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The Poetic Paradigm of Human Agency 

 

 This paper contends that a certain Romantic conception of poetic creation has 

stood model for several philosophers’ attempts to think agency across an increasing 

range of human activities since the late 18th century. Let us group these philosophers 

under the heading of the poetic paradigm. My goal is to show both the heterogeneity 

and the unity of this paradigm. To the first end, I discuss four rather different 

instances: Kant, Heidegger, Richard Rorty, and Rahel Jaeggi. Historically, the enemy 

of the poetic paradigm have been mechanistic and reductionist eliminations of human 

agency and this contrast helps to bring out the unity of the paradigm, too. Otherwise, 

my approach here is to show the presence of a basic conceptual structure first in the 

abstract (I) and then fleshed out in the authors in question (II-V). 

 

I 

 

 It is tempting to start a discussion of human agency by asking metaphysical 

What is…? questions (about agency, agents, actions, their objects, etc.). Yet different 

thinkers of the poetic paradigm pursue widely different (anti)metaphysical projects, 

which can obscure commonalities in their conception of agency. Foregrounding 

commonalities regarding agency across different (anti)metaphysics might seem like a 

question-begging hermeneutic. Do I not change the meaning of terms like ‘agency’ 

and culpably equivocate across thinkers, when I look at them in separation from 

conceptually prior (anti)metaphysical kernels of the various projects? Yet if we think 

that we cannot specify in advance which aspects of a philosophy are central and 

which peripheral, then the merits of an ‘agency first’ reading will have to show 

themselves in its execution. 

 Let me thus stress that in using terms such as ‘agent,’ ‘act,’ ‘object,’ I claim, 

for now, minimal metaphysical import. Poetic agency, for now, means no more than 

the agency we ascribe to those who perform poetic acts and poetic acts as those acts 

that create some object X, where X, at the most general level, has to be something that 

is brought about (also) by some form of human agency. Shared agency between 

human and non-human agents is a possibility for some thinkers of the poetic paradigm 

and anathema to others, but all of them will insist that the human share in the act, 

however minimal, is ineliminable and significant. X might be an object in the 
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ordinary sense (e.g. an artwork). Often X will simultaneously be an product of human 

agency and also an environment of further human production, as is the case with such 

socio-ontological units as cultures, life-forms, traditions, conceptual worlds, aesthetic 

schools, scientific paradigms, historical epochs, political systems, and the like. In 

some versions of the poetic paradigm, the poetic agent will be among the objects 

created by (her own) poetic acts.  

 On the object side, we can identify two individually necessary and jointly 

sufficient positions to count a thinker as an instance of the poetic paradigm: 

 

1. The valorisation of future Xs over present Xs. 

2. The belief in a necessarily agonistic relation of future to present Xs.  

 

 The first position states that future states of X are valued higher than its 

present states: because the future is thought to complete the present state or, less 

strongly, improves on it, or replenishes or rejuvenates a present that X has somehow 

exhausted its possibilities or vitality. Those latter cases are sometimes cast as returns 

to some past, historical or mythical. Yet even the most ‘nostalgic’ proponents of the 

poetic paradigm will, I hope to show, ultimately conceive of this past as something 

that has not yet been but is yet to come. For some thinkers of the poetic paradigm 

future Xs are not in any substantial sense better than present Xs, yet being merely 

different they nonetheless valorise these more highly, if only because their novelty 

keeps boredom at bay. 

 The second position states that future Xs stand in an agonistic relation to 

present Xs. Such agonism, of course, need not involve bloodshed and can even be 

perfectly non-violent (unless, of course, one stretches the concept of violence but let 

that go for now). The idea is rather that present and future Xs are in a relation of 

rivalry. Both lay claim, physically or metaphorically, to the same space. If they can 

coexist at all they will coexist in some mode of competition (for attention, for 

resources, for prestige, etc.), which can range from the very civilized to the very 

vicious. The new strives to become present by turning the present into the past. The 

relation is between future and present Xs.1 Thus, the new X is neither a creation ex 

                                                
1 This relation can be thought of as substantialist, functionalist, or merely historical. For a critique of 
substantialist views of history and an argument for a functionalist story (in the specific context of 
debates on secularization) see (Blumenberg [1988] 2017, 46–63). For the concept of ahistorical 
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nihilo without any relation to the past, nor an organic unfolding or mechanical 

continuation of the old. Born of a struggle with the old, it is nonetheless and 

irreducibly new.  

 The two positions are logically independent. One could imagine evolutionist 

views of historical change that valorise future Xs over present Xs without positing a 

necessary agonism between them. There the New is simply the continuous and 

harmonious unfolding of the Old. Inversely, one can postulate agonism without 

valorising the future over the past, as might those metaphysicians who believe in the 

existence of some eternal and unchanging background to all change in the light of 

which such change seems rather meaningless and all that changes equally worthless. 

The thinkers of the poetic paradigm, however, accept both positions. 

 On the side of the act or agent, depending on one’s (anti)metaphysics, we can 

distinguish, on the poetic paradigm, three incomplete dependencies on three structural 

moments which we can call tradition, inspiration, and reception. ‘Incomplete 

dependency’ here means that the agent/her acts never dissolve into one or several of 

these structural moments, nor are they ever completely independent from either. 

Various versions of the poetic paradigm tend to emphasize one or two of these 

incomplete dependencies over the other(s) yet all three are always acknowledged (I 

will flesh them out in a moment through an example).2  

 Finally, the name poetic paradigm is not to suggest that all poets somehow 

subscribe to this view, nor even that those philosophers who subscribe to it are 

entirely justified to conceptualize poetic creation along such lines (though I do think 

that it gets some aspects of poetic creation right). The name stems from the fact that, 

historically, such views of human agency have found their first full articulation in the 

context of Romantic conceptions of poetic genius.3 A locus classicus is Kant’s 

discussion of genius in §§43-50 of the Third Critique. 

