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INTROD U CTION

The recognition that a literary text is embedded in a historical
context that can be defined in cultural, political, and social terms
has been common knowledge for sorne time. This insight, how
ever, has not been fully appreciated in the examination of vari
ous forms of literary criticism-scholarly books and articles,
journalistic essays, book reviews in newspapers, and the like. Yet
studies that deal with literary works in one way or another
should also be recognized as literary texts and should be se en
against their own background. Literary criticism, to borrow a
definition from Ernst Robert Curtius, is that form of litera tu re
which is concerned with literature. The task of this introduction,
seen in these terms, is to define and unfold the literary, cultural,
and political context of the seven essays collected in this volume.
They were written between 1 970 and 1 97 7-years that mark
striking changes in the history of literary criticism in Europe and
the United States. These changes are particularly evident in the
West German situation, to which my essays refer primarily. The
literary system of West Germany (the German Democratic Re
public is excluded from the following considerations, since the
East German situation is for a number of reasons fundamentally
different) was going through a crisis that affected all its aspects :
the production of literature was questioned no less than its dis
tribution and reception. During these years of turmoil there was
no agreement on the task of criticism and especially not on the
method and function of aesthetic evaluation. For a number of
years the crisis was so severe that the system itself appeared
beyond repair. During the first half of the 1 970S it was almost
1 1
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impossible for the critical observer to follow traditional paths of
literary criticism and write just another scholarly book or con
centrate critically on the latest novel or play. It would have been
a problematical pretense to insist on perpetuating the tradition
of the discipline. Academic critics were literally besieged when
students protested against conventional literary studies and oc
cupied the seminar room s and libraries. And journalists who
earn their living by writing reviews for newspapers, contributing
essays to literary magazines, and lecturing on the cultural pro
grams of public broadcasting were confronted with outspokenly
polemical criticismo Their more poli te antagonists asked them to
review their professional commitment and in particular to re
flect on their highly elitist concern with questions of aesthetic
evaluation, while their more radical opponents told them to
keep quiet unless they were willing to address more important
issues. The conventional attitude that kept literary and social
issues separate became suspicious, to say the least. Moreover, the
German literary tradition, the canon of classical authors from
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing to Thomas Mann, carne under criti
cal scrutiny. In the early seventies it became a hazardous task to
defend the cultural heritage of Weimar and jena, which had
been the focus of German studies since the 1 850S.
These unusual circumstances suggested a more radical ap
proach to the discipline of literary criticismo The following essays
are an attempt to come to terms with the crisis of criticismo They
address themselves, from different perspectives, to the crucial
question of what the task of criticism could be in the context of
an advanced capitalistic industrial society. The traditional dis
course on the method and the history of literary criticism has
more or les s ignored this aspect, emphasizing instead aesthetic
or theoretical issues. The history of criticism would thus appear
to be the history of a self-contained discipline with its own sets of
intrinsic problems. This approach presupposes that there are
institutions like the university and the press which can serve as
the basis for the production and distribution of literary criticismo
My approach, although by no mean s indifferent to questions of
aesthetic norms and problems of evaluation, is more concerned
with the institutional side-that is, the social models which guide
and control the activity called literary criticismo
Since these essays focus on the mediation between the literary
1 2
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and the sociocultural spheres, the position of their author must
be taken into consideration. They do not merely de al with the
problems of the sixties and early seventies ; they are themselves
part of those struggles and the controversy. Therefore, writing
now in a significantly different social and political elimate, I have
not tried to revise and update them. I have refrained from this
accustomed academic practice because it reflects a notion of
linear scholarly progress which these essays question in various
ways and forms. Where this idea of progress-the notion that
the results of scholarship are just building blocks for future
scholarship-is dominant, a more challenging sen se of historic
ity, emphasizing the commitment of the author, is repressed. In
contrast to the German situation, there might be the chance that
these essays could suggest new ways of looking at the discourse
of criticism in this country precisely because this discipline has
been problematized in recent years. Although most of the mate
rial dealt with in my essays is taken from the literary and social
history of Germany, and therefore some of the observations and
results cannot be generalized immediately, it is obvious that West
Germany is an advanced industrial society, part of the Western
world, and both politically and culturally elosely related to other
European and American industrial societies. I do not wish to
downgrade national traditions, which certainly play a significant
role in the practice of literary criticism ; yet it has to be noted that
the essential problems are common to a11 advanced industrial
societies, although they are expressed in various forms.
