29-32), (2008), (2012), and (2016). 



   

59 

 

Polanyi himself understood the shift from the critical to the post-critical to be of larger 

significance than simply being a feature of his own philosophical thinking or his own 

idea—although at times even he seems to lose sight of this larger picture.  He interpreted 

the shift to the post-critical to be a development within 20th Century Western intellectual 

culture (and therefore a feature of the thinking of many persons independent from himself 

and often in terms other than he would use), a development much larger than, but 

nevertheless including, his own philosophical work2: specifically, a breaking free from the 

critical ethos that has dominated Western thought for the last three and one half centuries.  

It was something Polanyi sought to call attention to, to understand and explain, and to 

support and carry forward as best he was able.  Although he had important things to say 

about it, even giving it special prominence as the subtitle to his magnum opus Personal 

Knowledge3—“Toward a Post-Critical Philosophy”—he did not attempt to explain the 

concept in a systematic way nor did he give it much attention in publications beyond PK.  

Nevertheless, I maintain that it is of central and vital importance, as I shall try to 

demonstrate in what follows.  When I speak about it here, it is not primarily an exposition 

of what Polanyi specifically wrote but about something to which Polanyi was directing our 

attention.  Consequently, there is much more to discover about it than simply what Polanyi 

had to say.  In any case, we ourselves ought to have a firm enough grasp of it to be able to 

recognize and acknowledge what constitutes post-critical thought in writers and thinkers 

other than Polanyi. 

 

 

Polanyi’s Own Clues to the Transition from the Critical to the Post-Critical 

 

Let us begin by reviewing several of the things that Polanyi himself has to say about it: 

                                                 
2 William H. Poteat stressed this even more than did Polanyi.  See Poteat (1985) and (1990).   
3 Hereafter this book will be referenced as PK. 
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The critical enterprise which gave rise to the Renaissance and the 

Reformation, and started the rise of our science, philosophy, and art, 

had matured to its conclusion and had reached its final limits. We have 

thus begun to live in a new intellectual period, which I would call the 

post-critical age of Western civilization. Liberalism to-day is becoming 

conscious of its own fiduciary foundations [i.e., foundations that it 

already had in place but of which it was largely unconscious and in 

denial] and is forming an alliance with other beliefs, kindred to its own. 

(Polanyi (1951), 109)4 

 

I have given to the book called Personal Knowledge . . . the subtitle 

“Towards a Post-critical Philosophy.” This was meant to say that in my 

view the great intellectual revolution which is marked by the names of 

Descartes, Hume, Kant, J. S. Mill, and Bertrand Russell, is nearing its 

final limits. This movement was guided by the principle that doubt is the 

solvent of error [when applied to the beliefs that our cultural traditions 

have passed on to us] which leaves behind truth. (Polanyi (1958b), 5 

                                                 
4 The first published mention by Polanyi of the word “post-critical” occurs in this passage with little 

explanation in Michael Polanyi, The Logic of Liberty (1951).  He identifies it in reference to a 

widespread disillusionment with modern totalitarianism occurring among European intellectuals in the 

1940s.  By “fiduciary foundations” Polanyi here means fundamental assumptions taken on faith and 

trust, that are not open to serious question and doubt. 
5 Michael Polanyi (1958b), “The Outlook of Science: Its Sickness and Cure” (unpublished manuscript), cited 

by Phil Mullins (2001), 6.  As preface to the quotation, Mullins writes, “On November 30, 1958, just after 

the publication of Personal Knowledge, Polanyi gave a lecture in Austin, Texas, titled ‘The Outlook of 

Science: Its Sickness and Cure.’ He makes, in this little known lecture, one of his very few direct comments 

on the subtitle of Personal Knowledge.” 
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The method of doubt is a logical corollary of objectivism.  It trusts 

that the uprooting of all voluntary components of belief [i.e., of all 

subjectivity, including one’s own, that modern critical thought has 

presumed to be the source of uncritical beliefs] will leave behind 

unassailed a residue of knowledge that is completely determined 

by the objective evidence.  Critical thought trusted this method 

unconditionally for avoiding error and establishing truth.  (Polanyi 

(1958), 269) 

 

Finding nothing more to feed on, the critical movement has 

exhausted its creative functions and has begun to destroy its own 

foundations [as in so-called ‘deconstructive post-modernism,’ 

that questions the very possibility of objectivity, universality, 

and of course certainty]. The task of a post-critical philosophy is 

to rescue our minds from this peril. I shall urge that it can 

attempt this only by assuming a frankly fiduciary character [i.e., 

accepting on trust and confidence the tacitly operative, heuristic 

faith that has generated (though covered over and disguised) all 

of our creative advances in the modern era, while frankly 

realizing that this faith can nevertheless be doubted—i.e., that 

“We could be wrong.”]. (Polanyi (1951b), 101)6 

 

Tacit assent and intellectual passions, the sharing of an idiom and 

of a cultural heritage, affiliation to a like-minded community: such 

                                                 
6 Michael Polanyi (1951b, 101), Series I Sixth Gifford Lecture (unpublished) titled “Towards a Post-

Critical Philosophy.” Quoted in an email to me, Dale Cannon, from Phil Mullins, 5/2/14. 
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are the [fiduciary] impulses which shape our vision of the nature of 

things on which we rely for our mastery of things.  No intelligence, 

however critical or original, can operate outside such a fiduciary 

framework [the pretentions of modern critical thought to do so 

notwithstanding]. (Polanyi (1958), 266) 

 

I want to establish an alternative ideal of knowledge, quite 

generally.  Hence the wide scope of this book and hence also the 

coining of the new term I have used for my title: Personal 

Knowledge.  The two words may seem to contradict each other: for 

true knowledge is deemed impersonal, universally established, 

objective.  But the seeming contradiction is resolved by modifying 

the conception of knowing.  . . .  Such is the personal participation 

of the knower in all acts of understanding.  But this does not make 

our understanding subjective.  Comprehension is neither an 

arbitrary act nor a passive experience, but a responsible act 

claiming [by intent] universal validity.  Such knowing is indeed 

objective in the sense of establishing contact with a hidden reality, 

a contact that is defined as the condition for anticipating an 

indeterminate range of yet unknown (and perhaps yet 

inconceivable) true implications.  [Note that in these words Polanyi 

offers a new definition of what constitutes objectivity in 

knowledge—or rather, a recovery of the commonsense meaning, 

and with it a recovery of commonsense, from which the Critical 

movement has long since departed.]  It seems reasonable to 

describe this fusion of the personal and the objective as Personal 

Knowledge.  . . .  Throughout this book I have tried to make this 

situation apparent.  I have shown that into every act of knowing 
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there enters a passionate contribution of the person knowing what 

is being known, and that this coefficient [this “voluntary 

component of belief” that the Critical Movement has sought to 

eliminate] is no mere imperfection but a vital component of his 

knowledge.  (Polanyi (1962 Torchbook edition), xiiif) 

 

I have arrived at the opening of this last chapter without having 

suggested any definite theory concerning the nature of things; and I 

shall finish this chapter without having presented any such theory.  

This book tries to serve a different and in a sense perhaps more 

ambitious purpose.  Its aim is to re-equip men with the faculties 

which centuries of critical thought have taught them to distrust.  

The reader has been invited to use these faculties and contemplate 

thus a picture of things restored to their fairly obvious nature.  

[Note the appeal here to a sense of what was already known, to a 

restored commonsense.]  This is all the book was meant to do.  For 

once men have been made to realize the crippling mutilations 

imposed by an objectivist framework—once the veil of ambiguities 

covering up these mutilations has been definitively dissolved—

many fresh minds will turn to the task of reinterpreting the world 

as it is [via these commonsense faculties], and as it then once more 

will be seen to be.  (Polanyi (1958), 381) 

 

 

A Paradigm Change  

 

Despite what may seem to be the clarity of these passages, what is involved in the shift 

from a critical to a post-critical philosophical perspective is not as simple to state or 
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comprehend as one might at first suppose.  Primarily because it involves a shift from one 

comprehensive paradigm to another in the manner that Thomas Kuhn identified in his 

Structure of Scientific Revolutions.7  This is especially difficult for persons who find 

themselves caught in a conflict of loyalties to both the critical and the post-critical 

paradigms or who have never quite made the transition from the one to the other.  It is not 

simply a change from one conceptual framework to another (conceiving things differently, 

understanding things through the use of a different set of concepts, using many of the same 

words but now with different meanings in accordance with the paradigm in question), 

especially because it involves a profound existential shift, a transformation in the idea we 

have of ourselves as thinking persons—indeed, a change in our very being (how we stand 

within the world and relate to things generally).8  This will become clearer in what 

follows.   
                                                 

7 The concept of paradigm being applied here differs somewhat from that used by Kuhn, which was intended 

by Kuhn to refer to the overarching model of theoretical conception dominating most all work carried on 

within natural science (especially physics) in a given historical period.  Kuhn devised it as a means of 

making sense of a cyclic pattern in the history of scientific theorizing, as the institution of science shifted 

from one paradigm to another.  My use of it is intended to refer to the overarching model of rational inquiry 

not just in science but in intellectual culture at large (that is, at least Western Eurocentric culture) within a 

given historical period.  My use thus relates less to intellectual content than to intellectual methodology.  The 

Critical or Modern paradigm of intellectual methodology presumed to articulate what it took to be the basic 

methodology of science to serve as a model for all disciplines of thought, including the humanities.  It is 

important to note that Polanyi argues that this paradigm does not and never has accurately represented the 

actual practice of the natural sciences, let alone the humanities.  The Post-Critical paradigm recognizes both 

similarities and differences between different disciplines of thought and opposes efforts to reduce them all to 

a single model. 
8 Compare this remark to what Polanyi has to say about shifting from one interpretive framework to another, 

which on the surface seems quite similar: “For to modify our idiom is to modify the frame of reference 

within which we shall henceforth interpret our experience; it is to modify ourselves.  . . . [I]t entails a 

conversion to new premises not accessible by any strict argument from those previously held.  It is a 

decision, originating in our own personal judgment, to modify the premises of our judgment, and thus to 
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The Critical Perspective   

 

To make sense of what is involved in the shift from the one to the other, it is valuable to 

have a heightened sense of the perspective one is leaving behind.  There is, within the 

critical perspective, an insistence that all claims to knowledge and truth (i.e., all candidates 

for belief) be subject to skeptical doubt and critical scrutiny, granting assent only to what 

cannot be doubted.  In effect this insistence requires that, to be considered a viable 

candidate, a claim must be fully explicit (or at least aim at full explicitness), from which 

anything ambiguous, indeterminate, or ‘subjective,’ anything suspicious, anything about it 

that cannot be ‘pinned down’ exactly and made certain has been expunged (realizing 