                                                                                                                                      
connection between two Xs, see (Jaeggi 2014) who suggests that what make a deficient example of a 
life-form L, for example, which lacks essential properties of L nonetheless a species of L is the fact that 
a Verfallsgeschichte exists. Whether that notion can be made non-question begging, however, is an 
open question. More work needs to be done here. 
2 It might be possible to show the object and act/agent side of the poetic paradigm to be unified at a 
higher level of abstraction, in some philosophical account of how historical time is effected by certain 
acts and their traces. The challenge would be to formulate this account without loosing what I think the 
poetic conception of human agency is most convincing as: neither a metaphysical, nor a historical 
category, but a vocabulary to articulate the experience of human action from the perspective of agents.  
3 My sense is that this is because certain conceptions of novelty-through-agonism were not available 
before the revolutions of the 18th century, roughly, though this might be to underestimate the 
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II 

 

 Let us zero in on the very narrow limits to which Kant confines the poetic 

paradigm. He contrasts art to nature, science, and craft in §§43-45. He writes “Kunst 

wird von der Natur, wie Tun (facere) vom Handeln oder Wirken überhaupt (agere), 

und das Produkt, oder die Folge des erstern, als Werk (opus) von der letzern als 

Wirkung (effectus) unterschieden” (Kant 1963, 229). Art, for Kant, is a human 

activity, a doing (Tun), which is also a making (facere) that creates a product (Werk, 

opus). He specifies that only free productive acts should counts as acts of art, where 

freedom designates “eine Willkür, die ihren Handlungen Vernunft zum Grunde legt” 

(229). Art is an activity done by agents and agents of a special kind: Kant specifies 

that they are free in the sense that, unlike in the case of bees, a conception 

(Vorstellung) of the work precedes its execution (230). Already we see art opposed to 

natural, instinctual unfolding, yet Kant is careful not to over-intellectualize it either. 

Art is distinct from science (Wissenschaft), he continues, as Können is distinct from 

Wissen. “Nur das, was man, wenn man es auch auf das vollständigste kennt, dennoch 

darum zu machen noch nicht sofort die Geschicklichkeit hat, gehört in so weit zur 

Kunst” (230). Art is a doing, which is also a making, that happens neither naturally, 

nor by scientific knowing-that alone but requires know-how, Können. As we 

ordinarily use the term, this know-how does sometimes seem to approximate a fairly 

mechanical execution of established schemata. Thus, Kant thirdly distinguishes art 

from craft, freie Kunst from Lohnkunst. The latter aims at the production of utilities in 

rather well established ways. Within free art again he distinguishes between 

angenehmer and schöner Kunst, the former aiming at sensual pleasure being “bloß 

zum Genusse abgezweckt;” the latter, however, is “für sich selbst zweckmäßig ist … 

obgleich ohne Zweck” (233). It produces reflective pleasure and only this last 

category of beautiful or fine art does Kant consider to be the work of genius (§46).4 

What is genius for Kant?  

 First, “ein Talent … dasjenige, wozu sich keine bestimmte Regel geben last, 

hervorzubringen … folglich, dass Originalität seine erste Eigenschaft sein müsse” 
                                                                                                                                      
Renaissance. Shifts in the concept of revolution itself, from the cyclical movements of celestial bodies 
to the violent overthrowing political systems, might be indicative here. 
4 Among all the fine arts it is “die Dichtkunst (die fast gänzlich dem Genie ihren Ursprung verlangt und 
am wenigsten durch Vorschrift oder durch Beispiele geleitet sein will),” which claims “den obersten 
Rang” (266). His primary examples of aesthetic geniuses, Homer and Wieland, further confirm that 
this conception of genius is indeed most closely associated with the art of poetry in particular.  
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(236). Fine art, unlike science, is distinguished by the fact that, though it, too, follows 

rules, those rules cannot be deduced from higher concepts or principles. While 

Newton could explain the reasoning process by which he reached his insights to every 

competent student “ganz anschaulich und zur Nachfolge bestimmt,” artistic geniuses 

like Homer or Wieland can never lay down any transparent, step-by-step rules for 

how they arrived at creating their works (238). The work of genius and its creation are 

not to be grasped by any existing rules and concepts. However, “da es auch originalen 

Unsinn geben kann” is it imperative that the products of genius are received as 

exemplary by others: “mithin, selbst nicht durch Nachahmung entsprungen, anderen 

doch dazu, d. i. zum Richtmaße oder Regel der Beurteilung, dienen müssen”  (236). 

Geniuses do not follow rules but establish them; this separates them from mere 

eccentrics. 

 The products of genius are genuinely original and not reducible to present 

norms. Yet to following generations, they appear eminently worthy of imitation. 

Future artworks are thus highly valorised. Are they valorised above present (or past) 

artworks? Kant does not seem to believe in the possibility of absolute and cumulative 

progress in the arts, unlike in the sciences. While these proceed “zur immer 

fortschreitenden größeren Vollkommenheit der Erkenntnisse … die Kunst irgendwo 

stillsteht, indem ihr eine Grenze gesetzt ist … die vermutlich auch schon seit lange 

her erreicht ist” (239). The thought then seems to be rather of the new artworks 

reaching the same absolute level of greatness in different ways — a greatness, which 

has, moreover, vanished from the world since the last genius died: “jedem von der 

Hand der Natur unmittelbar erteilt…, mit ihm also stirbt” and not reached since by 

imitators. New artworks of genius are not preferable over classics in terms of 

greatness, though they are genuinely different, but they are preferable over the present 

art of non-geniuses. Through geniuses, the future replenishes the present and in that 

sense is to be valued over it. 

 The agonism of old and new is not very strongly pronounced in Kant (whose 

formulation of the poetic paradigm is an early one and limited by Kant to a very 

narrowly defined field of application), yet the basic contours are present nonetheless. 

We have seen already how Kant insists on the fundamental novelty of artworks of 

genius and the impossibility of deducing them from present rules. He equally insists 

on the fact they are not creations ex nihilo either, not radically cut off from what came 

before: “so glauben seichte Köpfe, daß sie nicht besser zeigen können sie wären 
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aufblühende Genies, als wenn sie sich vom Schulzwange aller Regeln lossagen” (240). 

Yet one overcomes those constraints only by passing through them: “Das Genie kann 

nur reichen Stoff zur Produkten der schönen Kunst hergeben; die Verarbeitung 

desselben und die Form erfordert ein durch die Schule gebildetes Talent” (240). A 

genius has to pass through schooling, master the rules, to then surpass them by 

producing something utterly original and irreducible to them, thereby founding a new 

school.  

