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Ameriks; Interpretation after Kant

The following discussion is not about one particular theory of interpretation after Kant but rather about the general hypothesis that an emphasis on the practice of interpretation may well be the most striking philosophical characteristic of this era as a whole. What complicates matters is the fact that Kant's own writing, and its dominant interest in autonomy, has a deeply ambiguous relation to this emphasis. 

Kant

Kant's work can be regarded as, on the one hand, a catalyst for what I have elsewhere called the Subjective Turn, the Aesthetic Turn, and the Historical Turn--three distinct but closely related hermeneutical tendencies that spread throughout post-Kantian writing during the late 1780s and beyond.
 On the other hand, although all these turns have come to characterize an increasingly widespread and fundamentally interpretative style of philosophical writing now practiced even in strongholds of analytic philosophy, there is a clear sense in which Kant's system itself stops short of any of these three turns. 

It is true that the doctrines of theoretical and practical autonomy in Kant's first two Critiques place a new emphasis on the notion of subjectivity, while his third Critique secures the autonomy of aesthetics, and his Critical essays stress the enlightened preconditions for the step-by-step historical realization of our complete autonomy. Nonetheless, the Critical system itself is primarily oriented toward constructing a pure philosophical specification of the fundamentally objective, non-aesthetic, and ahistorical principles underlying Newtonian physics and Rousseauian virtue. Hence for Kant's own system, despite the considerable new attention that he surely helped to bring to these topics, any concerns with subjectivity as such, aesthetics as such, or history as such must ultimately play a secondary role. 

This point is reflected in Kant's view of philosophical writing, which is dominated by an insistence on attaining on a genuinely "scientific" form. Because of this very influential and traditional aspect of Kant's own style, the first post-Kantians went out of their way to claim that they had found an even more rigorous Elementarlehre, Wissenschaftslehre, or Enzyclopädie der philosophischen Wisssenschaften for fulfilling the "spirit" if not the "letter" of the Critiques. 

For most readers, however, these post-Kantian pretensions to indisputable rigor quickly seemed even less convincing than Kant's own.
 The most distinctive legacy of the first post-Kantians turned out to be not their self-proclaimed obsession with scientific apodicticity, but instead the consequences of the fact that they were so perplexed by the special interpretative difficulties in making sense of the Critical system that they could not avoid also turning toward the hermeneutical task of explaining in detail why (from their perspective) the Critical project was deeply misunderstood by its first readers and even Kant himself.
 As a result, Reinhold and Hegel especially—as well as Schlegel, Schelling, Fichte, Schleiermacher, Heine, Feuerbach, Marx, Nietzsche and others--all turned to presenting their own positions (at times) in the form of a simultaneously historical and philosophical grand narrative, one in large part about a nested series of deep Critical misunderstandings.

Post-Kant

It is arguably this general methodological feature of their work that has made it most appealing in the long run, for philosophy thereby took on the appearance of a concrete hermeneutical improvement on specific earlier alternatives, rather than being once more just an abstract and highly artificial pseudo-science. The lively "conversation" or "discussion"
 that they generated--through a wide variety of forms of expression, such as aphorisms, "dialectic," and "genealogy"--has now taken on new life in the work of philosophers such as Henrich and Frank, MacIntyre and Taylor, and Brandom and Pippin, among many others.

Like the original exemplary post-Kantians, these contemporary writers very effectively exhibit a respect for combining systematic thought and historical sensitivity while avoiding the tempting extremes of scientism and historicism. This general feature of the style of their work shows that there can be a productive form of philosophical writing that focuses on subjective and aesthetic features of human experience without thereby falling into the relativistic extremes of subjectivism in general or aestheticism in particular. 

All these turns taken together amount to what I would now venture to call the long nineteenth-century's Interpretive Turn, that is, the turn whereby a highly influential "visionary company"
 of philosophers began to organize their writing primarily in terms of the hermeneutical enterprise of understanding and improving upon their modern predecessors in a detailed sequential manner--and yet with a motivation that was never one of "mere scholarship" but rather a matter of finding a way to express, in a distinctive personal style, a global grasp of the course and significance of philosophy right up through its latest developments.

Back to Kant?

As soon as one accepts the fact of an original post-Kantian Interpretive Turn, this inevitably leads to the question of how we ourselves are now to interpret its source and significance. One way of responding to this question would be to argue that, despite the disclaimers made earlier, this turn simply extends elements within Kant's own philosophy that stress the issue of interpretation. 