Descartes’ ideal of being a “clear and distinct” idea), else the claim itself will be simply 

rejected and dismissed as having no merit.   Note how this establishes a would-be critical 

thinker’s focus upon explicit representations considered unto themselves, in abstraction 

from whatever concrete relation they may have to what it is they represent and from 

whatever context in which they initially may have been articulated or created,9 but also 

upon those representations as needing to be in an impersonal, universalized, ‘objective’ 

form. What they represent is, accordingly, ‘objectified’ according to the form of the 

representation in the thinking of the critical thinker in question.  Critical scrutiny requires 

that the thinker’s focus be explicit propositions (clear and distinct statements).  In this 

manner the critical perspective habituates us to suppose that there is no alternative way to 

conceive of the world at large ‘objectively’ other than in this way.  Accordingly, the world 
                                                                                                                                     

modify our intellectual existence, so as to become more satisfying to ourselves.” (Polanyi (1958), 105f)   

Although Polanyi is not speaking in this passage of the shift from a critical to a post-critical frame of 

reference, his point seems to apply well to it. 
9 The objectifying explicit representation on which attention is critically focused functions to abstract it even 

further from what concrete reality it is supposed to represent and from whatever may have been the concrete 

context of its origin (e.g., whose representation it is, what circumstances was it issued in, for what purposes). 
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and everything making it up is ‘objectified.’  Note also how and in what sort of abstracted 

reflective posture this places the person engaging in such critical scrutiny.  For the 

contemplation of such a detached mind, there are nothing but representations of the world 

soliciting its credence to be considered and analyzed, representations of a world 

somewhere out there, beyond (beyond these abstract, objectifying representations), but 

never in a way that the world can be hoped to be encountered directly.  In consequence its 

critical scrutiny will include no encounters with the realities represented, nothing concrete, 

no concrete context of utterance, nor any statements not aiming at full explicitness.10  Any 

‘backing’ given to these candidates for acceptance, if such there be, will have to be consist 

of similar abstract, explicit statements, whose logical relationship to the candidates will 

need to be made equally clear and explicit.  The critical attitude that seeks to avoid being 

taken in by what otherwise might seem plausible on the surface will insure that whatever 

survives this sort of scrutiny will be fully explicit representations in a universal, 

‘objective,’ fully parsed-out form. 

 

 

In the Shadow of the Critical Perspective, at Large in Our Culture  

 

Now this insistence upon explicit, universally objective, impersonal representations does 

not just pertain to the thinker who aspires to be critically objective in the modern sense.  

Other persons at large in our culture are impacted by the same insistence, not so much 

directly but in being advised (warned, encouraged) to defer always to what ‘experts’ 

(especially scientific experts or experts who aspire to be scientific in the modern critical 

sense) have to say or give account of in any field of study about the world.  In effect, 

                                                 
10 Critical scrutiny in the modern critical sense can focus only on explicit representations—which are 

inevitably abstractions, not concrete realities—even if these include other representations of what is 

supposed to be represented in the first case.  See also footnote 9.  
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whether in education, media presentations, scientific consultants, etc., the lay person is 

‘groomed’ in modern culture to entrust herself to the experts’ objective representations of 

the world rather than to her own experience or to whatever she may have been told by her 

elders, her peers, or anyone else who lacks the requisite objective expertise.  The world 

thus becomes pre-packaged for us in terms of expert objective representation, a 

‘packaging’ that it is quite difficult to remove or get beyond, especially when one’s 

attention is habituated, trained, to focus more on the expert representation or packaging 

than upon the things represented and packaged themselves.  In approaching any ‘new’ 

thing we encounter first not the thing in question but the representation of that thing, and 

our experience of the thing will accordingly be ‘filtered’ by that representation.  Only in 

the rarest of circumstances does the layperson come to know the thing itself on her own 

and in her own terms, even when the person in question would like to examine and 

comprehend it for herself.11 

 

 

 Like a Prisoner in a Cave 

 

An analogy may be of help in understanding what is involved in the shift to the post-

critical: I suggest that the shift from a critical to a post-critical perspective is akin to the 

struggle to escape from the condition of being a prisoner in a cave12 (according to a story I 

have adapted from Plato’s Republic13).  And what specifically does that involve?14  Recall, 

                                                 
11 This general situation is beautifully rendered in an essay by Walker Percy, “The Loss of the Creature,” 

(Percy (1975), 46-63). 
12 Resort to this analogy in explaining the shift to the post-critical is new for me in this essay.  I contend it is 

consistent with and fully in accord with Polanyi but especially with what Poteat has to say about it. 
13 Found in Plato’s Republic, Book 7: 514a-520a. 
14 My version of the story deliberately leaves out of account some important aspects of Plato’s version.  

Differently put, I seek to make use of the story Plato tells quite apart from Plato’s interpretation and use of 
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if you will, that the condition of the prisoners in the cave in Plato’s story is that of persons 

wholly accustomed and habituated to taking impersonalized representations of reality 

(‘objective shadow-representations’ projected on the wall of the cave by the ‘prison 

custodians’), taking them to be reality itself (or at least not significantly different from 

reality), for, as the story specifies, the prisoners are supposed to know of no reality (at least 

none outside the cave) apart from these representations.  (These representations, in 

principle, could include representations devised by the prisoners themselves, but being, as 

it were, in the third person, they are for all intents and purposes anonymous.)  The 

fundamental problem for the prisoners is a matter of coming to realize the predicament 

they are in, struggling to break free of it, struggling to grope their way out of the cave (out 

of the condition of being captive to these representations of reality as not other than [or 

not in any significant respect different from] the realities they represent),15 and eventually 

coming directly and freshly to acquaint themselves with realities outside the cave in their 

transcendence beyond representation, which formerly they had known only 

                                                                                                                                     
the story.  I am asking the reader to deliberately set aside Plato’s interpretation.  Plato uses the distinction 

between the condition of prisoners in the cave and their condition once they leave the cave as a metaphor to 

illuminate the philosophical distinction between sensory perception of sensible phenomena and non-sensory 

intellectual apprehension of the true Forms that constitute reality.  I do not make use of this latter distinction, 

nor does Polanyi.  Important as Plato’s philosophical distinction may be in other respects, I wish to use the 

‘before’ and ‘after’ condition of the prisoners in the cave as a metaphor to illuminate the distinction between 

focusing on (even to the extent of being fixated upon) representations of reality (a map or maps of reality, 

whether these be explicit linguistic forms or sense data [= perceptual representations supposedly immanent to 

the mind] as Empiricism has historically emphasized) and attending to those realities themselves beyond, 

however they have been represented.  
15 The critical mindset might respond to this suggestion asserting that it recognizes that explicit 

representations are not identical to what they represent and that they may be wrong or inadequate in various 

respects.  However, for the critical mindset such determinations can be made only in terms of other 

competing explicit representations, not in terms of direct (post-critical) tacit acquaintance with the realities 

represented.  What the latter involves will be explained in what follows. 
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representations thereof.  According to the analogy I am proposing, to be ensconced within 

the critical perspective is like being one of these prisoners in the cave, captive to explicit, 

objective representations of reality—and, as Ludwig Wittgenstein has put it, 16 “captive” as 

well “to a picture” of oneself being fixated on impersonal representations of reality that are 

supposed to be the closest approximation one can hope to come to reality).  To shift to a 

post-critical perspective would then be to escape the cave and find oneself in a quite 

different place (a very different perspective, or orientation): in a direct and fresh, first-

personal acquaintance with reality beyond the cave, beyond the representations of reality 

on which one had been formerly fixated as the closest one can hope to come to reality, but 

which are now seen as more or less abstract representations17 quite distinct from the 

realities they purport to represent. 

 

 

Imagine a Person Who Might Undergo the Shift—Two Cases 

 

(1) Imagine a person ensconced in a modern critical frame of reference, wholly 

accustomed to taking knowledge, genuine knowledge in the standard modern critical sense 

to be a matter of impersonal explicit propositions (whose propositions they happen to be, 

being impersonalized, is not at issue) that have by one or another modern critical methods 

been refined and supposedly ascertained (or at least claimed) to represent accurately 

(‘objectively’) certain states of affairs in the real world.  Indeed, the critical perspective 

habituates a person to suppose there is no other way ‘objectively’ to conceive of the world 
                                                 

16 “A picture held us captive. And we could not get outside it, for it lay in our language and language 

seemed to repeat it to us inexorably.” Wittgenstein (1973), 115.  The use of this quotation from Ludwig 

Wittgenstein to refer to the Critical fixation on supposedly objective representations of reality I owe to 

William H. Poteat (1985), 12f; see also page references listed in the index under “picture.”  See also Poteat 

(1994), 122 et passim, and 194-203. 
17 Including even other representations of the realities the original representations purported to represent.  
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at large, no other way to think of it as genuinely real and known, than in terms of such 

impersonal, universal representations.  All other propositions are regarded as statements 

that fail in various measures of refinement and accuracy of representation and, 

accordingly, fail to qualify as knowledge.  (2) Imagine also another somewhat similar but 

quite distinct example: consider a mind or consciousness located (somehow) in an 

interconnected net of neural networks within the brain of a living human body.  According 

to the standard (Empiricist) account, all that such a mind can directly know or be aware of 

are sequences of perceptual representations (sense data, ‘objective’ bits of neural 

information) that are presumed to represent aspects of the real world beyond/outside the 

body, mediated, of course, by the body’s sensory organs and their neural connections to 

the brain.  However, think not of the mind in this example as a full-fledged person but 

think rather of a person supposing herself to be such a mind ensconced in the brain of her 

body.  As such she would be imagining herself to be a detached spectator of a third-

personal, objectified account of her neural autonomy imagined somehow to be located 

within that neural network as a ‘mind’ or ‘consciousness.’  In effect, she would, 

accordingly, be two levels (or more) of abstraction removed from the ordinary realities 

represented in this example by concatenations of sense data in the brain. 