 So much for two object-side conditions in Kant—valorisation of irreducibly 

future Xs over present ones and agonism between Old and New. Let us now trace out 

the three incomplete dependencies—on inspiration, tradition, and reception—on (in 

Kant) the agent side. The need for inspiration has been testified to by actual poets 

since the inception of Western literature when Homer called for a muse to sing 

through him. On the poetic paradigm of human agency, it is never entirely up to the 

agent alone when and how to create. Just as a genius cannot instruct others how to 

produce works, he “auch es nicht in seiner Gewalt hat dergleichen nach Belieben oder 

planmäßig auszudenken” (237). God might create by fiat, mortals do not. The source 

of inspiration can be variously conceptualized as external (often divine) or internal to 

the poet (for example, her unconscious), yet it has invariably to be external to that part 

of the self which is in charge of conscious and deliberate action.  

 Sometimes the source of inspiration only dictates the moment when creation 

begins but, once underway, lets the agency in the process lie entirely with the poet. 

Others will think of the source of inspiration as a second, independent agency and the 

work as necessarily a co-creation. On the latter picture, the figure of the poet is 

sometimes approximated to the figure of the prophet or oracle, a mouth or vessel for 

divine agents to speak through. Yet the human share is never wholly eliminated: the 

gods need humans to speak through and they do not speak through just anyone. 

Inversely, even the most atheist philosophers will generally acknowledge the fact that 

when creation happens, and possibly who it is done by, are sometimes experienced to 

be also dependent on forces not fully under the deliberate control of the poet. In Kant, 

genius is conceptualized as a gift of nature (Naturgabe) and nature is described as 

active in giving rules to art through geniuses (235). Since nature is also an artwork for 
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Kant when considered as God’s creation, the work of genius can at least indirectly be 

traced back to God — without making the work of a genius any less her work (229).5  

 We have already seen how Kant thinks that genius is not sufficient to create a 

work and how talent needs to be formed by tradition. He insists at several points that 

in all free and fine arts something mechanical must remain “ohne welchen der Geist 

gar keinen Körper haben … und gänzlich verdunsten würde” (231, cf. 240). This 

dovetails with Kant suggestion that Stoff is supplied by genius and Form by tradition. 

What exactly falls under which heading is left open. In poetry, the quote continues, 

“Sprachrichtigkeit und der Sprachreichtum, imgleichen die Prosodie und das 

Silbenmaß” are supplied by tradition. Although Kant conceives of the poetic 

paradigm as applying only to fine arts, the structural moment that I have called 

tradition is conceived fairly broadly to encompass all of a culture’s language besides 

more narrowly artistic means (Prosodie and Silbenmaß). Avoiding too hasty form-

matter-dichotomies, I shall use tradition to name all elements—material or immaterial, 

raw or formed—that go into the production of the object.  

 The third incomplete dependency is the genius’ relation to her reception. To 

be a genius and not an eccentric, the original artwork and the rules it establishes have 

to be found exemplary and worthy of imitation. In this sense, a genius is at the mercy 

of her successors. The dependency is incomplete again because, short of being 

geniuses themselves, the successors will fall short of the original in their attempts at 

imitation. The reception can bury an artwork but never completely exhaust it. And, of 

course, anyone who appears a mere eccentric might simply be a genius whose time 

has yet to come. No verdict is without appeal. In Kant, we find this moment 

articulated in his discussion of taste: “Der Geschmack ist … die Disziplin (oder 

Zucht) des Genies, beschneidet diesem sehr die Flügel und macht es gesittet oder 

geschliffen; zugleich … eines dauernden zugleich auch allgemeinen Beifalls, der 

Nachfolge anderer … fähig” (255). The poet’s reception can be both her downfall and 

her triumph and, depending on their general temperament, different versions of the 

poetic paradigm will tell the story as tragedy or comedy. 

 

 

                                                
5 Kant also thinks that the etymology of the word suggests this much: “das Wort Genie von genius, 
dem eigentümlichen einem Menschen bei der Geburt mitgegebenen, schützenden und leitenden Geist, 
von dessen Eingebungen jene originalen Ideen herrühren, abgeleitet ist” (237). 
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III 

 

 For Kant, the poet stands as paradigm only for a limited range of artistic 

activities. Let me now turn to Heidegger where the poet becomes the paradigm for all 

genuinely historial, geschichtliche action (particularly in his “middle period” from ca. 

1935 to the early 1950s, to which I mostly limit my discussion). His thinking of that 

period sketches a narrative of the history of being in ever greater detail. I will first 

give this narrative in outline, then situate Heidegger’s thought about art within it, and 

trace the basic structure of the poetic paradigm in it. 

 Heidegger’s history of being is a story of decline. At the beginning of Western 

culture stands a fall, the forgetfulness of being that occurred with the inception of 

Metaphysics. Ever since, so Heidegger, Western man thought of being as timeless and 

self-same and forgot about its properly historial character and the marvel of its 

givenness. The forgetfulness that began with Greek philosophy underwent a series of 

transformations in Roman antiquity, medieval Christianity, modernity and, eventually, 

manifested itself as modern technology (Technik), understood ontologically as a mode 

of unconcealing in which all being is disclosed as mere standing-reserve ripe for 

exploitation at a planetary scale. He casts liberal, capitalist, industrial modernity in the 

early 1950s, as danger in the deepest ontological sense (Heidegger 1953, 27f). Taking 

his cues from Hölderlin—“where danger is there grows / the saving power also”—he 

also proposes that art, in its profound contrastive affinity to technology (τέχνη being 

originally also a form of ποίησις, a poetic bringing-forth into being altogether 

different from modern technological  Seinszugänge), can be a remedy to this danger 

(35-6).  

 Not all parts of this story are fully formed in the mid-1930s. Yet from the 

moment that Heidegger starts to think the crisis he also starts to think towards an 

answer to it. Leaving aside here the thorny question of whether Sein und Zeit already 

thought this crisis narrative and an answer to it, we can at least note that (1) 

mechanical technology, inextricably entangled with scientism and metaphysics, as 

Heidegger understands them, again forms a fundamental contrastive pair with art and 

(2) that questions of art become foregrounded in Heidegger only with a shift from 

Sein und Zeit’s systematic attempt at a fundamental ontology of Dasein to a narrative 

of the history of being. Art and genuine seinsgeschichtliche agency will be thought 

together, eventually, in Heidegger, in the figure of the poet, making him in many 
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ways the paradigm case of the poetic paradigm. Heidegger’s 1935 essay on The 

Origin of the Work of Art forms a bridge from the more ‘synchronic’ early Heidegger 

to the more ‘diachronic’ middle period of his thinking. 