 As Rudolf Makkreel has shown in his Imagination and Interpretation in Kant, interpretation is a central factor throughout Kant's discussion of reflective judgement.
 Makkreel properly reminds us of the significance of this form of judgement for understanding in general, and also of the numerous Critical works in which Kant discusses the nature of "authentic" interpretation in specific fields such as history, morality, and religion. In addition, as Gerold Prauss has argued, there is a primitive notion of interpretation, or Deutung, that can be said to be central even in Kant's innovative discussion of determinative perceptual judgement.
 The fundamental Kantian notions of spontaneity and intentionality can be read as undergirding an epistemological attack on what Sellarsians call the "myth of the given," and as implying that we should regard even elementary "judgements of experience" as basic normative interpretations of sense, rather than as brute psychological or physical facts.

Without in any way denying the significance of such points, however, there remain reasons for focusing especially on the issue of interpretation after Kant. The first post-Kantians not only had, like Kant, their own very valuable accounts of interpretation, both in general and within specific fields of experience (e.g., religion, art, politics), but they also had--unlike Kant himself--the additional project of organizing their own philosophy around the special difficulty of interpreting the complex phenomenon of Kant's work and its reception, a reception that seemed to be marked by one misinterpretation after the other. 

Misinterpretation

The significance of the phenomenon of a productive complex of Critical misunderstandings leaps to the eye from just a glance at the first and most sympathetic interpreter among the major post-Kantians, namely, Karl Leonhard Reinhold. There is hardly any term that appears more often in the titles of Reinhold's works than the word "misunderstanding"--and the task of identifying and trying to overcome misunderstandings only became all the more intense after Reinhold.

Numerous later scholars have followed in the footsteps of Reinhold's style here by chiding Reinhold himself, and then also Jacobi, Fichte, Hegel, and their successors, for perpetuating various misreadings of the Critical philosophy. But a remarkable fact here is that all these apparent misreadings have not done much to injure the growing legacy of these writers. On the contrary, they are once again being read very widely, and their competing versions of Idealism have multiplied fruitfully, just like the innumerable Protestant sects that arose after the original Reformation and that Reinhold vainly tried to bring back into a united front. Even after the most critical retrospective, there evidently remains something very valuable in the post-Kantian's writing, that is, in how they were doing philosophy, namely in an explicitly historical and interpretive style, for this has survived as an influential model, irrespective of however many objections can be made to their specific interpretations. This has all led, of course, not to the establishment of one dominant form of Idealism but to a profusion of (so-called) Idealisms, a diversity that deserves to be made sense of now, rather than lamented. 

Bloom's Way

These observations lead to an obvious comparative project for anyone even moderately acquainted with the long-standing debates in modern literature departments about interpretation in general. Especially relevant here is Harold Bloom's famous proposal, in his pivotal 1973 volume, The Anxiety of Influence, that strong late modern poets are strong precisely because of the way in which they especially have the need and the power to creatively "misread" their strong predecessors.
 Bloom's interpretive proposal regarding poetry quickly became a general cultural influence, one that spread into philosophy especially through its impact on Richard Rorty's influential reading of modern philosophy in general and post-Kantian "idealism" in particular.

I have been drawn back to Bloom in particular because of the uncanny way in which the specific kinds of misreadings that he charts for poetry in the late modern era also happen to resemble many of the patterns of response to towering philosophical predecessors that have seemed evident to me on independent grounds when investigating the development of the major post-Kantians. Following hints from Bloom, a natural step here would be to show in concreto how the misreadings by the "ephebes"--as he calls the new writers following a towering predecessor--can be seen to have been anxiously stimulated, in just the ways that he might have predicted, by specific features of Kant's work. For now, even in the absence of a detailed argument of this kind, it can be argued that reflection on Bloom's basic notion of patterns of misreading can be related to Kant's writing in a way that helps to elucidate some perplexing features of the general phenomenon of the Interpretive Turn in philosophy.

Before launching into this kind of a positive project, however, it is necessary first to counter common pre-emptive dismissals of its very idea. There is, for example, the typical "analytical" temptation to bracket the Bloom phenomenon and to presume that what it concerns is not genuine philosophy but at most the shady area of literary criticism--and a very controversial and supposedly out of date version of this area to boot. Such a dismissal, however, presupposes some firm grasp of what, if anything, distinguishes philosophical writing in principle from literary writing, and the philosophical interpretation of the history of modern philosophy from either "philosophy proper" or the "mere" practice of modern literary criticism.

This dismissive response might be sustainable if it could be assumed that philosophical writing is not like literature because it possesses the rigorous authority of something like the experimental or theoretical procedures of modern science. But there are notorious problems with this assumption, problems revealed in wave after wave of failed positivist programs.
 Moreover, given the literary style adopted, in the meantime, by several exemplary contemporary philosophers--for example, Stanley Cavell, and, at times, Bernard Williams--it should also be clear that such a quick dismissive response hardly does justice to the other side of this issue, namely, philosophy's fruitful similarity rather than complete dissimilarity to literature. The true lines of demarcation here remain harder to establish than ever, and an engagement with figures such as Bloom and Rorty therefore still seems as appropriate a move as any for philosophers concerned with this general issue.