 

 

First Step of the Shift: Become Aware of what Polanyi speaks of as the Tacit 

Dimension   

 

Now consider either of these two persons (whether in case 1 or case 2) going through the 

process of learning and coming to think about knowing and knowledge according to 

Polanyi’s post-critical account.  Think of the process of coming to insight into, and 

realization of, herself as knower in the world alongside of others and taking notice of what 

lies outside her critical focus of attention (i.e., the ambient tacit dimension, the concrete 

context of her knowing—indeed, of her life—all of which she is aware of to some degree, 



   

71 

 

but not as the preoccupied focus of her attention, and not as a legitimate (i.e., accredited) 

focus of attention in a critical perspective).  Think of Polanyi’s assertion that begins The 

Tacit Dimension:  “[In all of our knowings,] We know [not explicitly, but tacitly] more 

than we can tell” (Polanyi (1966), 4).  This ”more,” that Polanyi dubs “tacit knowledge,” is 

a knowing that is quite distinct from whatever can be told or said, whatever that can be 

rendered explicit and ideally pass the muster of critical scrutiny—namely quite distinct 

from all that the critical perspective takes to be knowledge.  Accordingly, it (tacit 

knowing) is not representative, not a matter of explicit representations.  Yet being distinct, 

such tacit knowledge is not unrelated to what can be said.  It includes a great range of 

things, but especially, and most important for Polanyi, it includes all that a person tacitly 

relies on in order to understand what is said (in this case, what is focally explicit) and to 

establish what is said as justified (what might be called the taken for granted tacit 

background to the meaning of statements and their truth), but also all that a person is 

acquainted with via the tacit personal relationship that Polanyi calls “indwelling” of what a 

statement or any other representation is presumed to represent (the reality, the state of 

affairs, it represents).  In order to make sense of what Polanyi is explaining, the person in 

each of the two example cases (whether case 1 or case 2) must come to understand herself 

as being placed (bodily) in the world in relation not only to the representations formerly 

taken as the focus of her knowing, but more so in an acquaintance-relationship to the 

realities being represented—actually, to both the representations and the realities alongside 

one another—and, of course, to whatever other persons may be involved.  The 

representations as representations (e.g., as descriptions, pictures, etc.) thus are real things 

in their own right, distinct from, yet alongside, that of which they are representations.  

 

 

Escape from the Cave: From Explicit Knowing-by-Representation to Tacit Knowing-

by-Acquaintance 
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A person’s shift from the initial condition described in the two examples to the second 

condition (which is the condition Polanyi post-critically describes) in each example is 

therefore profoundly akin to the shift a prisoner in the cave has to go through to escape to 

the world outside the cave, a shift from ‘knowing’ (attending to and being acquainted with) 

nothing but impersonalized representations critically considered (as it were a ‘map’ or 

‘maps’ only), to dealing directly with realities (via contact with them) as well as with these 

representations and others like them, alongside such realities (a situation of attending 

bodily to ‘maps’ plus the ‘territory’ represented by the maps).  Knowing in the former 

perspective is critically focused on a set of (explicit) representations which can only be 

analyzed, compared, and contrasted with other similar (and different) representations.  In 

the latter perspective, knowing is fundamentally an embodied relationship of acquaintance 

with and indwelling of (a fundamentally tacit relationship to) realities more and less well 

known, along with their representations (however explicit they may be), including what the 

knower is able to identify linguistically and conceptually about them (as well as by gesture 

and touch), now seen as being distinguishable from, other than, and in various respects 

derivative from, those realities.18  True representations (including propositions) thus may, 

with our tacit “backing,” be understood to “bear upon” (Polanyi’s phrases) and articulate 

our contact with the reality in question; their truth derives from this connection, and makes 

no sense apart from our own participation in establishing and maintaining this contact.  

Apart from this connecting, this backing, this grounding, they are meaningless, like 

‘unsigned checks’. 

 

To Be Post-Critical, then, Is to Understand Oneself to Be (Located) 

                                                 
18 According to Polanyi, truth does not lie primarily in the accurate correspondence of a representation with 

what it represents (the “Correspondence Theory of Truth”).  Instead, “truth lies in the achievement of a 

[person’s] contact with reality—a contact destined to reveal itself further by an indefinite range of yet 

unforeseen consequences” (Polanyi (1958), 147). 
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within the World and More or Less in Contact with It, in contact with the realities 

making it up as well as with whatever representations are made of it, and as well as with 

other persons knowing the same realities.  It is to move from a formalized sense (meaning) 

of abstract propositions for no one in particular, to a sense in common (a genuine 

commonsense, a shared meaning) among and between an indefinite plurality of other 

person-knowers.19  Whereas to be in the critical frame of reference is to confront, and have 

to be more or less content with, only representations, some better some worse, to be 

determined as such only by comparing, contrasting, and analyzing them (including, of 

course, representations of evidence that purport to support and justify them).  But 

‘knowing,’ in a post-critical frame of reference, cannot be reduced to mere possession of 

an ideal representation of the thing or matter in question, as with “a justified true 

[propositional] belief.”  On the contrary, it has to be a relationship of more or less direct 

rapport (partly articulate, partly not) with the reality in question; that is why I speak of it as 

knowledge-by-acquaintance or acquaintance-knowing.20 Polanyi calls it “contact with 

                                                 
19 See Dale Cannon (1992), “Toward the Recovery of Common Sense in a Post-Critical Intellectual 

Ethos.”  By “commonsense” in this connection I draw upon the important work of Hannah Arendt in 

The Human Condition (see index on “commonsense”) and other of her publications.  According to 

Arendt’s analysis, what I (following Polanyi) identify as the critical philosophical perspective entails the 

loss of commonsense.  The shift to a post-critical philosophical perspective involves its recovery. 
20 See Dale Cannon (2003), “Construing Polanyi’s Tacit Knowing as Knowing by Acquaintance Rather than 

Knowing by Representation: Some Implications.”   In this article, I give a short overview of the place of 

knowledge by acquaintance in the history of Western Philosophy. 

Many readers familiar with the Analytic 20th Century Tradition of Anglo-American philosophy will recall 

Bertrand Russell’s distinction between knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by description published 

in his essay, ch. V of his Problems in Philosophy (1912, 1959): “Knowledge by Acquaintance and 

Knowledge by Description.”  While Russell does claim, as I am also doing, that “All our knowledge . . . rests 

upon acquaintance as its foundation,” where “we are directly aware, without the intermediary of any process 

of inference or any knowledge of truths” (pp. 46 and 48), Russell’s claim is constrained by his adherence to 

the representational, “sense-data” theory of perception, which restricts all of the objects of acquaintance of 
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reality” (Polanyi (1958), 147).  A critical frame of reference, by way of contrast, does not 

itself locate/situate/make reference to/or ’picture’ the reflecting person being in the world 

at all, but implicitly locates the knower as it were outside the world in an abstract ‘theater 

of reflection,’21 cut off from direct interaction with the world and all realities therein, as 

well as from interaction with other person-knowers [making it seem reasonable to ask 

absurd questions such as “How can you possibly know that there is a world out there, 

outside your mind and beyond these representations, at all?”].  In this respect, to become 

post-critical is, among other things, to jettison this abstract picture of oneself over against 

an objectified world altogether.  Instead it is to recognize for oneself directly that map (our 

representation of reality, however sophisticated—indeed, however accurate) is not and 

never will be the same as territory (the reality being represented), nor is territory the same 

as map.  And, that it is we ourselves (situated in-between the map and the territory and 

distinguishing them as such) who are actually in a position (or can come to place ourselves 

in a position) to see, to some extent at least, beyond the map and glimpse in some respects 

that the territory is more than, or other than, the current map, plus how it is more or other 

than, what the map succeeds in representing.  That is to say, it is we ourselves who are 

actually in a position of being in contact with reality in its transcendence beyond our 

explicit, representative grasp.   This includes, of course, even 

representations/images/pictures we have of ourselves.  We too are more than the 

                                                                                                                                     
which he speaks to things that are supposedly wholly interior to the reflecting mind, the most important, of 

course, being sense data.  So, Russell’s notion of acquaintance-knowing is neither embodied nor in-the-

world.  Polanyi’s post-critical “contact with reality” is above all embodied, perspectival, partial, and in-the-

world in a manner that we share in common with other knowers. 
21 William H. Poteat has written of this picture of the abstract posture of critical reflection as a “theater of 

solitude” or “theater of reflection,” which is Poteat’s phenomenological characterization of the sense one 

typically has of oneself in the midst of non-commital, detached, impersonal reflection. See Poteat (1990), 59f 

(see also references in index).  Poteat sometimes uses the   phrase, “theater of reflection” as convertible with 

“theater of solitude.”  
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representations we and others may have of us.  In Polanyian terms, to be post-critical is to 

be in a position to glimpse and begin to gain rapport with the indeterminate transcendence, 

the “inexhaustible future manifestations” (Polanyi’s phrase), of whatever realities are at 

issue.  This will, of course, include many sorts of things: the full range and scope of what 

Polanyi calls “comprehensive entities;” aspects of things that transcend objectification; 

qualitative features that resist quantification (representation in quantified terms); living 

things in their autonomy from us, commanding our awe and respect; the emergence, 

development, and achievements of living things and persons; their successes and failures; 

the intrinsic normative and valuational aspects of things that cannot be reduced to their 

quantifiable parts (or their extrinsically valued aspects); matters of intrinsic merit, beauty, 

and rightness; etc. 

 

From Skeptical Detachment to a Risk-Filled Active Searching into Things and 

Aspects of Things Not Fully Known, Obscure, or Hidden22   

                                                 
22 In reference to the rise of the Critical intellectual revolution, Polanyi writes, “Here lies the break by which 

the critical mind repudiated one of its two cognitive faculties [namely, belief or faith, on the one hand, and 

demonstrable knowledge, on the other] and tried completely to rely on the remainder [the latter of the two].  

Belief was so thoroughly discredited that, apart from specially privileged opportunities, such as on the 

remainder may be still granted to the holding and profession of religious beliefs, modern man lost his 

capacity to accept any explicit statement as his own belief.  All belief was reduced to the status of 

subjectivity: to that of an imperfection by which knowledge fell short of universality.  . . . We must now 

recognize belief once more as the source of all knowledge.  [Polanyi is referring here primarily to what I am 

calling ‘methodological faith,’ which identifies faith not in terms of an explicit content but in terms of a 

confidence and trust in the process of inquiry.’]  Tacit assent and intellectual passions, the sharing of an 

idiom and of a cultural heritage, affiliation to a like-minded community: such are the impulses which shape 

our vision of the nature of things on which we rely for our mastery of things.  No intelligence, however 

critical or original, can operate outside such a fiduciary framework.” (Polanyi (1958), 266) 

See also Polanyi (1964), Torchbook Preface, p. xiiif: “I start by rejecting the ideal of scientific detachment.  