Insofar as these essays refer to an individual national
culture-that is, the literary life of Germany-they make a
number of assumptions that may not be immediately evident to
the American reader. The term "literary criticism" has a de
cidedly different connotation from the German term Literatur
kritik. A discussion of the past and present status of Literaturkritik
is not the same as an analysis of literary theory or critical
methods. In this country "literary criticism" is used to describe
the work of academic writers, but the German term ineludes
both the academic and popular modes. If there is any bias in the
use of the word, it is toward the kind of literary criticism one
refers to as book reviewing.
Since the late nineteenth century, German usage has distin
guished between Literaturwissenschaft as the form of literary criti1 3
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cism situated in the academy, and Tageskritik or Buchkritik, which
is closely connected with a mass medium like the press.
Literaturwissenschaft, especially in this period, devoted its efforts
to the literature of the past, while the task of Literaturkritik in the
narrow sense of the word has been to describe and evaluate the
literature of its own time. Yet there is more involved than the
distinction between two fields of research. The academic critic
and the journalist are molded by divergent literary institutions:
the university and the press. Academic critics are expected to
perform according to the rigorous rules of scholarship ; jour
nalists, on the other hand, address themselves to a general audi
ence that is unfamiliar with the technical terms of literary
analysis and usually uninterested in the professional disputes
and disagreements that are an important aspect of academic
criticismo The distinction, in other words, is clearly reflected in
both the critics' role models and their modes of discourse.
This division between the academy and the press is not un
known in the United States and has at least to sorne extent
shaped the mode of American literary criticismo Yet this impact
has been less forceful, since the literary critic as a journalist is a
model that has been less successful here than in Europe. The
academic critic has assumed many of the functions that are exer
cised by the free-lance critic, the publicist, in France or Ger
many. Reviewers for the New York Review of Books are usually
university professors at more or les s distinguished institutions.
They may appreciate receiving an honorarium for their con
tributions, but this is rarely an essential part of their income. In
Germany, on the other hand, free-lance criticism has been and
stiU is an established profession and is clearly distinguished from
that of the university professor. The division is so obvious that it
is considered self-evident. It hardly occurs to the general public
that this distinction is not natural but the result of a notable shift
that occurred in German literary criticism during the latter half
of the nineteenth century. Before 1850 public and academic
criticism were cut from the same patterns. The major literary
histories that were written between 1830 and 1865 , the works of
Georg G. Gervinus, Julian Schmidt, and Hermann Hettner,
were not intended primarily for the students of the university or
secondary school. Their audience was drawn from the educated
general reading publico Literary history was not a specialized
14
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professional field ; rather, the historians embarked on their vol
uminous projects because they wanted to inform the educated
reader about the German cultural tradition. The writing of liter
ary history was intimately connected with the paramount task of
the nineteenth-century critic: defining the national cultural
identity. And this question, especially in the case of Germany,
was closely related to the problem of political identity.
The rift between academic and public criticism emerged after
1 850 when the burgeoning German universities acknowledged
modern German studies (Literaturgeschichte) as a proper
academic field, and separate professorial chairs were created for
German literary history. Still, during the two decades following
the Revolution of 1 848 the discipline of literary criticism to a
large degree maintained its public function. The most influen
tial literary historian of this period, Julian Schmidt, was not an
academic, but a journalist. His literary histories were based on
essays he wrote for Die Grenwoten, one of the most prominent
and influential literary magazines of his time.
One generation later, in the heyday of Positivism, academic
'
criticism had established itself as a proper discipline that could
prove its legitimacy by a rigorous professional method
philology. At the same time, however, it had lost its impact on
the general publico When academic critics, under the spell of
Positivism, insisted on scientific objectivity, they began to
exclude contemporary literature from their discipline. This field
was left to the journalists, because it could supposedly not be
treated objectively. By accepting this task as an important func
tion of criticism, journalists exposed themselves to the reproach
of Unwissenschaftlichkeit.
