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Let us start with Plato who, at the origin of Western philosophy, made the point that the definition 
of man (anthropos) referred to the act of standing erect and gazing up at the sky, at intellectual ideas, 
at the light. So doing, humans removed themselves from the earth, from the common life with four 
legged creatures, which for Plato was too exposed to material confusion and proximity. So by rising 
up and becoming homo erectus, and gazing at the transcendental ideas, we suddenly took control of 
our existence. We saw things objectively from a distance, with a certain intellectual and 
contemplative detachment. This was already the birth of the reign of the eye. We call that today 
'optocentrism,' the centrism of sight.  
 
Aristotle, his disciple, had somewhat of a contrary view. He contested this primacy of sight and said, 
"No Plato, you're forgetting something fundamental and that is touch," which he said is actually the 
most important of the senses because it has a double sensation. You can see without being seen, 
hear without being heard, or smell without being smelled, but you cannot touch without being 
exposed to touch, without being tangible. And so that doubling, that recursive, reciprocal touching 
and being touched was, for Aristotle, the very basis of what he called philosophical sensibility and 
human sensitivity 
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Stanton Wortham   7:35   
This is fascinating. I want to start with this double nature of touch as you describe it. I had not 
thought about it this way before, but it really is true that I can see others without them seeing me. 
But touch: if you're touching a living being, it is always reciprocal in this sense. And the other senses 
don't have that doubled nature. So tell me a little more about the implications of that. It means that 
there's something about touch that allows us to connect in a way or you said be vulnerable in a way 
that the other senses don't? 
 
Richard Kearney  8:07   
Yes touch is the double sensation of touching and being touched. But tactility is not confined to 
touch alone. It actually traverses all the other senses too, making them more fully alive, turning them 
from unliteral sensations into reversible ones. I'll give you an example. When my mother used to 
take us to swim in the summer - we were seven children in the back of the car - we'd all sing a song: 
"I see the sea, and the sea sees me." We knew somehow that the real sea was not just something we 
saw but was something that saw us; it was not just something we touched when we swam but 
something that touched and surrounded us and buoyed us up. When we truly sense we sense 
doubly, mutually, actively and passively. And this is potentially so for all the senses. Sight and 
hearing and tasting can also become reversible in so far as they are synesthetically traversed by 
touch. True sight is tactful sight or insight - a seeing that has the experience of being seen when it 
sees. And, following Aristotle, contemporary phenomenology (especially Merleau-Ponty) makes the 
point our senses are at their best – most vital and alive – when they are tactful forms of double 
sensation. Tact comes from the Latin word to touch, tango tangere, tactum. And this is true of hearing 
too, for example. You can hear without being heard, just as you can see without being seen. But true 
hearing is the sense that you are also being heard, that you are resonating with a sound higher and 
deeper than yourself. Great musicians talk about this. Great singers talk about it too. It's not just us 
singing, it's also our being sung. The German poet Rilke speaks of poetry as ‘the song of existence’. 
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animals and nature. To move from digital excarnation to living forms of incarnation. Here again the 
tactile is so important. And as the statistics of Netflix and Amazon Prime showed, the movies that 
everybody wanted to watch during the lockdown were films and series on animals, nature, romance. 
It was all about getting ‘back in touch.' So I think we learned a lot in the pandemic - when we lost 
touch we realized the indispensable importance of touch. 
 
Stanton Wortham   16:15   



6 

relations - affective, sexual, psychic - but also in our relationship with the animal and the elemental, 
ecological world. 
 
Stanton Wortham   
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- even though we are in a tactile presence in proximity to somebody - is as important as knowing 
when it is right to touch, when the other person is ready and is fully reciprocal. Touch is all about 
tact in the end. 
 
Stanton Wortham   35:56   
This has been really great. I very much appreciate the rich conversation that you both have brought. 
So I just want to thank you, Professor Richard Kearney, great new book on touch. We really 
appreciate your sharing the insights with you. It has pulled me up short for sure. And Professor 
Coleen Griffith, thank you very much for your contributions as well.  
 
So that was a wonderful episode with Richard Kearney and Colleen Griffith. We're grateful to all of 
you for listening to this, which was our final episode of the first season of Pulled Up Short. I hope 
that you've enjoyed these episodes. We're going to take a break over the summer, and we hope that 
you'll subscribe so you'll be notified when we come back in the fall with a second season. 
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