 Heidegger links the spheres of art and historial agency through his concept of 

truth. Early on in his essay, Heidegger compares the characterization of a pair of 

farmers shoes in terms of their tool-character (Zeugsein), in which they are considered 

primarily according to their utility, with van Gogh’s artistic rendering of a pair of 

farmer shoes. While in their use, the shoes vanish in their mere reliability and utility, 

the artwork “gab zu wissen, was das Schuhzeug in Wahrheit ist” (Heidegger 1935, 

21). By disclosing what something is, the artwork lets truth, understood as 

unconcealedness, άλήθεια, happen. “So wäre denn das Wesen der Kunst dieses: das 

Sich-ins-Werk-Setzen der Wahrheit des Seienden” (21). Artworks, like tools, are 

formed matter for Heidegger, yet in the artwork, unlike in the tool, the matter is not 

used up in the work nor does its form phenomenologically disappear into the 

background through competent usage. Rather it unconceals being in the mode of 

“Weihen and Rühmen” (30). An artwork institutes (aufstellen) a world and brings 

forth (herstellen) the earth.  

 The world Heidegger here defines as the space in which historial decision are 

made by peoples. In this space is decided, through the artwork, which first opens it up, 

“was heilig ist und was unheilig, was groß und was klein, was wacker und was feig, 

was edel und was flüchtig, was Herr und was Knecht” (29). Earth on the other hand is 

Φύσις, what is brought forth by itself, naturally (28). World and earth (which one 

would be tempted to translate as culture and nature or perhaps form and matter here if 

those terms did not come with their own metaphysical baggage) are locked into a 

struggle. The work of art stages this struggle and initiates it (stiften). It is the originary 

struggle of earth and world through and in which being is (un)concealed, the lichtend-

verbergende Streit. 

 How does this make Heidegger a proponent of the poetic paradigm? There is, 

first of all, the insistence on the absolute originality of genuine art. “Die Einrichtung 

der Wahrheit ins Werk ist das Hervorbringen eines solchen Seienden, das vordem 

noch nicht war und nachmals nie mehr werden wird“ (50). Moreover, “je einsamer 

das Werk, … je reiner es alle Bezüge zu den Menschen zu lösen scheint, um so 

einfacher tritt der Stoß, daß solches Werk ist, ins Offene” and the more profoundly it 

transforms all our relations to world and earth (54). In its irreducibility to tradition, to 
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what is given already, the artwork is an original rupture, a Stoß that pushes away what 

is and topples it over: the truth of the artwork, which is “aus dem Bisherigen nie zu 

belegen und abzuleiten” always “stößt das Un-geheure auf und stößt zugleich das 

Geheure und das, was man dafür hält, um” (63). The agonism between old and new is 

pronounced and comprehensive: “in dem Streit wird die Einheit von Welt und Erde 

erstritten. Indem eine Welt sich öffnet, stellt sie einem geschichtlichen Menschentum 

Sieg und Niederlage, Segen und Fluch, Herrschaft und Knechtschaft zur 

Entscheidung” (50).  

 The artwork is not deducible from anything previously given. At the same 

time, Heidegger insists that “der dichtende Entwurf … kommt jedoch nie aus dem 

Nichts, insofern das durch ihn Zugeworfene nur die vorenthaltene Bestimmung des 

geschichtlichen Daseins selbst ist“ (64). This, I want to suggest, is Heidegger’s way 

of acknowledging what I have called ‘inspiration’. This part of his version of the 

poetic paradigm is developed in more detail in later writings, where Heidegger also 

describes for us the agency involved in the creation of world-constituting artworks, 

namely the poets. Heidegger’s conceptions of poetry and poet are broad, yet 

“gleichwohl hat das Sprachwerk, die Dichtung… eine ausgezeichnete Stellung im 

Ganzen der Künste” (61). Without language there is no openness to being that 

Heidegger calls having-a-world. Animals, plants, and stones are poor-in-world or 

world-less (Heidegger 1929, §42).  

 Humans, for Heidegger, can never quite fall as low, yet today we do find 

ourselves in deepest Seinsvergessenheit, which is also for him, again following 

Hölderlin, a form of Gottverlassenheit. The gods have taken flight but “Dichter sein 

in dürftiger Zeit heißt: singend auf die Spur der entfohlenen Götter achten,” thereby 

“den verwandten Sterblichen den Weg spuren zur Wende” (WD, 272). Heidegger’s 

poets are heroic individuals on the way back (rückwegig) to prepare through an 

engagement with the earliest Greek sources of Western culture a new and different 

beginning of history (anderer Anfang). This preparation is essential: “Wohin soll er 

[der Gott] sich bei seiner Wieder-kunft kehren, wenn ihm nicht zuvor von den 

Menschen ein Aufenthalt bereitet ist?” (Heidegger 1946, 270). And further: Wie 

wenige wissen davon, daß der Gott wartet … Statt dessen scheint es so, als müßte und 

würde der Mensch auf den Gott warten. Und vielleicht ist dieses die verfänglichste 

Form der tiefsten Gottlosigkeit…” (Heidegger 1989, 417). Poets and gods need each 

other. Neither side is eliminable if creation is to happen; their creation is co-creation. 



David Kretz, German colloquium  May 2, 2019 

 11 

 The poets, in their preparation, are essentially on the way back: they are the 

Rück-wegigen (411). Here we find a moment of ‘tradition’. Heidegger gives us an 

approximation of what such preparation could look like in his 1942 lectures on 

Hölderlin’s hymn “The Ister,” In the midst of World War Two, Heidegger sketches 

here how a great originary (ursprünglicher) German poet could produce a 

seinsgeschichtliche reanimation through an encounter with pre-Platonic Greek poetry. 

However, this encounter, as he also says very clearly, cannot be a simple return. In 

times like ours, “ist jedes bloße ‘Zurück zu’ eine Selbsttäuschung” (Heidegger [1942] 

1993, 81). The valorisation of future over present and past is clear in Heidegger. 