In the exact sciences, this false ideal is perhaps harmless, for it is in fact disregarded there by scientists.  But 
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The shift from a critical to a post-critical perspective is fundamentally a shift from an 

attitude of habituated doubt and critical suspicion (i.e., an attitude of withdrawal in 

skeptical detachment in an attempt to achieve an impossible certainty23) to an attitude of 

trust and methodological believing (because the risk and uncertainty of exploration and 

inquiry are unavoidable)—specifically: believing that something hidden can be found, that 

something unknown or incompletely known is going to be revealed, and that it calls for 
                                                                                                                                     

we shall see that it exercises a destructive influence in biology, psychology and sociology, and falsifies our 

whole outlook far beyond the domain of science.  I want to establish an alternative ideal of knowledge, quite 

generally.  Hence the wide scope of this book and hence also the coining of the new term I have used for my 

title: Personal Knowledge.”   

See also Polanyi (1958), 269: “It has been taken for granted throughout the critical period of philosophy that 

the acceptance of unproven beliefs was the broad road to darkness, while truth was approached by the 

straight and narrow path of doubt.  We were warned that a host of unproven beliefs were instilled in us from 

earliest childhood.  That religious dogma, the authority of the ancients, the teaching of the schools, the 

maxims of the nursery, all were united to a body of tradition which we tended to adopt merely because these 

beliefs had been previously held by others, who wanted us to embrace them in our turn.  We were urged to 

resist the pressure of this traditional indoctrination by pitting against it the principle of philosophic doubt.  

Descartes had declared that universal doubt should purge his mind of all opinions held merely on trust and 

open it to knowledge firmly grounded in reason.  In its stricter formulations the principle of doubt forbids us 

altogether to indulge in any desire to believe and demands that we should keep our minds empty, rather than 

allow any but irrefutable beliefs to take possession of them.  Kant said that in mathematics there was no 

room for mere opinion, but only for real knowledge, and that short of possessing knowledge we must refrain 

here from all judgment.” 
23 It may be objected that the aspiration to certainty characteristic of Descartes and others among Modern 

Rationalists is not really true of many modern critical philosophers.  While this may indeed be true of the 

conception of absolute certainty to which Descartes and other Rationalists aspired, what I mean primarily by 

‘certainty’ in this connection is the avoidance or refusal to set aside the priority of emphasis in modern 

critical thought (including these non-Rationalist philosophers) on methodological doubt and skepticism and 

venture instead on a risk-filled venture of methodological faith and indwelling.  What is thereby avoided is 

the risk of being wrong, the risk of believing something that turns out to be untrue in one respect or another. 
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and calls into action one’s involvement and participation to find it out and bring it to 

light.24  Take note, however: the shift does not involve repudiating doubt as such, 

especially when there is good reason to doubt.  But it does involve subordinating doubt to 

the faith-governed-quest to reach out and learn new truth (even about something that may 

happen, despite supposition to the contrary, to be untrue), to trust intimations of aspects of 

reality yet undisclosed or yet unarticulated.  It invokes trust as well in the community, 

practices, and traditions in which one has built up one’s competence in inquiring into such 

matters (what Polanyi calls the fiduciary framework of the ongoing tradition of inquiry 

into such matters).  Outwardly it is a shift from passivity to activity, from being withdrawn 

and detached to participation, from withholding oneself to “pouring oneself into” the 

situation or matter in question (to use Polanyi’s phrase) and thereby come to dwell within 

it (Polanyi calls it “indwelling”).  All knowing, once viewed post-critically, is participatory 

and a matter of indwelling, of personal connection—indeed, first-personal connection, 

being present to, and present with, what is known.  The precedent of this understanding of 

knowing goes back to Augustine of Hippo (and beyond), who contended that only a person 

who wholistically loves and seeks truth about something for its own sake, in its 

transcendence beyond our power to make it serve our self-interest, can truly know it for 

                                                 
24 This theme of the shift to the post-critical directly reflects Polanyi’s shift in focus from what mainstream 

20th Century philosophy of science has emphasized as “the context of justification” (attempting to come up 

with explicit criteria of valid scientific claims) to “the context of discovery” (where the focus is on what 

enables the scientific quest to discover new aspects of reality to move forward fruitfully and reliably).  

Between the critical and post-critical paradigms, natural science is understood quite differently.  Post-

critically understood, science is understood in a manner based on the ongoing practice of persons within the 

scientific community uncovering hidden or at least hitherto unknown aspects of nature, whereas critically 

understood the effort to understand science is placed in the context of assessing the comparative (i.e., 

superior) validity/truth of scientific claims against all others because of their supposed basis in ‘objective’ 

evidence and strict logical inference therefrom.  It ignores the actual give and take, failures and successes, of 

actual scientific practice of members of the scientific community. 
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what it truly is, transcending the desire to know for the sake of self-interest, or for the 

interest of a group to which one may belong.  Thus conceived, reality in its more profound 

aspects is known only through contemplative love, cherishing it for its own sake in its 

transcendence beyond our grasp of it.  So also, this movement of methodological faith-

knowing invokes one’s creative powers to forge new words, new concepts, new 

descriptions to articulate what one thereby comes to discover, beyond current descriptions 

and understandings.  This is the creative locus of new theories about things in the sciences 

as well as new creations in the arts, literary, visual, dramatic, musical, etc.25   

 

Universal Intent and Commonsense-Making: From Detached Intellection to 

Communal Venture 

 

It is important to note at this point that the shift to post-critical methodological faith is not 

as individualistic as it might at first seem, for it aims at realizing the making of sense-in-

common, where genuinely interested inquirers are welcome to come together in mutual 

recognition, in a recognition of truth in common among competent knowers—not despite 

their differences but in virtue of their different perspectives.26  This is what Polanyi 

identifies as universal intent at the heart of methodological faith/believing—i.e., 

responsibly soliciting the response of other competent knowers that they might come to 

recognize the same truth for themselves (and/or to correct or amend where the initial 

knower’s discovery may fall short in one respect or another).  Note that the universality 

                                                 
25 Although Polanyi has much to say about this, I call the reader’s attention to the post-critical work of 

University of Chicago philosopher Eugene Gendlin here, who knew personally and very much favored 

Polanyi’s work, and Gendlin’s conception of “Thinking at the Edge.”  See Eugene Gendlin (1997).  See also 

Volume 19:1 (2000-2004) of The Folio: a Journal for Focusing and Experiential Therapy which is a 

thematic issue dedicated to explaining “Thinking at the Edge: A New Philosophical Practice,” a practice 

specifically designed to create new theory (fundamental conceptualities) in any discipline. 
26 See footnote 15.  
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sought here is not realizable in advance—e.g., by insuring a priori that the form of 

representation of the reality in question is the same for all—but is achievable only with the 

contingent coming-together, mutual correcting, and mutual recognition of other competent 

knowers.27   

 

 

Becoming Cognizant of the From-To Structure of Awareness and the Power of 

Subsidiary [or ‘From’] Awareness in Particular  

 

A principal feature of the shift to the post-critical arises at this juncture, namely, becoming 

aware of what Polanyi calls the tacit “from-to” structure of awareness (including 

consciousness, understanding, and other related concepts), and particularly of the 

notoriously difficult to articulate “from”-rootage of our awareness.28  Polanyi stresses how 

all of our awareness has this dynamic, directional, integrative structure, rooted in our 

bodily self, our body-as-subject (versus our body as known from without and thereby 

rendered an object, ‘objectified’), our “lived-body,” our being-in-the- world (our being 

aware always from within a specific context, our basal place here, from which all else is 

there).  The from-rootage of our awareness figures in our experience and understanding as 

subsidiarily locating, orienting and enabling it.  This is not just true of ourselves and our 

own awareness, but we recognize this same sort of structure in others’ awareness no less.  

                                                 
27 Maurice Merleau-Ponty called this a “lateral universality” as distinct from a “vertical universality.”  See 

Merleau-Ponty (1964), particularly two articles in this collection of essays: “From Mauss to Claude Lévi-

Srauss,” 114-125, and “Everywhere and Nowhere,” 126-158. 
28 Emphasis on the from-to structure of our awareness, especially on the “from”-rootage of our awareness 

with its power to incorporate things outside of our bodies into our lived bodily self, extending ourselves into 

the world, is something that has not been so much a part of my account of the shift to the post-critical in my 

earlier publications as I am contending in this paper.  It is new neither to Polanyi nor to Poteat, but neither of 

them particularly highlight it as an important part of the shift to the post-critical as I now do. 
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It provides clues which we subsidiarily integrate, and upon which we rely, to integrate and 

thereby bring to realization whatever is the Gestalt focus of our awareness, understanding, 

and comprehension.  They, these subsidiary clues (which function as clues only as we 

subsidiarily rely on them and attend from them, as opposed to attending to them), cannot 

be focused on directly; to try is to disable their indispensable subsidiary role.  This 

includes, of course, all that neurologically goes on within our bodies, our muscles, our 

posture and spatial orientation, our skeletal structure, our kinesthetic movements, and our 

nervous system that bears upon our present experience and understanding of, for example, 

a dance performance.  As such, functioning in this way, they cannot be the object of our 

focal attention.  We become cognizant of them as “that from which we are attending” only 

indirectly, by bringing to notice their bearing and influence on the comprehension and 

focus that they enable.  (Marjorie Grene has argued that this tacit, from-to structure of 

awareness is Polanyi’s chief contribution to philosophy, and to epistemology in 

particular.29)  Polanyi speaks here of two kinds (or perhaps, better, two dimensions) of 

awareness: on the one hand, our “to,”  “at,” or “focal” awareness and, on the other hand, 

our “from,” “with,” or “subsidiary” awareness; the two invariably function together.30 

                                                 
29 See Grene,”Tacit Knowing: Grounds for Revolution in Philosophy,” (1977), 164-171.  “Polanyi’s unique 

contribution to philosophy is the theory of tacit knowing, the thesis that all knowledge necessarily includes a 

tacit component on which it relies in order to focus on its goal, whether of theoretical discovery and 

formulation or practical activity” (164).  “The tacit component is not a residuum, but an indispensable 

foundation.  What matters is not that there is something unspecifiable, for example, in science, but how 

unspecifiability works and what it accomplishes.  It is the function of the tacit in all knowledge, however 

exact and “objective”, that the tradition had neglected or denied, and that Polanyi’s epistemology allows us to 

accept and articulate” (165). “Polanyi’s distinction between subsidiary and focal awareness permitted the 

enunciation and elaboration of the thesis that all knowledge, however precise and however impersonal in its 

formulation, is grounded in clues that the knower must already have assimilated and of which he can be at 

best only subsidiarily aware” (168). 
30 Apparently completely independently of Polanyi, C. S. Lewis (1945) develops a an idea remarkably 

similar to Polanyi’s distinction between “attending to” and “attending from” in a short essay, “Meditation in a 



   

81 

 

 

 

Discovering the Power of Subsidiary Awareness to Transform Things Outside Us into 

Transparent Extensions of Our Touch with the World. 