But if it is conceded that serious philosophical writing can no longer present itself as what we call science, and that it is also not poetry or "mere" creative writing in general, how then can we characterize it? For the philosophers I am concerned with--the original post-Kantians and all their successors who follow the Interpretative Turn--the answer is that philosophy is still to be understood as largely (to borrow Schlegel's phrase) a "universal progressive"
 form of writing, one that is hermeneutical in an explicitly argumentative manner. In being explicitly argumentative, it is at least something unlike how we ordinarily regard poetry, and yet (however much some of these philosophers may have still called their writing "science") it also does not consist in the specific theoretical methods that distinguish modern natural science or even the empirical practices of the historical sciences.

Philosophy in this key--for example, Hegel on German Idealism up through Reinhold and his epigones, or Kierkegaard on it through late Schelling, or Marx on it through Feuerbach, or Nietzsche on it through Schopenhauer, or Rorty and Pippin and Brandom on it through Hegel and Heidegger and Sellars--surely means to be doing something other than "mere" poetry or history or appreciative criticism. These writers constantly labor over assessing philosophical arguments when they aim to reconstruct the special earlier "vocabulary" of the "mighty dead"
 within their tradition. They carry out their reconstructions not for mere historical purposes but because they believe that thereby they finally can liberate the relevant living kernel, or lesson, in the old shell of the earlier systems--and that, for at least many philosophical issues, this kind of retrospective approach can now be what best allows the discipline to move forward.

Rorty

It is at this point that my own argument diverges in crucial ways from the provocative account offered by Richard Rorty in his "canonical text," "Nineteenth-Century Idealism and Twentieth-Century Textualism," and in related later essays such as "Philosophy as a Transitional Genre."
 Rorty appreciates the special value of the nineteenth-century tradition and its successors, but he tends to look back on history through spectacles that still appear too colored by the positivist presumptions of his own era. Like Comte, he understands our history in terms of three stages, such that the movement from the first to the second and then to the third is roughly just the movement from personalistic religion to traditional abstract philosophy (the philosophy of "essences" and "rights") and then to a liberated scientific and post-traditional-philosophy final phase.

Rorty's innovation is to say that this third phase (which he also sees as in many ways having begun in the 1790s) can best be characterized as primarily an era of "literary culture." Such a culture accepts the achievements of modern science as settling questions of what there is, and it thus (just as on Comte's view) leaves nothing objectively substantive for philosophy to decide--but it also allows that there is something subjective that science by itself can never provide, namely, a helpful response to the ineliminable human need for exercises of the imagination. This need can be addressed only by artists, that is, poets, novelists, and other creators, for example, deconstructionists such as Derrida (in their better moments) and, presumably, even liberated analytically trained philosophers like Rorty himself.
 Such writers may have a philosophical background but the key point is that they accept that all they are doing is introducing imaginative "new" ways that human beings can see themselves, without falling back into the traditional pretense to be moving toward truth in any deep and final "redemptive" sense.

Rorty reads nineteenth-century Idealism--understood broadly as a kind of coherentist and pragmatist appreciation of the limits of bare natural science--as a key transitional moment in this development, leading toward what he calls the fully emancipated literary culture of "textualism." Like traditional philosophy in general, Idealism turns out to be merely transitional and inferior to what Rorty calls "textualism" in so far as it fails to take a complete literary turn and still makes the mistake of holding to the traditional presumption of being able to lead, through argument, toward a system with final truths on which, in principle, all human beings can be expected to converge. 

This Rortian picture of philosophy can hardly be faulted for not appreciating the importance of post-Kantian topics such as interpretation, subjectivity, aesthetics, and history. The picture still appears too positivist, however, in so far as it presumes that if philosophy by itself can no longer be a science, then--apart from its incidental role in codifying the sciences--it can be nothing more than an imaginative exercise in creative writing, that is, writing construed merely subjectively.

Rorty is, to be sure, an ardent admirer of creative writing, but, unlike Bloom, he does not go so far as to regard it as capable of eternal objective "wisdom" rather than mere "intelligence" for the moment. Instead, like a typical postmodernist, he appears to be interested in the "conversation" of the past merely as an incidental means for getting new conversations going now. At times he even reads modern science in this way as well, as if it too, like literature and philosophy, is basically just an instrumental language game
 and does not--as many theorists, including Kuhn, would still contend--give us lasting access to real essences and a mode of progress that is fundamentally unlike that found in other pursuits. In his historical account of science as well, Rorty makes a questionable move when he, like Comte, delays the genuine impact of modern science to the "post-philosophical" nineteenth century, and he claims that "modern philosophers prior to Kant were not doing something clearly distinguishable from science."
  