Strictly speaking, he does not know of any nostalgia for an idealised past but insists 

on the originality of all great poetic creation. Although the great German poet to come 

will listen to the Greeks and his poetry be “das höchste Finden” rather than a “freies 

Erfinden,” the relation between Germans and Greeks remains one “zwischen 

Ursprünglichem und Ursprünglichem” (6, 68). There is no question here of mere 

historischem influence: what matters is “im ersten Gewesenen als dem Anfang das 

Kommende und Künftige zu erwarten” (68, emphasis in the original). Receptivity is 

the primary virtue of Heidegger’s heroic poets: “es ist das Vorrecht großer Dichter … 

daß sie allein das Vermögen haben, sich beeinflussen zu lassen” from original springs 

to prepare the return of the gods. Yet all such receptivity rests, ultimately, 

instrumental to spontaneity, i.e. the creation of a new world and the initiation of a new 

historial beginning. 

 We have seen Heidegger valorise future Xs over present and past ones, his 

characterization of their relation as agonistic, and how he situates the poets’ creative 

acts in irreducible tensions with moments that we can structurally call ‘tradition’ and 

‘inspiration’. In The Origin of the Work of Art, the importance of reception, our third 

structural moment on the agent side, comes out too: „Sowenig ein Werk sein kann, 

ohne geschaffen zu sein, so wesentlich es die Schaffenden braucht, sowenig kann das 

Geschaffene selbst ohne die Bewahrenden seiend werden“ (Heidegger 1935, 54). 

Even “die Vergessenheit … ist noch ein Bewahren. Sie zehrt vom Werk. Bewahrung 

des Werkes heißt: Innestehen in der im Werk geschehenden Offenheit des Seienden” 

(54). Only if someone inhabits the world opened by the artwork and witnesses to it 

will the artwork itself exist as an artwork, yet such inhabitants can themselves be yet 

to come, and maybe, for Heidegger, have to be such future ones in the case of the 

greatest art.  
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 Heidegger offers, in many ways, an extreme form of the poetic paradigm in 

his thirsts for the overthrow of our liberal, modern world and thinks the poet as the 

starkest disruptor of this world, as agents of apocalypse precisely through their 

passive receptivity (a role, as many have noted, that, of course, conveniently seems to 

resemble his own hermitic existence after the war). Many attempts afterwards have 

tried, more or less explicitly, to keep his attack on metaphysics in the name and under 

the sign of the poet, without the reactionary apocalypticism. Richard Rorty was 

perhaps the most self-conscious in doing so.6 

 

IV 

 

 A lot of Rorty’s work can be usefully summarized as the attempt to defend 

two positions, individually and jointly: metaphysical anti-realism and political 

liberalism. He wants to accept Heidegger’s (and Derrida’s and others’) attack on 

metaphysical realism without compromising Dewey’s liberal politics. Metaphysical 

anti-realism, in Rorty, refers to the idea that there is no single simply and eternally 

true description of The World As It Really Is to be discovered. Rather there is a 

plurality of historically and culturally local descriptions that humans create for 

different purposes. The exact contours of Rorty’s political liberalism are often less 

clear. In Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity he defines liberals as those for whom 

cruelty is the worst thing we do (xv).7  

 This double-position has important implications for the kinds of philosophy 

Rorty can do. Though he rejects many common philosophical distinctions as useless, 

he also clings to some tenaciously. One of them is the argument-redescription 

distinction. In an argument, conclusion and premises need to be phrased in the same 

language (Rorty 1991, 93). Argumentation thus always moves within the framework 

of an established vocabulary. Metaphysicians, according to Rorty, believe in an 

overarching super-vocabulary that encompasses all others and into which all others 

can be translated without any pertinent losses. Rorty does not believe in the existence 

of such a super-vocabulary and, consequently, does not believe in the necessary 

                                                
6 It would be interesting to revisit the 1929 Davos debate with the neo-Kantian Cassirer in the light of 
this rapprochement between Kant and Heidegger on the specific question of poetic agency and 
particularly in the light of Cassirer’s later writings (e.g. Zur Logik der Kulturwissenschaften).  
7 He takes this definition from Judith Shklar who in turn draws on Montaigne. Cf. (Laursen and Pham 
2019). 
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possibility, nor hence the value necessarily, of arguing—in his strict sense!—with 

other intellectuals. Rather he thinks that oftentimes we have to redescribe the world, 

others, and their vocabularies in creative ways to move the conversation further. This 

extends to his attacks on metaphysics itself. By his own standards, Rorty cannot hope 

to convince metaphysicians by arguments (alone) but has to (also) offer imaginative 

redescriptions. We see such an interplay of strategies operative in his main work 

Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity which we can read as quasi-Bildungsroman with 

the liberal ironist as its protagonist.8  

 Rorty begins the book with an all-out attack on metaphysical realism. 

„Metaphysicians look for continuities—overarching conditions of possibility—which 

provide the space within which discontinuity occurs“ (Rorty 1989, 25). Note the 

singular ‚space,’ for on the metaphysicians’ picture there is but one such space set up 

by the indivisible, sovereign authority of the all-encompassing super-vocabulary. 

Against the metaphysician’s idea of a single true description of the world, Rorty 

proposes a plurality of final vocabularies of which each is as true as the others. This 

does not mean that one cannot criticize such a vocabulary but that “nothing can serve 

as the criticism of a final vocabulary save another such vocabulary” (80). Those who 

create such final vocabularies, Rorty calls the poets.9 He takes the term in a broad 

sense that counts Yeats as well as Galileo and Hegel—all those who “make things 

new” (12-3).10 On the poet’s picture, we cannot move from an old, dysfunctional final 

vocabulary to a new, functioning one „by an inferential process“ (12) and there is no 

natural hierarchy between final vocabularies. Because there is no step-by-step 

inferential method of deducing one final vocabulary from another, the creation of new 

vocabularies is not the work of ordinary individuals but the heroic leap of geniuses 

and establishing such vocabularies a matter of fighting it out with the old.  