 

The power of subsidiary, “from” awareness/attention, in turn, has a remarkable capacity to 

transform and incorporate tools, signs, instruments, and language (this range of things is 

meant to include a great deal, encompassing more than it specifies).  That is to say, certain 

things that initially lie outside our lived bodies, once they are subsidiarily indwelt and 

attended from, come to be incorporated into our bodies, at first apparently ‘mediating’ 

between us and that to which they point or refer, but subsequently (as we become fluent in 

their use) they become extensions of our lived body’s presence (that is to say, our personal 

presence) to, our ‘touch’ with, our rapport with, the world.  They become things we 

perceive, think, and comprehend with: dwelling places of our minds.  The dynamic from-to 

structure of which Polanyi speaks is thus not only true of basic perceptual awareness.  

Polanyi calls attention to how a great many things, which may at first be ‘external’ to us 

(when first we turn to consider them and attend to them), such as tools, signs, and 

instruments (indeed, all significant elements of our cultural heritage, what Polanyi calls our 

fiduciary framework), become altered and transformed—Polanyi speaks of their becoming 

transparent to us—as we come to dwell in them and attend from them to meanings they 

intimate and open up to us.   When they are objectified and ‘external’ to us, we look at 

them, we focus upon them, and as we do they are for the most part opaque, even a barrier 

                                                                                                                                     
Toolshed;” reprinted in C. S. Lewis (1970).  Lewis articulates the distinction as between “looking along” and 

“looking at,” cites a wide range of examples, and explains how in modern culture we tend, mistakenly, to 

defer to experts who specialize in “looking at,” rather than “looking along,” to get at the truth of things.  

Related and remarkably post-critical ideas are developed more fully by Lewis (1943) in The Abolition of 

Man. 
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to our awareness, and we aren’t seeing or noticing what we do when we attend from them.  

This is what the critical philosophical orientation does; it makes us attend to them focally 

in an objectifying way, rendering them opaque to the realities otherwise (as we indwell 

them) that they transparently put us in touch with.  Instead of instruments to see and 

experience the world with, they become objects in themselves.  Indeed, this is what the 

critical attitude does to our entire cultural heritage when allowed to disrupt our indwelling 

of its elements and objectify them across the board.  (This is what places us within the cave 

as prisoners with nothing to contemplate except objectifying, explicit representations of 

the world.)   

Our awareness of these elements of our cultural heritage changes, however, as we come to 

attend from them and with them, especially as we develop skill, fluency, and competence 

in their use.   In this way, tools, signs, instruments, and language become assimilated to 

our bodies as we indwell and come to attend from them to that to which they 

give/grant/gift us access.  This is a marvelous tacit power that we have.  Attending from 

the sign to that in the world to which it points and signifies brings about a transformation 

in the appearance and feel of the sign, just as with the tool and the instrument as well.  But 

this is not just a change in appearance; the mediating element becomes itself access to 

aspects of reality, a means of contact and discovery, that we did not have before.  It 

becomes, as it were, an ontological extension of our body (an extension of our embodied 

person) and the sensing boundary or ‘touch’ of our body shifts outward to the point at 

which the tool, the sign, the instrument touches (i.e., puts us in touch with) the reality in 

question.  Just as our live, healthy, touching body is transparent (not opaque) to what it 

touches, this mediating tool, sign, and instrument becomes transparent as well, a part of the 

transparency of our perceiving, touching body.31  This is not a mere phenomenal change of 

                                                 
31 Our body as lived (as distinct from our body as observed or objectified), our body-subject, is not normally 

opaque to us but is transparent.  When it touches and handles things, it is we touching and handling them.  

The probes and instruments we use, when fully and fluently indwelt, become transparent to us and our touch 
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appearance; something ontological is going on here.  It enables us to be present to what is 

being touched through its fluent use in a way that otherwise would not be possible.  In that 

respect, though when considered in detachment it seems natural and appropriate to say that 

it mediates our contact (in the sense of carrying or transmitting it), our confident, trustful, 

competent use of it (our indwelling of it) makes it no longer simply a mediator qua 

something standing “between” us and the reality, connecting us ‘at one remove.’  For, 

when assimilated to our lived body, it enables our contact to and presence with the reality 

in question—and more: to an inexhaustible profundity of meaning.  But left at the level of 

focal attention directed at it—that is to say, not indwelt at all or not deeply indwelt—

especially when contemplated with an attitude of critical suspicion, it discloses no 

intimations of hidden meaning, nothing to entice our heuristic wonder and intuitive 

exploration.  It can come thus to appear meaningless or very close to being so.  

 

 

Sometimes We Say More than We Know32 

 

                                                                                                                                     
extends through them to the realities they are used to touch and explore.  Our body is not necessarily always 

opaque to others.  For someone to empathize deeply with our activity, indwells our body’s posture, 

movements, and gestures in such a way that our body becomes transparent, so to speak, to them, carrying 

their awareness to what it is we are aware of, giving them transparent access what we are ‘up to’ coincident 

or convergent with our awareness of the same. 
32 This is what Polanyi himself has to say in (1958), 95: ”. . . just as, owing to the ultimately tacit character of 

all our knowledge, we remain ever unable to say all that we know, so also in view of the tacit character of 

meaning, we can never quite know what is implied in what we say.”  By this (by itself a somewhat cryptic 

passage) Polanyi means to indicate how others (and we ourselves) can legitimately find implied remarkable 

further and fuller implications implicit in what we say and write, though we very well may have had little if 

any intimation of these implications at the time of speaking and writing. 
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Note that this stage of the shift is where and how language (and other symbols and systems 

of symbols, including works of art, works of literature, and scientific theories) importantly 

comes into play—not primarily as an explicit focal object or set of objects, but as a 

transparent medium of meaning, extending our powers, whereby we access new and 

deeper dimensions of reality.  Note here also, being an ‘artificial’ extension of our lived 

body, we can, if we choose to, shift back out of them and turn our attention to them 

focally, externalizing them, so that for the moment we are no longer dwelling within them.  

Thereby they become opaque again, or at the least not so transparent.  And what they had 

put us in touch with becomes distant and, for the moment, out of reach.  In effect, this 

‘predicament’ of distance from the mediator of meaning (a non-indwelling of them or at 

least not a deep indwelling) is the ‘place’ where the critical philosophical orientation 

places us, where all of the mediators making up our cultural tradition become objective 

(objectified) ‘representations’ in themselves, no longer transparent to the meanings to 

which they refer, and potentially meaningless.  The layperson, entrusting herself to the 

critical expert (in this case, an expert ensconced within the critical philosophical 

perspective), will have her indwelling of these cultural forms discouraged from deep 

indwelling and accordingly kept from apprehending what deeper meanings they might 

disclose or intimate, and out of touch with the realities to which they give access, making 

her perhaps suspicious and doubtful about them.  The cultural forms in question serve thus 

as opaque representations only of things no longer present now but absent, not means of 

access to the presence of realities transcending them. 

Subsidiary awareness can exercise a transforming power whereby a mediating 

‘object’ can come to be a transparent means of access to surprising aspects of reality 

beyond us.  It is important to acknowledge that, while serving as an extension of our 

embodied knowing as we indwell them subsidiarily, ‘mediating’ cultural forms can in 

different respects limit and even distort our grasp of a reality, as many of the primary 

cultural critics of modernity have taught us and cautioned us.  They aren’t perfect but they 

are not therefore worthless.  As Polanyi points out, good but imperfect theories in natural 
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science, even ones known to be inadequate in one specific respect or another, when 

subsidiarily indwelt by a competent scientist in search of further unplumbed aspects of the 

realities in question—as was Copernicus’ theory of the Solar System indwelt by Kepler 

and later Newton, led them to new discoveries beyond those which first were expressed in 

Copernicus’ theory—the theory itself can still serve for them not just an account of the 

original discovery but an instrument of discovery of further aspects of the reality, aspects 

not noticed before.  So also, creative words, phrases, and entire passages in creative 

literature as well as entire works of literature and art—but especially good metaphors—

even when known to be seriously inadequate in one respect or another when considered 

critically, when to the contrary they are indwelt subsidiarily and fluently, can become 

means of still more and further creative insight, including insight that previous readers 

(including their own authors) may never have noticed for themselves.  The same is true in 

all of the arts and other creative disciplines.  Recognition of this heuristic transforming 

power of subsidiary awareness, whereby mediating ‘objects’ become transparent means of 

access to surprising aspects of reality beyond us, is a crucial mark of a post-critical 

perspective. Thus sometimes we say more than we know or realize.  But sometimes we 

can, of course, say less and our words can misrepresent, distort, and objectify.  

 

 

The Extended Mind (Polanyi-Style) as Indwelling, Personal Presence: The Ongoing 

Emergence into the World of the Human Person 

 

As we assimilate and incorporate tools, signs, instruments, language, and our cultural 

heritage into our lived bodies, we are in the same action literally extending ourselves into 

the world and among the things we are exploring, handling, and indwelling.33  We are no 

                                                 
33 This theme of the person as extended into the world in the shift to the post-critical again is more implicit in 

Polanyi than explicit when it comes to identifying what the shift involves.  However, one cannot but come to 
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longer confined, as the critical paradigm teaches us, to our body, even less to our cranium 

or our brain.  We are extended into the world, a personal presence within the world,34 and 

our instruments (physical such as probes, telescopes, microscopes, computers, etc., but 

also conceptual and symbolic instruments such as theories, good metaphors and works of 

art) extend our reach into the universe multiple light years distant, into the very small 

(molecular, atomic, and subatomic), into foreign cultures, new and strange peoples, and 

into time and history.  Some instruments such as the Large Hadron Collider are massively 

large, some others such as intravenous cameras are microscopically small.  But all extend 

our reach into and our touch with the multiple aspects of our world—indeed, of the 

universe—that we would not be in touch with at all without them.  Knowing is thus 

profoundly and complexly relational and extensional in a first personal sort of way; 

knowing with our bodies and with ‘extensions of our body’ beyond them.  All of our 

knowing is situational/contextual, beginning with our bodies and the parochial subculture 

within which we were raised, and confined for the time being within the (always in certain 

                                                                                                                                     
it when unpacking what Polanyi means by “personal” in “personal knowledge” and “indwelling.” 
34 In recent decades several philosophers in the philosophy of mind (and related disciplines—e.g., cognitive 

science and neurological philosophy) have begun to speak of the mind as “extended” somewhat in the 

manner that Polanyi wrote and spoke.  For a recent review of five such theories and references to where 

accounts of them may be found, see Li Jianhui (2019). Some of these theories exhibit hints if not actual 

features of a post-critical perspective.  But most of them are not full-fledged manifestations of post-critical 

thought. See also Annie Murphy Paul (2021), The Extended Mind: The Power of Thinking Outside the Brain.  