To say this, I believe, is to skip over the fact that modern philosophy is present already with Descartes' clear delimitation of it, as "first philosophy," in contrast to the exact sciences as such, and his simultaneous recognition that, even though distinct, it is not separable from such science, for all future philosophy will have to take into account the new phenomenon of a well-established mathematical physics. Given this long-standing Cartesian context, Kant hardly invented modern philosophy's special interest in science, nor were his predecessors blind to the difference between "first philosophy's" work and that of the specific exact sciences. What Kant and the other global modern thinkers proposed is simply that, even in the aftermath of Galileo and Newton, there can be one general discipline, namely philosophy, that can try to explain the general relation between the distinctive new practices of modern science and the remaining fundamental practices of human beings--especially ethics, politics, religion, and aesthetics, as well as theory building in general.

Despite the broadly systematic character of this kind of general philosophical discipline (and its admittedly inflated rhetoric at times), there is no reason that it has to be understood in terms of the strict foundationalist and psychologistic model that Rorty and others project back on to it, perhaps simply because of the familiarity of positivism and its common models of modern philosophy as thoroughly "Cartesian" in a subjectivist sense. Appreciating this point can lead to a more complex three-step history than the Comte-Rorty sequence of, first, religious illusion, then philosophical abstraction, and finally a culminating stage with divided practices of scientific problem-solving and incidental acts of imagination. Instead, one can argue that, first, there is philosophy before modern science, then modern philosophy proper, which defines itself in relation to the birth of the new physics, up through Kant (and tries mainly to "found" modern science by offering first principles of its own, such as substance(s), monads, impressions, forms of intuition), and thirdly, a post-Kantian phase, in which philosophy never fully separates itself from concern with modern science but (after a passing obsession with still trying a strictly "Cartesian" system, as in Reinhold's Elementarlehre) strongly distances itself from a constant preoccupation with exact science, and turns more and more to interpreting, in its own argumentative way, the historical, subjective, and aesthetic dimensions of human life that no other disciplines treat in their full generality. 

What Makes Us Special 

Leaving aside complications concerning science, there remains the problem that Rorty's approach threatens to obscure the distinctive and enduring capacities of literature and philosophy as best understood by the post-Kantians. In the case of literature, and art more generally, these capacities include an ability to give memorable expression to a way of seeing things that can remain valid throughout history--even though it need not involve either scientific evidence or philosophical argument, and thus lacks the overriding concern with progress that distinguishes both science and philosophy. 

Here Rorty's approach, with its overly modernist emphasis entirely on the different and new, threatens to fall back into mere subjectivism, aestheticism, and historicism. To this extent, it also underplays the deep hermeneutical value of nineteenth-century philosophical expositions, the fact that these post-Kantian writings were not meant to be merely new and interesting stories but were worked out as serious efforts to get things "right" by placing earlier philosophical ideas in a detailed and convincing narrative relevant to future philosophical progress.
 Rorty is certainly correct to worry that many of these narratives involved excessive methodological optimism, and their authors at times unfortunately suggested access to something like a new super-science, with demonstrable features of necessity and completeness, and special forms of logic, whether "transcendental," "dialectical," or psychological. Rorty is mistaken, however, insofar as he tends to infer, from the indisputable fact that the chaos of post-Kantian philosophies finally convinced most readers that (unlike in science) a consensus about substantive positions is no longer to be expected soon in philosophy, to the disputable conclusion that philosophy cannot continue to thrive as a distinctive and simultaneously interpretive and argumentative discipline, one that can still exhibit some progress and be truth-oriented even if at any one time there remain several sharply conflicting and unresolved positions.
 

This questionable inference seems not to bother Rorty at all because he sees philosophy now as, at best, merely a form of literature, and he sees literature--which at times he identifies with what he calls "romanticism"--as determined just by a commitment to invent new vocabularies and thereby "forego agreement" and hence "forego argument."
  But if philosophy is understood in this way, as simply another form of literature in this sense, then it does look like a very odd enterprise indeed, one that has severely misunderstood itself above all. For, even if one is not entirely convinced by, or inclined to expect quick agreement on, past philosophical arguments (e.g., that the notion of a "thing in itself" is nonsense), it is hard to understand what philosophy texts as such are if they are not primarily arguments of some sort, arguments that aim to advance our understanding in ways that cannot be done simply by the other disciplines that we already have.