 

                                                
8 Such a reading responds to the critique in (MacIntyre 1990) that asked why Rorty did not start to 
write novels. On my reading, Contingency is, in a way, a novel, much like Rorty reads Hegel’s 
Phenomenology as a novel (I thank Richard Bernstein for that parallel). At the very least, Rorty cannot 
be accused of not taking his conclusions seriously in choosing a form for his writing.  
9 He gets the notion of a “strong poet“ from (Bloom 1997), whose main examples are Romantic poets. 
Remaining neutral here on whether Bloom is right to read these poets as subscribing to, or 
exemplifying, such a concept of poetic creation, if the claims of this essay hold then we can see Rorty 
(and Bloom insofar as Rorty gets him right) as standing in a line of philosophical theorizing of poetry 
and poets that reaches back at least to Kant.  
10 Cf. (North 2015) for the fascinating history of Pound’s famous exhortation, which itself is not new at 
all. 
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 Those who speak the old language and have no wish to change … will regard 

 as altogether irrational the appeal to the new metaphors – the new language 

 game which the radicals, the youth, or the avant-garde are playing. The 

 popularity of the new ways of speaking will be viewed as a matter of “fashion” 

 or “the need to rebel” or “decadence” … a matter to be turned over to 

 psychologists or, if necessary, the police. Conversely, from the point of view 

 of those who are trying to use the new language … those who cling to the old

 language will be viewed as irrational – as victims of passion, prejudice, 

 superstition, the dead hand of the past, and so on. (48) 

 

The heroic poets do not simply argue for their new vocabularies but re-describe the 

world creatively in ways that seem to „vaguely promises great things“ that appeal to 

the young who are not yet fully socialized in the old ways (9). We see clearly here the 

valorisation of exciting new vocabularies over present and boring ones and the idea of 

a necessarily agonistic (though not necessarily violent) relation between the old and 

the new. “To fail as a poet … is to accept someone else’s description of oneself” and 

the final goal of a strong poet is to do to the past what it tried to do to her and “make 

the past itself … bear her impress,” thus, echoing Nietzsche, “recreating all ‘it was’ 

into a ‘thus I willed it’” (28-9). 

 Yet Rorty is also highly aware that, given our mortality, “there can be no fully 

Nietzschean lives, lives which are pure action rather than reaction—no lives which 

are not largely parasitical on an un-redescribed past and dependent on the charity of 

as yet unborn generations” (42). Here we see the moments that we called ‘tradition’ 

and ‘reception’ simultaneously acknowledged. Convinced atheist that he is, Rorty is 

more hesitant to acknowledge the (ever incomplete) dependency that we called 

‘inspiration,’ which separates him from Heidegger for example. We need to “think of 

poets themselves as ursprünglich rather than passive recipient of the gift of Being. By 

contrast … for Heidegger ‘the authentic speaker … is taken over by the things 

themselves, yields to them, lets them come to words in him” (123). Nonetheless, 

Rorty also acknowledges the tension between activity and passivity in the creative act. 

He simply substitutes unconscious drives for external gods: the cause of a new 

metaphor is “some particular obsession-generating cathexis … [which] can set up an 

unconditional commandment to whose service a life may be devoted” (37). If the 



David Kretz, German colloquium  May 2, 2019 

 15 

product of the private obsession catches on “we speak of genius rather than 

eccentricity of perversity” (ibid).  

 Kant limited the poetic paradigm to fine art while for Heidegger all properly 

geschichtliche action takes the form of poetic action as understood in this paper. 

Rorty, too, takes the poetic paradigm to apply to art, science, politics, and sometimes 

philosophy.11 Yet Rorty also wants to limit the poetic paradigm out of an allegiance to 

one particular kind of vocabulary and set of institutions that he does not want to see 

overcome: political liberalism. His “hunch is that Western social and political thought 

may have had the last conceptual [as opposed to political] revolution it needs” and 

that “contemporary liberal society already contains the institutions for its own 

improvement” (63). Of course, Rorty cannot argue, in his sense of the term, for the 

superiority of liberal institutions and concepts with liberalism’s enemies, nor can he in 

any substantial way ground his liberal outlook in his anti-realism. Any such attempt 

would mean to fall back into doing metaphysics. He thinks of his allegiance to 

liberalism, in the last instance, as grounded in affect and the coincidences of birth, yet 

this does not keep Rorty from furthering the good he sees in it as a writer. 

 It is here that we need to pay the most attention to the form of Contingency, 

Irony, and Solidarity. While Rorty first shows us the perspective of the Romantic 

poet-philosopher in her attack on metaphysics, the reader later learns from George 

Orwell that the war of vocabularies without a liberal political framework is not merely 

a war of words but of deeds and that “for a gifted and sensitive intellectual in a 

posttotalitarian culture … torture is now the only form of art” (180). Rorty could have 

started the book with his political liberalism and state up-front that he wanted to make 

one thing very clear from the beginning: projects of poetic self-creation have to limit 

themselves to the private sphere, while for the public sphere we have political 

liberalism. Of course, that would have only bored the young, the radicals, the avant-

garde. He cites Orwell: “imaginative writing is … a flank attack upon positions that 

are impregnable from the front” (174). Thus, he spends the first two thirds of the book 

infiltrating the camp of the poetic ironists to coax them through the examples of 

Nabokov and Orwell—their struggle with the temptations of cruelty and their 

warnings against totalitarianism—into a liberal self-limitation to the private sphere. 
                                                
11 At times, philosophy for Rorty seems to be inevitably synonymous with metaphysics and thus, at 
best, a transitional genre to be overcome on the way to a post-metaphysical culture. Cf. (Rorty 2007) 
At other times, he seems more open to the thought that philosophy could continue as a distinct form of 
poetry or perhaps of cultural criticism (cf., for example, the title of that same 2007 essay collection). 
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Rorty quite straightforwardly calls it his “indirect reply … [to] the challenges offered 

by Nietzsche and Heidegger,” the great anti-liberal anti-metaphysicians (197). 

 Yet for all his rhetorical brilliance Rorty never became a novelist like Orwell, 

nor a poet-philosopher of the rank, or even the type, of Nietzsche, Heidegger or 

Derrida. Though he broke with analytic philosophy, his style largely remains 

argumentative (despite his assertions to the contrary and particularly if one is willing 

to give that term a broader sense than Rorty did). Yet unlike Mill, Rawls, or 

Habermas, he is not primarily interested in working out the details of liberal politics 

and ethics either. On the reading proposed here, Rorty is useful primarily through his 

work on the relation between these two categories of thinkers, the publicly and the 

privately beneficial. The particular sequence of dialectical-pedagogical turns that he 

offers us in Contingency—from Plato’s metaphysics to Kant’s epistemology and 

Hegel’s historicism, from systematic philosophy to the narratives of Nietzsche and 

Heidegger, from these ironic theorists to ironic novelists like Proust and Derrida, and 

finally on to liberal ironists like Nabokov and Orwell—is addressed to a rather small 

audience: young intellectuals with a taste for radical philosophy yet without hatred for 

liberal democracy. Rorty wants to show these people that they can have both and, 

moreover, that they ought to value liberal democracies as a fertile ground for projects 

of poetic self-creation if they care about avoiding cruelty at all.12 This way, Rorty 

hopes to politically tame the scope poetic paradigm and limit it to a certain sphere. 