Paul’s book, written for popular consumption, attempts to convey to the reader a large body of recent 

psychological and sociological research, in conjunction with recent developments in cognitive science 

(encompassing some of the theoretical work reflected in Jianhui’s article).  While it makes no reference, 

neither direct nor indirect, to Polanyi’s ideas, in many ways parallel with Polanyi’s thinking Paul’s Extended 

Mind makes clear how things that exist beyond our brains within our bodies, within our surroundings, and 

within our relationships with things and other people can be employed to extend and deepen our intelligence 

in practical and productive ways.  The author provides a framework largely compatible with Polanyi’s ideas 

to help the reader understand how we can and do think outside the brain. 
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respects) straightened limitations of our present instruments and present intellectual 

culture.  Paradoxically, they do limit us (for the time being) at the same time that they 

enable us to reach out to what transcends us.  Further, to use Polanyi’s phrasing, we have 

this marvelous capacity to “break out” of the present framework on which we have been 

relying (as well as to modify and improve it), and come to indwell new and different 

frameworks, previously unknown (by us) languages, new systems of symbols, and new 

cultures.35   So also, we can learn to indwell from without, empathetically, each other’s 

live bodies, gestures, words, and behaviors, giving us access to each other’s intentions, 

thoughts, emotions, values, and mental life.  Note how this both gives us access to other 

persons and their understandings and experiences, while at the same time giving them 

access to us in basically the same or a similar way.   It places us alongside them ranged 

about and within a common world.  It puts us into community with them, where each of us 

has a uniquely distinct perspective on matters that concern us in common.   Each person 

has in this respect an access to reality-in-common, to objective reality, which is marked, 

says Polanyi, by its capacity to manifest itself inexhaustibly in new and surprising ways.  

It is this capacity of other persons to have access as we do to the same realities that 

confirms reality’s transcendence beyond our own knowledge and capacity for representing 

it—i.e., that confirms it as real.  They, in their capacity for mutual recognition36 with us, 

                                                 
35 Polanyi employs the phrase “breaking out” in apposition to “dwelling in” in his account of intellectual 

passion and articulate systems in science and the arts, and in his account of religious life in Polanyi (1958), 

“Dwelling In and Breaking Out,” 195-202.  The meaning of “breaking out” for Polanyi seems to vary in 

referring, on the one hand, to dissatisfaction with a framework sensed to be limiting and thrusting 

heuristically toward a changed or new framework (that to which I am using it to refer in the text of this 

essay) and, on the other hand, to a mystical dissatisfaction with the framework as such as an obstacle, as it 

were, to uniting or merging beyond any framework in the experience of contemplation of the reality toward 

which it points. 
36 The ‘miracle’ of mutual recognition happens when we see that the other sees the same thing that we see, 

and sees that we do too.  This is a phenomenon that critical philosophical perspective is incapable of 
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are a transcendental condition (a conditio [or conditiones] sine qua non)37 of knowing 

reality in its transcendence, of achieving (fallibly) genuine objectivity in significant 

measure (i.e., a genuinely objective grasp of the reality in question, though never 

completely or totally).  Recognition of this too, though not necessarily in these words, is a 

mark of a post-critical perspective. 

 

 

The Emergence of the Person as a Speaking and Answering Agent 

 

Although Polanyi does not directly address the emergence of the person as a speaker and 

answering agent, certain other post-critical thinkers do.38  He does, however, address it in 

terms of his efforts to render explicit the implicit or tacit commitments and responsibilities 
                                                                                                                                     

accommodating.  Only a post-critical philosophical perspective is able to do so.  I have noted this feature of 

the shift to the post-critical from my earliest efforts to articulate what is involved.  It is present in Polanyi’s 

thinking, but for the most part only implicitly—e.g., in special usage of concepts like “universal intent” and 

“conviviality” and “a community of explorers.” 

It is indeed possible to find a good many modern critical thinkers who are not wholly of the critical mindset 

(some well prior in time to Polanyi, and on up to the present) and who share, with Polanyi, some aspects of 

the post-critical mindset—e.g., viewing knowing as a social enterprise, placing the knower alongside others 

ranged about a common world, and recognize the possibility of knowing and understanding each other.  The 

point is not to consider the existence of such thinkers as a refutation of the critical/post-critical opposition, 

but to acknowledge and embrace their post-critical convictions, despite what may be other features of their 

thought that represent the critical mindset.  
37 “Conditio sine qua non is a Latin phrase employed by Kant in reference to “transcendental” conditions of 

the “unity of apperception” of the human mind that enable us to make sense of experience.  The phrase as 

Kant uses it means a necessary condition, a condition in the absence of which what is dependent on it is 

impossible. 
38 I have in mind here William H. Poteat, but Poteat refers to several others, notably Soren Kierkegaard, 

Hannah Arendt, Ludwig Wittgenstein (later writings), J. L. Austin, Johan Georg Hamann, Franz Rosensweig, 

Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, and Martin Buber, among still more.   
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of the knower in general in community with other knowers and even more so in his own 

self-accreditation of his entire epistemological enterprise throughout Personal Knowledge. 

What is alluded to here is the emergence and self-disclosure of the person through speech 

and action which responsibly answers to and for what is done, which establishes 

relationships, makes and breaks promises and covenants, renders judgments, creates laws 

and institutions, etc. Actions take place, things are done, responsibility is exercised, 

attributed, and owned, etc., through words said and heard in public and private spaces.  

Through such words persons make themselves known and effectual, present in the world.  

It is their capacity for action that manifests their natality, their uniquely distinct presence in 

the world.39  It’s that persons themselves are present and take place in “situations” and in 

“replies”40 and come to be (or come into being), on the ‘far side’ of those words between 

us, not, take note, on the ‘near side’ nor ‘inside’ our bodies (even less, our heads).  And it 

is our capacity to narrate these actions, to put them in a story that can be told and retold, 

that allows us to acknowledge and celebrate them, or, as the case may be, to criticize and 

condemn them.  Importantly, it is the resources of reflexive self-reference in the first 

person and of second person address in our language that make this possible and, when 

appropriately engaged, actual. 

 

 

Return to the Ground, the Radical or ‘Root’-Place of Being Oriented 

  

The shift from the critical to the post-critical grounds us and our knowledge of the world; 

it orients, anchors, and roots us in a place within the world, the ur-place of our lived body, 

                                                 
39 See Hannah Arendt (1961). 
40 See Søren Kierkegaard (1965), 54-57, where Kierkegaard identifies what is lacking in Xenophon’s prosaic 

portrayal of Socrates, in contrast with that of Plato, overlooking entirely the pervasive irony in Socrates’ 

words and life:  Xenophon’s portrayal lacks an “eye for situation” and an “ear for repartee.” 
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that is our being-in-the-world—which, as such, is not literally on any map.  This ground is 

pre-reflective and is only indirectly representable (for reflection).  It is unique to each 

person.  It is the concrete reference point with which we anchor and sort out abstract 

reflections, all maps, all representations.  It enables us to ‘find our feet’ with them.  It is 

the ground of our sense-making, the ground from which we figure things out.  It is the 

‘home base,’ ‘ground zero’, what is concrete (the most concrete of all) for us,41 the basal 

‘from’ of all from-to relations, the place from which all other places can and do make 

sense.42   Note how recognition of it this subsidiary ground of our being and knowing 

jettisons the modern self-captivating picture of the world-less, critically reflecting mind.43   

 

 

Trust in Local Grass-Roots Thinking vs. Trust in Abstract, Centralized, Top-Down 

Thinking 

 

This re-grounding within our incarnate, embodied condition of our thinking and knowing 

in the shift from the critical to the post-critical has yet another aspect that was explored by 

Polanyi in many respects—and that is an endorsement of trust in things being thought 
                                                 

41 William H. Poteat (1994) has much to say on this subject in his last book, p. 4 et passim. 
42 I claim no scholarly expertise in phenomenology or in Husserl studies, but it seems to me that the shift to 

the post-critical in this sense correlates profoundly with what Edmond Husserl was attempting to achieve via 

his “phenomenological reduction,” his conception of primary evidence, and his return to the “life world.”  

My reading and interpretation of Husserl owes much to Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation (1964).  See 

especially his “The Philosopher and His Shadow,” in his collection of essays published as Signs. 

I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge that Martin Heidegger’s notion of “being-in-the-world” is very 

close if not identical, in some respects at least, with the conception of the lived body as here articulated.  

Heidegger’s articulation of his conception emerged at the same time as did Husserl’s conception of the “life 

world,” and around the same time Merleau-Ponty’s conception, very likely out of a colloquy involving all 

three of these thinkers and other students of Husserl in the early years of the 20th century. 
43 See footnote 17. 
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through and sorted out in a local, grass-roots, mostly informal sort of way, as opposed to 

trust in an abstract, centralized, top-down, bureaucratic rationalization.  For Polanyi, 

persons within their local environments of activity and awareness are more often than not 

in a better position to understand, and exercise wise discretionary judgments concerning 

governance of matters that concern them than are persons at a distance, as in centralized 

and/or bureaucratic system of coordination and control. This is not to say that top-down 

organization may not have some value for certain tasks in certain contexts, but it must be 

balanced against the values realized from spontaneous,  convivial coordination of 

independent initiatives in bringing about the good that first of all concerns them, yet 

ultimately about the good of what concerns all. In any community, each person has a voice 

that deserves to be heard, and a role to play, that the rest of the community needs to allow 

for, support, and heed. We are not social atoms all essentially alike, as various forms of 

abstract reductionism suggest, but are each a unique nexus of relationships embedded in a 

particular context to which, and within which, common sense must finally be made.  

Although Polanyi had the most to say about this when addressing matters of economics 

and social organization,44 this important epistemological insight bears on every area of life 

and thought. 