What Rorty has passed over appreciating here, I believe, is the distinctive Early Romantic modification of the original Idealist program, for these Romantic writers already took away from Idealism the key features that Rorty finds objectionable: pseudoscientific pretensions, reliance on allegedly apodictic proofs, presumptions that closure and agreement is always likely or needed, and claims to control an esoteric method ("dialectical logic"). Moreover, although Romanticism has been repeatedly mocked by those who falsely identify it with mere subjectivism, aestheticism, and historicism, the fact is that none of these extreme positions was intrinsic to the practice of the Early Romantics or many other post-Kantians. Even when dismissing foundationalism, they were not committed to jettisoning the thought that philosophical claims can have a deep objective truth and aesthetic value that goes beyond one's own historical situation.
 On the contrary, from Schlegel through Nietzsche and after, they were all concerned, in their better moments, with hermeneutically unearthing the history of cultures precisely in order to generate an alliance of "progressive" poetry and philosophy, one that would appreciate crucial distinctions between ancient and early modern thought, and then use the lessons of the past to bring about not just a new but a better philosophy of the future.

Back to Bloom

From this perspective, a main problem with Rorty's view of post-Kantian interpretation is that, despite his realization that there is something very valuable in Idealism and its aftermath, he fails to find in it anything that can save a distinctive permanent value for philosophy as such. This is because he fails to attend to the actual multiplicity of models of post-Kantian philosophy, and thereby limits philosophy as such to straw man attitudes such as naïve versions of intuitionism and foundationalism. In this way he overlooks the fact that, however wrong in detail they may have looked later on (just as many indispensable scientists and historians can seem quite wrong centuries later, making "honest mistakes"
), philosophers in the Interpretive Turn have been distinctive in crafting a well thought-out global narrative in which their own new contribution can be appreciated as an argumentative improvement on specific steps in our actual common past. They (like Rorty himself, presumably) were not just trying to write something new and imaginative.

We can all recognize, for example, that Rosenberg and Hitler also gave us extraordinarily new, imaginative, and influential readings of Nietzsche and other earlier writers in the German philosophical tradition.
 The problem with those readings is not simply that, as luck would have it (to use a term that Rorty himself stresses), we "victors" do not like the ethical content of those readings and do not enjoy the elaborate imaginative visions that accompanied them.
 The main problem, in our context, is that, as scholars, we can see that, from the very start, their work was shoddy thinking, historically and philosophically, even if it was, alas, immensely effective creative writing. It was clearly not even a failed philosophical interpretation of the past, one that was trying to "get it right;" instead, it was, to put it kindly, a sophistic pseudo-argument, written (like many apocalyptic best-sellers in our own culture) from transparently ulterior motives with fundamentally non-philosophical biases.

Another way to explain why, for strictly hermeneutical reasons, some highly imaginative writers can be highly inappropriate models, is to think through the preconditions of Bloom's fundamental notion of how interpretation at its best can--and does--involve what he provocatively calls a kind of "misreading." It is crucial here to keep in mind that this notion does not refer to just any kind of "incorrect" reading of a predecessor, however imaginative or stupid. It is rather a notion that is effectively introduced in a context where, as Bloom illustrates with numerous pairings, such as Milton and Wordsworth or Shelley, the later reader is an "ephebe," that is, a highly insightful interpreter and a potential "strong poet" in his own right who is vigorously contending with a strong predecessor. 

What Bloom has brought to our attention is the fact that strong writers tend to appear not in a vacuum but in a rich historical interpretative context, a context that tends to become all the more obvious and oppressive as the burden arises of being an explicitly modern writer, a "late-born" genius in an already well-developed tradition. A large part of the form of what makes writers "strong" in this tradition turns out to be the fact (made especially clear after hints by knowledgeable readers such as Bloom) that so much of their work is a sensitive Auseinandersetzung with their great predecessors. Precisely because they are such major talents, they, better than anyone else, can appreciate all that they and their language owe to earlier geniuses, and they therefore must always work under the special burden of needing nonetheless to make a contribution that, by their own high standards, can appear as genuinely original as well as substantive.

From Bloom's Poets to Kant's Genius and Philosophy

For this reason, it should be the clear that the relevant complexities of "misreading" are present only when it can be assumed that there is a significant amount of insightful reading that has already been accomplished by the ephebe--and this is the hermeneutical condition that, in philosophy, Rosenberg and other hacks immediately fail. In the case of poets--broadly speaking, for as I have generally been using the term, it can also be applied to artists generally, such as composers, painters or architects--the need for introducing a "misreading" appears to be tied to a feature peculiar to modern artistry as such, namely, the desire to display, in a concrete performance, that one has, above all, a strikingly original style that presents a new "voice" of one's own against the backdrop of a "knowing" grasp of a long tradition of earlier talents.

For writers like this, one cannot help but consider the idea that their artistry manifests the features that Kant already focused on, very influentially, in his discussion of genius:

On this showing the product of genius (in respect of so much in this product as is attributable to genius and not to possible learning or academic instruction) is an example, not for imitation (for that would mean the loss of the element of genius, and just the very soul of the work) but to be followed by another genius--one whom it arouses to a sense of his own originality in putting freedom from the constraint of rules so into force in his art, that for art itself a new rule is won--which is what shows a talent to be exemplary.
 