This constellation was not changed by the new critical
paradigm that emerged around 1 900. The attempt to redefine
literary cntlclsm as part of the Geisteswissenschaften
(humanities)-initiated by Wilhelm Dilthey and then propa
gated by such influential critics as Rudolf Unger and Oskar
Walzel-Ieft the institutional structure untouched. The new
school of criticism that superseded Positivism developed a new
theory and methodology, yet at the same time its critique of
Positivism reinforced the hiatus between academic and public
criticism because it had to emphasize its allegiance to the idea of
Wissenschaftlichkeit, which had dominated the era of Positivismo
15
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The new generation of scholars continued to insist on objectiv
ity, so that the field of contemporary literature was again left to
the newspapers and the literary magazines. It is interesting to
note that Wilhelm Dilthey from the very beginning privileged
the past over the presento His influential essays, later collected in
Das Erlebnis und die Dichtung ( 1 905), dealt with such authors as
Lessing, Novalis, Goethe, and Holderlin, who had, with the ex
ception of Holderlin, already reached canonical status when
Dilthey became interested in them.
During the 1 870s, under the impact of the new mass media,
we find a new mode of literary criticism in the public sphere. Its
practitioners concentrated on contemporary literary life . They
reviewed the latest novels of popular authors; they reported on
the theater, and informed the public on cultural life in general.
The locus for this form of criticism was the feuilleton of the
press-that is, the cultural supplement of the daily newspaper.
Following the French example, the leading German newspapers
began to add a feuilleton section to their daily editions as early as
1 850. By 1 870 this practice was so well established that the critic
who wrote principally for the daily press was easily labeled a
feuilletonist. To be sure, this label was not a compliment when
used by members of the academic community. The feuilleton
had a reputation for triviality and subjectivity compared to the
rigor of academic studies. It goes without saying that the jour
nalists, reacting to the criticism, made fun of the cumbersome
language of academic criticismo
This attitude of mutual dislike, still visible even today in Ger
many, reflects the growing rift between academic and public
criticismo Their modes of discourse were not compatible, and it
became increasingly difficult for any individual to participa te in
both. The discourse of journalistic criticism was shaped by the
structure of the new mass media. After the foundation of the
Second Empire, when the German press was dominated by pub
lishers who were primarily interested in profit and therefore
began to build large corporations, the cultural section of the
newspapers, the feuilleton, underwent a significant transforma
tion. It was adapted to the taste of a mas s audience that consisted
of heterogeneous social groups. While the critic of the early
nineteenth century was addressing a fairly homogeneous read
ing public, the journalist of the late nineteenth century was writ16
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ing for an audience that could not be expected to be truly famil
iar with its own national literary heritage. These changes were
reflected in the language of criticismo The leading literary critics
of the 1850s, men like Rudolf Gottschall, Julian Schmidt, and
Hermann Marggraff, used the same style to discuss past and
contemporary literature. The language of their reviews was basi
cally identical with that of their literary histories. By 1880 it was
taken for granted that the journalist and the academic critic
followed different stylistic patterns.
A good example of this difference is Theodor Fontane's re
view of Otto Brahms's study on Gottfried Keller. Fontane
pointed out that Brahms's book failed to offer what a good re
view ought to provide for its readers. The way Fontane dis
agreed with Brahms makes it obvious that he himself belonged
to the tradition of the nonacademic feuilleton :
An impressive apparatus is set up in arder to prove, with a
stupendous amount of scholarship, to what extent this or that au
thor, in our case Gottfried KeHer, was influenced by Jean Paul or
Goethe, by the Romantics or the Swabian School. On top of this
[there is] a rigorous count of individual words and expressions, a
comparison of major and minor characters, similarities and oppo
sitions, subjective and objective-and aH this according to statistics
prepared in the form of tables, which are used to report on com
pulsory school attendance of children and headaches of women.1

Obviously, this criticism makes fun of the methodological rigid
ity of Positivismo Fontane argues that this mode of criticism,
which defines its subject by historical comparison and statistical
analysis, misses the essential elements : first of all the aesthetic
structure of the work of art, and second, the interests of the
average reader, who wants to be informed about the content of
the work in question. Brahms followed the requirements of
academic discourse as it was established by Wilhelm Scherer.