 

 

Recovering One’s Passions and Deepest Convictions and One’s Capacity for Wonder 

that is the Impetus of Intellectual Inquiry 

 

Lastly (at least on my account), the shift from the critical to the post-critical involves 

something of a recovery and re-appropriation of the deeper motivations and passions that 

drew us into intellectual endeavor in the first place, before the baptism of fire into 

modernity and critical thinking that for each of us called into question our subjectivity with 

                                                 
44 See Polanyi (1951) and (1964).  See also Polanyi (1958), ch. 7: “Conviviality.” 
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its parochial narrowness and summoned us to the illusory ‘liberation’ of coming to have a 

modern mind that supposedly would transcend human subjectivity.  All sorts of 

dimensions of our subjectivity, varying of course from person to person, have in different 

respects been beaten down, beaten back, and disabled in ourselves [also, gone 

underground, put in disguise, camouflaged] in virtue of having acquired “a modern critical 

mindset”—out of fear of being “shot down” or from the actual trauma of having been 

“shot down,” possibly repeatedly, by our critical opponents—which is of course modern 

academic politics at its worst.  All that originally went into forming and shaping our self 

and sensibility through the particular parochial backgrounds from which we have 

respectively come has in one respect or another been objectified and called into question 

by modernity’s criticisms.  To shift to a post-critical perspective puts us in a position to re-

discover,  recover and re-accredit those pre-critical motivations and passions—not 

absolutely to be sure, such that we might reject and ignore modernity’s criticisms—but 

fallibly, tentatively, with careful attention to adapting and refining them as we go forward.  

This enables a reaffirmation and re-commitment to what Polanyi speaks of as the 

“firmament of our values and ideals”45 that have inspired the best expressions of 

Renaissance and Enlightenment culture.   Modernity’s criticisms will still have their say, to 

some extent, but not so as to call this firmament into question as such, nor to disable the 

motivating passions that fuel our methodological faith and love and hope.  It is this shift 

that, for those of us who may have lost it, will lead to a re-enchantment of the world.46 

                                                 
45 In Polanyi (1958), 374-380, under the chapter title, “Superior Knowledge” and the following chapter, “At 

the Point of Confluence,” Polanyi makes use of the phrase “the firmament of our values and ideals” (how he 

phrases it varies somewhat) to refer to “all manner of excellence that we accept for our guidance, and all 

obligation to which we grant jurisdiction over us” plus “purely cognitive targets, such as facts, knowledge, 

proof, reality, science” in terms of which we hold ourselves responsible (380).  This theme is also discussed 

at length in Polanyi (1946, 1964).  The reader may wish to refer again to extended quotes from Polanyi on 

pp. 2-5 of this paper. 
46 This important feature of the shift to the post-critical I first sought to articulate in words other than I do so 
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Fresh Ways to Attack and Solve Traditional Conundrums 

 

The shift from a critical to a post-critical philosophical perspective profoundly shifts the 

ground on which a number of traditional philosophical conundrums, especially within the 

confines of critical modernity, have seemed to have no solution.  None of these 

conundrums seem solvable within a critical perspective precisely because the picture that 

has held us captive in a critical philosophical perspective constrains us.  Within a post-

critical perspective, they come to appear in an entirely new light, and new intimations of 

hidden but relevant aspects of each problem emerge and possible solutions become 

articulable, given the conceptual resources that a post-critical philosophical perspective 

opens up.  What conundrums do I have in mind?  I have in mind quite a few, notably the 

following:  The subject-object split.  The relation of mind to body (and mind to brain).  

The “hard problem” of consciousness: how conscious awareness and brain connect.  

Knowledge of other persons.  Knowledge (and understanding—even mutual 

understanding) of persons in other, quite different cultures.  What constitutes the 

emergence of life, and ‘higher’ forms of life?  Do animals have a mental life; are they 

conscious?  Can we know and understand their minds and feelings?  What about plants?  

The apparent hierarchy in forms of life, higher and lower: is it only apparent or is it real 

and irreducible?  The manifold relations between humans and other forms of life (the 

entire spectrum of living and non-living forms).  The fact-value distinction.  How moral 

judgment is possible and appropriate, given what we have come to know scientifically 

about human beings and human society.  The problem of universals.  The nature of 

causation and its varieties.  Intelligent causal agency in humans and other animals.  How 

we can be said to know reality in its transcendence from us?  How we can be said to know 

                                                                                                                                     
here, in the article Cannon (1994) 20-32. 
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anything real (noumena) beyond how things appear to us (phenomena)?  The relation 

between perceptual experience and the concepts we have of what we experience.  The 

relation(s) between first person observation and so-called third person observation (what 

Husserl called the “natural standpoint”), and judgments about things relative to each case.  

Relations between the humanities and the sciences.  In what respects are the social 

sciences and psychology continuous with the natural sciences, and in what respects are 

they not?  Et cetera.  Et cetera. 

 

 

An Example Conundrum: The Hard Problem of Consciousness 

 

This refers to the problem of explaining how consciousness is supposed to arise (or even 

occur and be present) in the neural network of our brain (when the latter is of course 

construed in a manner that is wholly objectified).  Consciousness is a tacit, first-person sort 

of thing.  Neural networks and brains are explicit, paradigmatically third-person sorts of 

things.  The problem arises because of an a priori requirement of Analytic Philosophy that 

the entirety of the matters in question be conceptually represented in a wholly objectified, 

fully explicit, third-person sort of way.  Polanyi contends, and I contend, that there are 

other, essential dimensions to (or aspects of) these matters than can be adequately 

captured/mapped according to the usual objectified account.  To the contrary, it is crucial 

to take into account the person’s subsidiary awareness (that is, the person’s attention from 

a whole range of things in our brains and in our bodies) in being conscious of whatever the 

person is consciously attending to in the current case.  I.e., we need crucially to take into 

account what the person’s tacit knowing unfolds and discloses of the unspecifiable 

‘meaning’ (that is, unspecifiable in any objectifiable manner) of these neurological events 

in terms of its bearing on that to which the person is consciously attending. 
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So also, the neurologist/neurological philosopher needs to engage in efforts (not simple or 

straightforward, to be sure) to attend not to these events focally (in an effort to objectify 

them) but, along with the person, to attend from them and with them empathetically (in a 

way that is analogous to how he would empathetically attend from the person’s facial 

expressions, words, and gestures) to begin to have access to that meaning.  Though 

incredibly difficult to access (even to talk about, being unspecifiable in any objectified 

way), these aspects of the neurological events in the brain are not essentially ‘private’ or 

closed off, despite what has repeatedly been said or supposed.  Empathy or empathetic 

knowing is an absolutely indispensable method in the process.  Only as these matters are 

taken into account and the official conceptual map (the official representation) of the 

neurology in question is altered, modified, transformed to accommodate these things will 

it become clear how consciousness does occur, arise, and function (not in the brain, but 

from what goes on within the brain). 

 

Consciousness, I venture to say, is not a thing that can be straightforwardly ‘localized’; it 

has to be conceived as a span of attention from many specific neurological ‘events’ to 

whatever it is conscious of, say, in the world.  But it is logically impossible for it to arise 

from the neurological events when those events are construed in strictly objectivist terms 

and ‘consciousness’ is construed in strictly subjectivist terms.  Both must be reconceived 

in post-critical terms.  So also the whole nature and role of causes and effects involved in 

sensory perception needs seriously to be philosophical re-worked and reconceived.47  They 

won’t do as they are now construed. 

 

                                                 
47 This alludes, of course, to a much larger task of clarification and explanation than can be included in this 

paper.  My point is that the standard, analytic, materialistic, ‘billiard ball’ model of causation will not suffice 

to help understand and explain sensory perception, and a host of other issues that come to light within a post-

critical perspective. 
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Final Comment 

 

There is more to the shift from the critical to the post-critical than I have succeeded in 

explaining.  For those who have not yet fully and whole-heartedly ventured to undertake 

the shift, it is important to realize that it is a new beginning, a new threshold, and things 

will not only look different but they will be different from there forward.   I don’t presume 

to have exhausted the topic.  Polanyi, I think, would agree: Precisely because it is an aspect 

of reality, its potential manifestations are inexhaustible.  [Postscript I: Chart to follow. 48]

                                                 
48 This chart is a slight revision of a chart originally published in connection with my article, Cannon (2008).  

It is here slightly revised from that publication.  It attempts to characterize four intellectual ethoi (plural 

of ethos): pre-modern (pre-critical), modern (critical), post-modern (that is, “deconstructive post-

modern,” still critical), and post-critical (sometimes called “constructive post-modern”).  It attempts to 

characterize each under five headings: how each conceives the nature of claims, how each conceives of 

truth and tradition, how each conceives of the relation of faith and doubt, how each conceives of the 

world or knowable reality, and how each conceives of the means to transcend subjectivity and attain 

objectivity. 
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Postscript I: Pre-Modern, Modern, Post-Modern, and Post-Critical: Four Intellectual Ethoi 

Intellectual Ethoi Nature of Claims Truth & 

Tradition 

Faith vs. Doubt 

 

World/ Knowable 

Reality  

Means to 

Transcend 

Subjectivity 

Pre-Modern  

  (Pre-Critical) 

Parochial: naïve 

universal claims 

articulated from 

within a limited 

frame but not 

recognized as 

such. 

Truth (territory) 

= what the 

tradition’s 

representations 

(maps) take it to 

be. 

Uncritical faith (not 

yet having discovered 

its finitude and 

fallibility); doubt and 

skepticism toward 

other ‘faiths’. 

World seen from 

single cultural frame 

only; no serious 

consideration of how 

things appear from 

other perspectives. 

Objectivity 

presumed to be 

attained via 

adherence to 

tradition-authorized 

discipline and 

practice. 

Modern (Critical) Universal claims 

allegedly situation-

less (‘the view 

from nowhere’).  

Foundationalist 

(presumes there is 

an absolute basis 

for establishing 

knowledge claims) 

Objective truth 

demands 

divorce from 

tradition- and 

authority-based 

thinking (seeks 

to transcend or 

escape from any 

and all situated 

points of view) 

Seeks to purge by 

methodological doubt 

all fallible, fiduciary 

elements (anything 

subjective, anything 

faith-based): the 

hermeneutic of 

suspicion.  [Except 

surrepticiously it 

keeps faith in method-

logical doubt and 

One objective world, 

(perspective-less/ 

invariant, hence 

knowable for all), 

within a single formal 

framework 

(unsituated in any one 

point of view). 

Objectivity 

presumed to be 

attained via 

uniformalization – 

strict, rule-governed 

formulation and 

inference, invariant 

for all.  [Note role of 

authority and 

tradition here!] 
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liberal ideals.] 