Here, too, a genius does not operate in a vacuum, but works as "exemplary" for future geniuses, just as past geniuses have been present as exemplary for him or her. Kant's notion of the genius's "originality" and liberation from rules is of course not explicitly set out in terms of the "six revisionary ratios" of misreading that Bloom identifies,
 but his notion does appear recognizably compatible with them, as does the practice of our strong poets. The strong writer of our modern tradition, precisely as a genius, does seem, to use Bloom's terms: 

(1) to "swerve" from a predecessor, and

(2) claim to "complete" him, yet 

(3) in a way that "empties out" each of them 

(4) by means of even greater, underlying "demonic" power, in the face of which 

(5) he may also ascetically "truncate" his own powers, and yet 

(6) in the end even make it look to us as if the work of the predecessor was in a way preformed by its successor. 

(On this last point, as a philosophical parallel, think of Heidegger and Nietzsche; or of reading Descartes, as so many did in the twentieth century, as if Moore were constantly looking over his shoulder--this is obviously anachronistic, but the impression is now still hard to think away.) 

For purposes of the main argument here, it does not matter much whether it is agreed that the details of Bloom's approach prove in the long run to be most fruitful for understanding literature in general, or even post-Kantian poets in particular. My primary concern is with how an approach that is at least something like this may shed light on the similar (but also dissimilar) relation between philosophers in this era that are tied together by the Interpretative Turn. Unfortunately, any use of these ideas in a way that would apply Kant's concept of genius to non-artistic contexts has, at first, to overcome a series of complications. As many have noted, Kant himself seems very reluctant to use the concept in other contexts, for he says:

The talent for science is formed for the ever advancing greater perfection of knowledge … and in this [the great men of science] enjoy considerable superiority over those who merit the honor of being called geniuses, since art reaches a point where it stands still and cannot advance.
 

What Kant says about the lack of genius in science would appear to hold in his view for philosophy as well, because he clearly takes it to be a cognitive enterprise with a progressive future, as is evident, for example, simply from the title of his Prolegomena for any Future Metaphysics that Would Come Forth as a Science. 

All the same, we do in fact commonly speak of scientific geniuses, and it seems odd not to allow that there have been philosophical ones too, including Kant himself. Still, one can see what Kant is trying to say. He is not intending to diminish great scientists by hesitating to call them geniuses, nor does he mean to detract from art and its lasting value by saying that it may reach a point beyond which it cannot "advance." What he is doing is reflecting on the different methodologies of various enterprises. He believes that, unlike the composing or reproducing of a great painting or song, which requires special sensory dexterity that only a few human beings are born with, the great accomplishments of straightforwardly cognitive enterprises, such as science and philosophy, can be captured in a sequence of experimental or argumentative steps that in principle any normal person supposedly can recapitulate.

This point can be accepted even if one also admits the Whewellian notion (which in fact happened to be inspired by Kant) that something like the notion of genius is sometimes relevant to the progress of science, given the significance of moments of insight needed for discovering new "Ideas," which go beyond ordinary sensory givens and past theories and are central to introducing revolutionary paradigms. In other words, one can appropriate Kant's general notion of the importance of genius, without believing that scientists cannot be geniuses simply for the reason that their discipline regularly involves progress, progress that even non-geniuses can reproduce, and also without believing that artists are geniuses simply for the reason that their work regularly involves achievements that others in fact cannot reproduce. 

The main positive value of Kant's discussion is that it draws attention to significant creative relationships between "exemplars" and what we can now call "ephebes"--and this leaves it open to us to explore such relationships beyond art in spheres such as philosophy as well as science.
 That Kant himself did not make this move may be due to the fact that he did not reflect in detail on matters such as the history of art, and, like many other thinkers of that time, he was caught up in the pre-romantic presumption that, unlike the science of the ancient world, there is something absolutely "unsurpassable" about its art.

Whatever the limitations in Kant's own sparse discussion of specific aspects of art as it has actually developed in our history, there remains the issue of whether one could extend his influential remarks on genius in a way that would help with more general philosophical puzzles that remain for understanding interpretation after Kant. The remarks that have been quoted from Kant's account of artistic genius are especially relevant here because they reveal that Kant takes note of the fact that artists have a complex and productive interpretive relationship with each other over time--an idea that would also seem to fit Bloom's general notion of strong poets linked historically. Furthermore, given what has been called the Interpretive Turn, it would seem that their counterparts in philosophy, figures that one might call "strong philosophers" or even philosophical geniuses, have such a historical relationship as well, so what still needs to be explained is how relations within these two different kinds of writing groups can develop in genial ways that are parallel as well as non-parallel to each other. Here it is helpful to keep in mind the suggestion of a close relation in general between the notions of genius and misreading.