                                                
12 This reading might also shed light on two further features of Rorty’s book: first, the differences in 
the presentation of Heidegger and Derrida between Contingency and his Essays on Heidegger and 
Others; secondly, Rorty’s relative silence on the exact contours of his liberalism. On the first point: 
While we find in the Essays nuanced assessments of both Heidegger and Derrida that clearly present 
themselves as particular readings of these authors, which Rorty establishes in debate with other readers 
and with loose ends, in Contingency both are presented as the tightly bundled, coherent philosophical 
characters of their later works. The young Heidegger is read in continuity with the older Heidegger in 
Contingency. Derrida is decidedly the “late” Derrida of the Carte postale in Chapter Six. This way of 
reading them allows Rorty to place both as fictional way-stations of the liberal ironist in the 
overarching drama of his Bildungsroman.  
 On the second point: Rorty, unlike, say, Habermas or Rawls, to whom he feels close, does not 
consider much how a liberal society ought to be set up in Contingency. The fact that liberal ethical and 
political values such as freedom and equality, constitutionalism and democracy, tolerance and self-
preservation, welfare and autonomy, for example, might stand in tension with each other is never 
brought up and one might be forgiven for getting the impression that Rorty thinks all problems of 
moral and political philosophy are solved once metaphysical realism has been abandoned. A charitable 
reading, however, might see the cause for Rorty’s relative silence neither in his laziness, nor his 
indifference, nor his naivety, but rather, internally, in the choice of his audience. If Contingency is 
primarily a rhetorical attempt to reconcile young intellectuals, who are enthusiastic about radical 
philosophy, with liberal democracy then not getting into the particulars might be a wise strategy, as any 
particular version of liberal democracy, and any considerations of its internal tensions, might turn out 
controversial and alienate some members of that audience. No to cruelty, on the other hand, is a slogan 
many can get behind. 
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The success of the project hinges on many things, including the crucial public-private 

distinction on which everything turns. Yet in his development of literary-

philosophical strategies to produce liberal hope in young intellectuals lies perhaps 

Rorty’s greatest contribution to the realization of a liberal utopia. 

 

V 

 

 The variance seen so far in the politics (liberal and reactionary) and 

metaphysics (idealist, ontohistorical, pragmatist) internal to the poetic paradigm, 

might give rise to the suspicion that, surely, a properly socialist and materialist 

account of historical agency would break with all vestiges of such bourgeois-

conservative, Romantic, individualist mystification of agency. To address this worry, 

I want to consider Rahel Jaeggi’s late Frankfurt School Kritik von Lebensformen 

(2014). On the object side, Jaeggi develops a concept of life-forms as problem-

solving ensembles of social practices that stand in a dialectical, historical sequence; 

on the agent side, the figure of the poet (as here conceived) will in her account appear 

under the guise of the critical theorist.  

 Life-forms, for Jaeggi, are ensembles (Zusammenhänge) of social practices 

that constitutively solve problems. She observes that human needs are never ‘naked’ 

but always articulate in some culturally and historically specific ways. A problem is a 

difficulty encountered in the satisfaction of a need, where both the need and the 

difficulty appear as such in the light of some prior ethical-functional understanding of 

what it means for things to go well and smoothly. Generally, we become conscious of 

what problem a life-form was meant to solve only when it fails to do so and we need 

to improve or defend it. This is not to say that life-forms are mere instruments. The 

relation is conceptual, not causal: problem-solving is what life-forms do qua life-

forms yet without us always consciously knowing or intending them to solve just that 

problem.  

 Moreover, life-forms have a history. The solutions of today respond to the 

problems of yesterday, and the problems of yesterday grew out of solutions to yet 

earlier problems. Jaeggi admits that new problems can appear from sources external 

to the life-form they need to undergo a process of internalization to become problems 

with a given life-form and not merely problems for it: the problem needs to be 

recognized and conceptualised through the resources internal to that life-form. Like 



David Kretz, German colloquium  May 2, 2019 

 18 

the life-forms themselves, the problems to which they constitutively respond are both 

given and made. Semantically, the term ‘problem’ covers both ‘task’ and ‘difficulty.’ 

The first step of solving the problem is then to recognize the difficulty as such, grasp 

it, and turn it into a task. While there is thus a subjective element to the construction 

of the problem, this does not mean that we can simply invent problems or, inversely, 

make them disappear by fiat. It is the situation that poses the problem by being 

unintelligible or an obstacle to our needs as we understand them.  

 Problems that have been internalized or were internal problems to begin with 

henceforth present themselves as internal contradictions. This fact enables us to 

perform an immanent critique of life-forms, which is opposed both to external and 

internal forms of critique. External critique judges life-forms through norms external 

to that life-form. Internal critique judges life-forms by norms internal to show that 

there is a gap between a life-forms norms and practices. Internal critique seems to 

weak to Jaeggi for various reasons. First, the gap needs to be interpreted and different 

interpretations are bound to be controversial. Secondly, the gap might also be closed 

not by reforming the practice but, cynically perhaps, by abandoning the norm. Thirdly, 

its conventionalism about norms—the question is whether they are accepted and not 

why—corresponds a structural conservatism: the goal of internal critique is to 

reinstate a lost normative order rather than overcoming the present one. 