Post-Modern (Still 

Critical)  

(Deconstructive Post-

Modern) 

 

Universality is 

supposed 

unattainable, so it 

avoids universal 

claims (or tries to).   

Anti-

Foundationalist 

(presumes there is 

no absolute basis 

for establishing 

knowledge 

claims). 

Only 

“traditions” 

representations 

(situated points 

of view) exist; 

there is no 

meaningful 

sense of 

transcendent 

truth (no 

territory beyond 

our maps) 

Faith factors are 

regarded as negative, 

but un-eliminable, 

making objectivity 

and truth impossible; 

modern liberal ideals 

now are problematic 

and suspect, [yet still 

maintains 

methodological faith 

in hermeneutic of 

suspicion.] 

No common world; to 

each his/her own 

separate world 

(constituted by each 

different perspective); 

no confidence of 

inter-world 

accessibility.  Modern 

“objective” 

perspective is now 

seen as only one view 

among others & 

deeply problematic. 

Objectivity and 

transcendence are 

taken to be 

impossible.  

Subjective/ 

objective dichotomy 

ceases to be 

meaningful.  [Note 

the tacit role of 

authority and 

tradition here!] 

Post-Critical 

(akin to what has 

been called 

Constructive Post-

Modern) 

Situated, fallible 

claims of universal 

intent; seeking a 

horizontal 

universality (vs. 

Moderism’s 

Truth 

uncertainly/ 

fallibly 

glimpsed from 

within evolving 

traditions 

Faith factors seen as a 

positive though 

fallible means of 

moving toward 

objectivity and truth 

along with (and 

One world transcends 

any one view, but in 

principle it is 

accessible 

simultaneously from 

multiple but partial 

Objectivity attained 

via the coming 

together of different 

but relevant 

perspectives; 

traditional authority 
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vertical 

universality).131  

Seeks reasonable 

confidence, not 

certainty. 

(situated points 

of view); efforts 

to attain truth 

are situated but 

not confined. 

despite) doubt; 

methodological faith 

and doubt are kept in 

balance but the 

former has priority.   

perspectives, which 

we seek (one by one) 

to integrate.  [Note 

necessary role of 

empathy.] 

plays a subordinate 

role in maintaining 

access to and 

sustaining these 

unique perspectives. 

                                                 
131 See footnote 22. 
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Postscript II: Undertaking Criticism from a Post-Critical Perspective.132 

 

In this last section I wish to sketch out some guidance, for those readers who identify with 

a post-critical philosophical perspective and who wish to learn how philosophical critique 

and criticism within a post-critical perspective are supposed to be something different from 

critique and criticism within a critical philosophical perspective.  The latter we are all too 

used to, too habituated to133—so much so that it is hard to imagine something different in 

academia and difficult to practice criticism in a post-critical way consistently.  It is all too 

easy to slip back into a ‘hard nosed’ critical repost when one is on the defensive.  Just 

being aware of this temptation is a good place to start.  

 

Think again of the prisoners in Plato’s cave and how shifting to a post-critical perspective 

is tantamount to escaping from the cave.  Criticism from a critical perspective is like 

contending as prisoners in the cave over matters of importance among the shadow 

representations projected on the cave walls.  Post-critical criticism engaged with a critical 
                                                 

132 Almost 30 years ago I made an initial foray into this topic with my article, Cannon (1992) “The Recovery 

of Commonsense in a Post-Critical Intellectual Ethos.”  In it I identified four key features of a post-critical 

intellectual ethos:  (1) Mutual recognition (that is, common sense making) between independent knowers is 

regarded as paradigmatic of the knowledge that we seek.  (2) Persons other than any given knower are 

recognized as having access to transcendent truth-in-common, and the tacit knowledge-by-acquaintance 

through which they have that access is itself as regarded as knowable in the experience of mutual recognition 

of the truth in question.  (3) Persons other than any given knower are recognized as having transcendental 

status in relation to the given persons’ knowledge of transcendent truth-in-common.  (4) There is mutual 

regard for and trust in each person’s capacity to participate for herself in discovering truth-in-common 

through following up her own intimations of that truth. 
133 A very insightful description of academic life under the critical paradigm, undertaken by a philosopher 

well informed from a cultural anthropological perspective, is that of Bruce Wilshire (1990). 
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opponent is a matter of keeping at least one foot outside the cave.  (Remember Plato’s 

tragic account of the prisoner who escaped the cave but then ventured to return to convince 

his former fellow prisoners of what life and knowing reality was like outside the cave.  

Remember the tragic liabilites of such an attempt, as Plato most likely took as the model 

for this part of the story what had happened to his beloved teacher Socrates.) 

I don’t pretend to have the last word on this topic,134 nor do I claim to cover all of the 

important bases, but I do have a strong sense for some of its aspects.  If criticism from a 

critical perspective is all about maintaining a dogged skeptical doubt and critical scrutiny 

of one’s opponent’s claims and arguments and assumptions, then criticism from a post-

critical perspective is going to feature, instead, a methodological faith in the uncertain path 

that leads to fuller truth and mutual understanding, a confidence in gropingly following the 

tacit intimations by both sides of a more coherent understanding of the matters at issue 

than are presently explicitly rendered by either side, and a forthright acknowledgement of 

the broader fiduciary framework that enables and sustains civil communal inquiry on such 

matters, including a keen sense one’s own fallibility.  If one’s opponent remains entrenched 

within the critical perspective, then things will inevitably get complicated, not least from 

the way that each will tacitly be appealing to a different paradigm of rational inquiry.   

          When critically engaging an opponent, especially one who is ensconced within a 

critical frame of reference, first, it is important to avoid getting lost in abstractions and in 

the ‘dead ends’ of the critical mindset—i.e., avoid returning to the cave, where all you 

have are explicit representations.  Constantly call to mind the tacit dimensions of yourself 

and the other and of the ideas you both are holding forth, including, of course, the lived 

concrete context within which they make sense.   

                                                 
134 In a recent issue of Tradition and Discovery, 47:2, a short article by Matthew Sandwisch, 

entitled “The Necessity of Virtue in a Free Society,” seems to me to give a fine Polanyian, post-

critical account of some important features of post-critical criticism and discussion—particularly 

fairness and tolerance. 
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          Second, perhaps the most effective engagement post-critically considered is not 

to challenge any claim or assertion directly, but indirectly to bring to light the tacit (non-

explicit) dimensions of what is being said, the context of what is said, and how it is being 

said in order for it to make ordinary sense at all.  Bringing to light what ironies may be 

involved may be of help and keep things from getting too serious. 

          Third, never forget that reality/truth transcends your own grasp and is capable of 

revealing surprising facets not currently evident or grasped by you.  It could be that your 

opponent is just the one who is best positioned to bring them to light.  Keep in mind that 

both your own claims and that of your opponent are fallible, partial, and perspectival. 

          Fourth, never deny the other person’s access to truth/reality, and be yourself 

open to learning new aspects of truth/reality from the other person.  Indeed, you should 

believe in the other’s capacity to recognize the truth/reality you fervently believe, but also 

to have access to aspects of that reality that you may not fully understand or appreciate.  

Appeal to the other’s capacity to apprehend truth for herself.  Express confidence in the 

other’s power to do so. 

          Fifth, try to keep aware of one’s opponent’s lived acquaintance-relationship to 

the matters at issue, and call attention to it as often as might be helpful.  Focus not with 

exactness on what the other specifically and explicitly says, but on what the other is tacitly 

‘driving at’ or ‘getting at,’ or possibly missing.  Do your best to keep track of what the 

other may be capable of ‘catching on to’ even though he may by no means be there at 

present, or even close. 

  Sixth, pay manifest respect to the person whose views you are undertaking to 

criticize, even though she may not show you that respect.  (I do not mean going overboard 

here and suggest that your remarks be explicitly personal.  I mean rather that you should 

honor and respect her capacity to recognize the transcendent/emergent realities that she 

may currently be denying or denigrating.)  Don’t forget the transcendental role that the 

other can and does play (her access to reality and her capacity for mutual recognition) with 

respect to the universal intent of your own understanding and insight, and yourself with 
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respect to hers as well. 

Seventh, don’t limit yourself (or your opponent) by overly focusing on what your 

opponent explicitly says (including the faults she claims are in the position you are taking), 

but look beyond it to what she/he is attempting to get at, even if she thinks it is only what 

she explicitly says,   Try empathetically to articulate what she is trying to say and see if 

you have understood what that is in a way that will elicit her recognition. Aim at disclosing 

the matters that lie beyond or between each of your respective positions.  Get the other to 

look beyond current claims, both yours and hers.  Could there be something more to the 

matter in question than either of you happen to be claiming?  Look again, consider again, 

and try putting it into different and new words. 

          Eighth, you will, of course, have doubt (even have good reason to doubt) 

concerning your opponent’s claims and account.  However, always give her or him the 

benefit of your doubt, which is a courtesy often lost in exchanges between fully critical 

perspectives, and call upon the other to do the same for you.  If there is any room for 

uncertainty in what your opponent has said or implied, try giving it the best possible, 

strongest interpretation first.  Reduce or minimize every occasion for (and triggers to) 

defensiveness on her or his part. 

          Ninth, when you are attacked ad hominem, avoid responding in kind.  Rather 

appeal to the other’s unarticulated notions that she seems trying to get at (even if these 

concern faults in your own position).  Or, appeal to matters she has not yet noticed and 

taken into account.  One of the problems with the modern critical mode of criticism is that 

it easily degenerates into ad hominem attacks against anything that smacks of a person’s 

(e.g., your) subjectivity/ faith/ unjustified beliefs/ not fully specified ideas or notions.  

These things can often be very personal and an attack on them is often felt, perhaps 

sometimes intended, as an attack on your person. 

          Tenth, to participate in criticism post-critically, there is a constant need to 

recollect yourself centered within the concrete ground of your tacitly lived bodily presence 
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in the world, subsidiarily attending from which all things make what sense they do (or 

not).  It might help to keep in mind this short poem by William Stafford, for that concrete 

ground is the “thread you need to follow,” to which Stafford refers in the poem.
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“The Way It Is” 1 

There’s a thread you follow.   

It goes among things that change.   

But it doesn’t change.  

People wonder about what you are pursuing.  

You have to explain about the thread.  

But it is hard for others to see.  

While you hold it you can’t get lost.  

Tragedies happen; people get hurt  

or die; and you suffer and get old.  

Nothing you can do can stop time’s unfolding.  

You don’t ever let go of the thread.   
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