It should be understandable why geniuses in art, especially in modernity, would tend to be not only prodigious readers but also enthusiastic misreaders. Precisely because originality there seems to be so important in the late modern era, an obsession with simply getting strong predecessors "right," by merely imitating the "rules" that their original works exhibited, can obviously be stifling for the ephebe's own effort to make a mark as an artist. One can, of course, ask why great artists now feel that they need to "make a mark." Why can they not fall back comfortably into the anonymity of many medieval architects or musicians, why does their subjectivity matter so much to them?  A standard (Wordsworthian) answer, which will not be questioned here, is that the typical task of the modern artist is to attempt to generate, or at least intimate, a kind of quasi-immortality so as to compensate for the lack of firm conviction in literal immortality that in earlier eras may have seemed guaranteed on metaphysical or religious grounds.
  In philosophy, however, the motives for trying to be something like a genius, and the general procedures of one's work, including those that can lead to becoming a productive misreader, do not seem likely to be rooted in the same kind of special concerns with immortality or fame that understandably have played a central role in modern artistic circles.

Unlike art, most modern philosophy, like science, is still tied to explicit argument and the notion of progress, and therefore it might seem that philosophical writings could be just impersonal textbooks, each edition becoming more accurate in an unacknowledged way, like the latest version of a phone book or technical manual. Nonetheless, strong modern philosophers, especially in the post-Kantian era, do not seem to be mere nameless craftsmen, each going their own incidental way, or just patching up an argument here and there, like near anonymous scholastics or musicians, or the everyday practitioners of "normal science." There is something about each post-Kantian philosophy that always bears what appears to be an essentially personal stamp, and to that extent strong post-Kantians might in fact be best understood as Bloomian philosophical geniuses--belated figures with a special talent for creating an original place for themselves in an already long tradition by "swerving" into a significant misreading of their own, so that, as Kant says "a new rule is won."

A Paradox of Genius 

One obvious way to try to make a case for this claim would be to go through several of these philosophers in turn--for example, Reinhold, Fichte, and Hegel--and to argue in detail that at the heart of their work there lies a series of very productive and closely linked misreadings of their immediate predecessors. I have in fact presented some interpretations like this in previous work--although without reflecting explicitly on the dynamics of misreading and genius as such
--and so I will conclude here by simply supplementing those arguments by reflecting on a general puzzle about genius raised by Kant's comments.

Timothy Gould puts the puzzle this way: 

if we are in a position to appreciate such a work [of genius] … then to that extent its originality may seem compromised … the very fact that works of genius must, as Kant says, be exemplary, leading the way for others, suggests why the very works of genius must open routes of comprehension that compromise the very element of genius.
 

The problem here seems to be not just that even the work of a genius needs an appreciative audience--for if it is simply too much of an innovation, it will get no comprehension, no "following." The apparent paradox is rather that the very tools that genius uses in reaching its audience would seem, if successful, to cut down its provocative character to the point that the originality of genius, and the inspiration to future geniuses, gets nullified.
  

In the end, Gould briefly suggests that one solution may lie in thinking in some way of modern works as involving an "inheritance" or "vocation," perhaps even a view that "each art must first define itself against the achievements of its own past."
 I agree with this brief hint, but I would take it a step further and employ it in another context by invoking Bloom and saying that a major way in which this post-Kantian or "modern" process has in fact occurred among philosophers is by their each building up a definition of themselves "against" their past by going specifically through a creative process of misreading. This is because to misread in this sense is not to be blind or stupid, but precisely first to understand some part of the "very soul" of what a predecessor has successfully made possible, and also to appreciate it as a success by seeing how in fact it has been an improvement on even earlier practices--a crucial improvement that has become so useful that it risks becoming completely internalized and thus forgotten. The task of the ephebe is then to take a second step that revives the prior disruption, but now in a new way that is not simply in the first position of an understanding and repetition of the prior success (so that its rule is followed effortlessly) but has risen to the second position of an appreciation of that success as genial, and to a desire to honor genius in a manifold way by creating a new sense, one that is original precisely in relation to this predecessor, and that, strictly from that dominant old perspective, can also appear as disruptive and as a misreading. (Think, for example, of how Hegel simultaneously distorts, mocks, perpetuates, and develops Kantian and Fichtean conceptions of autonomy.)