Fontane sensed that this mode of criticism, with its insistence on
being scientific, fails to do justice to the task of literary criticism
as it was defined in the early nineteenth century. At that time the
emphasis was placed on the dialogue between the critic and the
lTheodor Fontane, Aufsiitze zur Literatur, ed. Kurt Schreinert (Munich, 1 963),
p. 268.
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audience. On the other hand, scientific discourse, the method of
Brahms, is fundamentally indifferent to the expectations of the
general public and is governed by rules of methodological purity
and logical consistency. This problem, as we have seen, was not
restricted to Positivismo When academic criticism began to follow
Wilhelm Dilthey's example, and emphasized its distinct method,
objectivity and rigorous analysis were still taken for granted.
The language of Dilthey and his followers is not more popular
than that of Scherer; rather, the opposite may be true. Methodo
logical reflection on the process of understanding, an essential
part of the hermeneutic tradition, usually results in a higher
degree of complexity in the critic's language. Both Positivism
and the hermeneutic tradition aimed at an objective method by
which scholarly criticism could be clearly differentiated from the
popular evaluations which the newspapers offer in their cultural
supplements. By 1 900 serious literary historiography had estab
lished itself as a professional, specialized discipline with its own
rather limited audience. The exception was biographical criti
cism, which still reached the broad audience of the educated
reader.
Popular literary criticism also experienced significant changes
at this time. The emergence of the modern mass media, which
have to satisfy the interests of a wide and heterogeneous audi
ence, had a substantial impact on the form and the content of
critical discourse. Because of the division of labor which assigned
past literature to academic criticism, journalists found them
selves alienated from the literary tradition, and in their attempt to
respond to the work of art without mediation through the liter
ary tradition, they turned to their own subjectivity. Critical ap
preciation became a form of expression in which the critic, with
out consideration of given aesthetic norms, articulated what he
experienced when he read a novel or watched a theater perfor
mance. The normative judgment of older criticism was replaced
by an express ion of the critic's feelings. Instead of talking about
the work of art, the critics, encouraged by the new model, talked
about themselves.
In the history of German criticism it is Alfred Kerr ( 1 8671 948) who brought about this radical transformation of its dis
course. He introduced the subjective manner: his reviews are
not meant to describe and analyze what he had seen or read;
18
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they are records of what he experienced while seeing or reading.
Thus Kerr blurred the traditional distinction between aesthetic
and critical language, between criticism and the work of arto
Explicitly, Kerr stressed that criticism is as much a part of poetic
literature as poems and plays: "From now on we shall say: litera
ture can be divided into the epical, the lyrical, the dramatic, and
the critical genres."2 By postulating that criticism is a genre of
poetic literature (Dichtung), Kerr freed himself from the increas
ingly problematical notion of critical norms and general stan
dards. When the literary public became more diffuse under the
impact of the I ndustrial Revolution, the critic lost the well
defined reading public of an earlier generation. The traditional
liberal model, which had conceived of criticism as a dialogue
between the critic and the public, became an abstraction that
could no longer navigate the course of practical reviewing. Thus
critical discourse moved toward a monologue. "The isolated sub
jectivity in which the modern critic found himself was redefined
as the virtue of the artist. Artistic privilege, on the other hand,
permitted him to engage in polemics without constructing an
objective basis ; in the tradition of Romanticism, art was its own
justification."3 Kerr had to pay a high price for this radical im
pressionism, which does not clearly distinguish between life and
arto As Russell Berman has pointed out, he lost the work of art as
an aesthetic object, and by the same token lost his understanding
of the historical context.4 Criticism is grounded in experience,
but the concept of experience reduces itself to the notion of a
passive stream of life to which the critic can and must return. I n
that sense the emancipation o f feuilleton criticism from the
norms of Goethe's and Friedrich Schiller's aesthetic theories,
and of literary tradition as well, marked the end of criticism as
an autonomous discourse. This was noted by both Karl Kraus
and Bertolt Brecht; the conservative critic of culture as well as
the radical writer attacked Kerr as typical of decadent middle
class culture after that class had been irreversibly defeated.