 Rather than returning to external critique and its view from nowhere, Jaeggi 

develops a notion of immanent critique, which shows not the contradiction between 

the norms and practices of a life-form but between its practices and their conditions of 

possibility. Such critique is more objective, according to Jaeggi, because it is the 

things in themselves which are shown to be contradictory and not contingently so but 

in a systemic manner. This type of critique is negativistic in that it tries “der Welt aus 

den Prinzipien der Welt neue Prinzipien zu entwickeln” (Marx) but contains also an 

affirmative moment. The world which is overcomes needs to be aufgehoben and thus 

keeps a ‘partial right’ (Hegel). Every life-form, if all goes well, will be the 

determinate negation of a previous life-form, i.e. the negation of that life-form in 

particular and no other. It recognizes the partial right of the earlier life-form, its 

historical achievements, by meeting and surpassing its established historical 

Problemniveau in resolving its problems, even if that generates, as it always will, new 

ones. We can see here the valorisation of future states of X (life-forms, in her case) 

and the idea of a necessarily agonistic relation between Old and New, the necessary 
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co-presence of “Destruktion und Konstruktion” (Jaeggi, 418), when the latter is born 

out of the contradictions of the former, which it overcomes and thereby replaces. 

Jaeggi quotes Hegel: “die Entwicklung, die in der Natur ein ruhiges Hervorgehen ist, 

ist im Geist ein harter und unendlicher Kampf gegen sich selbst” (371).  

 At the same time, history is no automatic process for her. The construction of 

new life-forms is not world of the World Spirit nor of anonymous economic forces 

but of human beings and particularly of critical theorists. To them falls the task of 

discovering and constructing the internal contradictions inherent to life-forms. As in 

Heidegger, Jaeggi sees here a simultaneity of receptivity and creativity. Descriptions 

and prescription coincide in good Hegelian manner since the analyses of the 

immanent critic are analyses of how their objects, the life-forms, perform, necessarily, 

an auto-critique, a self-overcoming by way of the contradictions inherent to them. In 

this sense they critiques are objective and descriptive. In another sense they are 

subjective and normative because it does take the work of the theorist to articulate 

them and it does take their articulation to actualize them in social conflicts. Like the 

poets, Jaeggi’s theorists both respond to a world that is given and look ahead to a 

future world which is not yet and which their imagination helps to bring about. 

 Their position is initially conditioned through the historical circumstances in 

which they find themselves (this is the moment I called tradition earlier). Yet in 

constructing their immanent critiques and historical-dialectical narratives these critics 

also become conscious of their position and—an idealist element in Jaeggi’s project—

consciousness of our being can change that being: part of what it means to be free is 

to know that one is free (i.e. to know, for example, that certain structures are socially, 

historically contingent and not naturally given for all eternity, 431-9). Of course, for a 

good materialist this can only be part of what freedom means. Consciousness of 

contingency is merely start of organized struggle. When this struggle happens and the 

transformation initiated by it happens is by no means guaranteed (317). Life-forms 

can remain in stasis, contradictions can remain latent, sometimes for a long time. In 

this unpredictability of the initiation of change we can see the structural moment of 

inspiration. Conscious decisions to jump-start change alone do not suffice. The 

deliberative and conscious part of historical agents needs to find propitious 

circumstances outside their control. Finally, the last word on whether the analysis was 

right, the critique successful, the transformation rational and emancipatory, belongs to 

the future. Dialectical narratives, for Jaeggi, are always retrospective narratives. If all 
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goes well, the next generation will tell the story of how our life-form was a way-

station on the path of progress to where they are then. It had its ‘partial right,’ 

historical achievements, its death, eventually, by its own contradictions, yielding to 

something better, and so on. Weltgeschichte ist Weltgericht. This dependence on the 

judgment of future generations was what I earlier called reception. 

 

VI 

 

 A number of otherwise very heterogeneous thinkers thus share a few basic 

premises that jointly make up a conception of human agency, modelled on Romantic 

conceptions of poetic creation, which they apply to a range of human activities. The 

representatives of this poetic paradigm include liberals, socialists, and reactionaries; 

transcendental idealists, pragmatists, and dialectical materialists. The paradigm also 

knows a lot of internal variety regarding the emphasis placed on the various moments 

of incomplete dependency and the scope of human activities across which it is 

thought to range. Though immensely powerful and widespread, I think the paradigm 

has its limits too and I shall gesture towards them in this concluding section.  

 Consider a fairly catastrophic cases of historical change. Not the end of the 

world—when a sufficient number of nuclear bombs has been launched this will 

briefly be a theological problem and soon after there will not be any problems 

anymore for anyone—but rather the end of a world, i.e. the collapse of a society or 

culture that one can, nevertheless, in some form, survive. Some thinkers of the poetic 

paradigm are optimists. They have confidence that the agonistic struggle of the New 

with the Old will always somehow remain in bounds. Every crisis is a transitional 

moment that prepares the birth of something new and better. A crisis on which no 

new birth follows is either not something they seriously consider, or they limit the 

poetic paradigm to some areas of human activity and keep a faith in an unchanging 

metaphysical ground on which to make our stance, or they acknowledge the 

possibility and meet it with a shrug of shoulders. Rorty falls into that last category. He 

admits that, for example, liberal modernity might vanish into an endless totalitarian 

night (1989, 176). We can try to avoid it but if the event should arrive we could only 

hope, like Heidegger, for a miracle in the form of a messianic poet or equivalent who 

overturns the Party’s rule and creates something new.   
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 Some thinkers of the poetic paradigm are apocalypticists. They dislike the 

world they are in and would be glad to see it go. Sometimes they hope that something 

new and better would emerge if the previous destruction be total. The poet, on this 

account, becomes a weapon to blast cleansing fires. Those who hope for them are 

willing to risk that the negation of the world will be neither abstract nor determinate 

but sterilizing. They court extinction. If there is hope here for something better in the 

background, it might be better called theological than metaphysical. The optimists 

think this world is good and the next will be even better; the apocalypticists think this 

world is so bad that the next can hardly be worse.  

 Can we think what the poetic paradigm seems to rule out? If we acknowledge 

that our world can come to an end that will not necessarily be a way-station on the 

path of progress—what’s good in our world will not necessarily be dialectically 

aufgehoben—but in a way that does risk a sterile negation, a final extinction, can we, 

nonetheless, not let thinking stop there? Can we do more than wait for a miracle if we 

pass a point of no return? Can we think rather a form of action that allows us to work 

right there and then towards preserving what is worth preserving from the old world, 

across the gap that separates it from the new, such that the story of that change will be 

neither of Whiggish triumphalism nor tragic decline? And can we do so without an 

appeal to metaphysical substrata underlying all change? 
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