Philosophy as Interpretation/Misreading after Kant

This point can be illustrated in various ways in the context of recent readings of early post-Kantian philosophy. For example, in response to my own interpretations of the period in Kant and the Fate of Autonomy and Kant and the Historical Turn, Fred Neuhouser and Fred Beiser have each recently asked whether my treatment of Reinhold has been consistent since in the first book I criticized Reinhold for serious misreadings, but then in the second book I praised him for his influence.
 In particular, it can seem unclear why we should be especially interested in Reinhold as a first instance of the Historical Turn, if in fact, as on my own earlier interpretation, Reinhold can be presented as a fateful misreader of Kant who drastically oversimplifies the Critique and projects excessively Cartesian concerns onto Critical philosophy.

The answer is that the value of misreadings by strong philosophers can regularly exceed much of their overt content. What one philosopher takes to be the core of his interpretation of a key predecessor, while the rest seems relatively incidental, may be something that others, or even she herself, may come to appreciate, often quite implicitly, as secondary to a related and more valuable point that is present within her own interpretation. Thus, Reinhold's obsession with a Cartesian "first principle," highly influential and misleading though it was, turned out in the long run to be of secondary value in relation to his own broader original concern with taking the Critical project to be part of the trajectory of late modern philosophy's fundamentally historical method. This broader concern also involves a misreading relative to Kant's own relatively ahistorical intentions, but it is one that has proved to be even more fruitful for later Idealists, who have came more and more to share Reinhold's valuable Historical Turn rather than his questionable Cartesian interests, and thus in their own way have revived Kant's legacy by developing a much more complex but even more productive notion of autonomy.

However convincing this point about Reinhold may be, it is just a particular example, and one may still wonder whether there are more general reasons why an obsession with predecessors has taken on such a special place throughout post-Kantian philosophy, especially given that it does not seem to have quite the same motivations of artistic originality and immortality that Bloom has discussed in the area of poetry. My broader historical hypothesis here would be that the turn to a predominately hermeneutical approach in philosophy can be explained, in quasi-Rortian terms, as in part rooted in something like envy for the neighboring successful enterprises of modern natural science and modern romantic art as they assumed a leading role in our culture--or "two cultures"--at the start of the nineteenth-century.

The rise and fall of the intense efforts by philosophers then to keep ahead (or just keep afloat) by trying to make their own discipline into a science could only exacerbate the sense of a need to justify the discipline in some other way, a way that might eventually explain why the scientific project within philosophy was itself both understandable and doomed to failure. In this situation the rise and intensification of the Interpretive Turn is quite understandable, for, in its various hermeneutical shapes, it can provide a more fertile, convincing, and distinctive life form for philosophy than attempts to resuscitate it merely with injections from the foreign bodies of the social sciences (e.g., social Darwinism, economics, linguistics, and structuralism) or infect it with pseudosciences such as psychoanalysis, or bury it by transforming it into a purely literary, expressivist mode. For more than two centuries now, the Interpretive Turn has allowed philosophy to achieve episodes of modest but clear objective progress, and to maintain its traditional structural concern with argument in a general way, even if this has not led to indisputable explanations, let alone laws, in a literal scientific sense.

Developments at the beginning of the nineteenth century, such as the rise of the prestige of science and the concomitant decline of orthodox religion and traditional social authority, also made possible a compensating rise in the prestige of art, and literature in a broad sense, and this development as well has to be understood in relation to the new role of philosophy. As has already been noted, Rorty's hypothesis on this development is that (except for the entrenching of some minimal liberal political attitudes) a purely aesthetic attitude has now won the culture wars, and that philosophy has only a transitional and secondary role left to play within our new literary era. But an alternative and more positive hypothesis is that philosophy, through its Interpretive Turn, has learned well how to resituate itself in partial autonomy with respect to literary culture as well as science. Philosophy has not only been occasionally influenced by art, but it has also learned how on its own to influence aesthetic trends as well as the weight put on the aesthetic attitude in culture in general--and in part it has done this by incorporating aesthetic features, such as a special concern with subjectivity and style, into its own distinctive kind of writing. 

This development has also led to a return of the phenomenon of philosophers who, unlike Frege or Moore, often write with a more popular audience in mind from the start. Insofar as this kind of writing picks up carefully on our common tradition--as, for example, with Rawls, Danto, Frankfurt, Geuss, and Larmore, as well as others that I have already mentioned--it can be regarded not as questionable "slumming" but as a proper appeal to a fact that, in another context, Jane Kneller has recently called the "ubiquity of genius."
 This is another Early Romantic (i.e., Schlegel/Novalis) notion, hinted at in a few places even by Kant (and favored by the American Transcendentalists and Rorty as well), and it reminds us that moments of genius do not have to be limited to extraordinary productions by an elite few but can also be experienced by any of us, in our better imaginative moments, given the right encouragement to read, listen, perform, or compose. It was, after all, precisely for the sake of this broad potential audience, and not merely other technical virtuosos, that philosophers born in the "Age of Enlightenment" took the original Interpretive Turn. 
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