The defeat of Imperial Germany in 1919 was obviously not
the end of literary criticism in Germany, but was undoubtedly
2Alfred Kerr, Die Welt im Drama (Berlin, 1 9 1 7) , l:vi.
3Russell Alexander Berman, "The Development of Literary Criticism in Ger
many: 1 87 1 -1 9 1 4," dissertation, Washington University (St. Louis, 1 979), p. 309.
4Ibid . , p. 3 1 5.
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the end of criticism as an unproblematical discipline. The transi
tion from liberal to organized capitalism, which was completed
in Germany during the 1 920S, embraced the cultural sphere .
The advent of organized commercial culture-the culture in
dustry, as it was termed a decade later by the Frankfurt
School-Ieft its imprint on literary criticism as well, though more
on the feuilleton of the newspapers than on academic criticism,
which could retain a stronger affiliation with the literary tradi
tion. The subjectivity of the feuilleton essay, which relied on the
individual experience of the critic, turned into a cliché that be
carne formulaic. This deficiency prefigured the crisis of the
1 960s, when the institution of criticism as a whole was ques
tioned. The decade following World War 11 witnessed a growing
discrepancy between the institutionalized forms of criticism on
the one hand and the restructured public sphere on the other.
Literary criticism, and particularly its liberal variety, which in
sisted on the active participation of an educated audience, could
be maintained only by divorcing it from social reality.
The work of Walter BeIÚamin in the 1 920S and 1 930S is an
admirable example of the problems of an author who was un
willing to accept either the traditional role of the academic critic
or the role of the accommodating journalist who sells his talents
to the highest bidder. It is not accidental that Benjamin, then still
trying to find a place in the academic community, chose to write
his doctoral dissertation on Romantic criticismo In part this
choice was probably influenced by the revival of Romanticism
around the turn of the century. More specifically, however, Ben
jamin wanted to recapture a period of literary criticism which
offered a theory of art far superior to that of his own time.
Benjamin's final remarks in his dissertation make it very clear
that his interest in the aesthetic philosophy of the Romantic
period was more than an interest in history: "The status of the
philosophy of art in Germany around 1 800, as it is reflected in
the theories of Goethe and the early Romantics, is still legitimate
today."5 It was not Benjamin's intention to restore Romantic
criticism and Goethe's philosophy of arto In fact, BeIÚamin was
'Walter Benjamin, Der Begriff der Kunstkritik in der deutschen Romantik, in
Gesammelte SchriJten, ed. Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann Schweppenhauser
(Frankfurt am Main, 1 974), 1 1 1 : 1 1 7 .
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convinced that they ultimately failed to solve the es sen ti al prob
lems of criticismo Goethe's philosophy of art, according to Ben
jamin, does not allow us to offer a critical judgment of the work
of art. The Romantics, on the other hand, carne closer to his
ideal; Friedrich Schlegel, in particular, developed a theory that
contains a critical perspective. When Benjamin insisted that for
Schlegel judgment was an essential component of líterary
analysís, he emphasized the element that was to become the
center of hís own programo The ídeas that Benjamin outlíned at
the end of hís dissertation evolved as the guidelines of hís own
work in the 1 920S, when he began to practíce literary críticísm
for newspapers and magazines. But the more he learned about
the professíonal síde of book reviewíng, the gíve and take among
publishers, newspaper owners, and journalists, the more he
moved away from the idealíst model of critícism which he had
embraced in his díssertation, until he reached a positíon ín whích
he saw hímself in basic agreement wíth a Marxíst perspective.
In the hístory of literary criticísm, Benjamin's reflectíons on
the ínstitution of críticísm occupy a central positíon. Hís first
major attempt to establísh himself as a literary crítíc outsíde the
universíty grew out of hís acquaíntance wíth the publisher Guído
Weíss, who encouraged hím to found hís own líterary magazine.
In 1 9 2 1 Benjamín, who was stíll under the ínfluence of the
Romantic and Neoromantic tradítion, conceíved thís magazine
as a locus for literary criticism in the most uncompromising
sense. The crítical díscourse of the Angelus Novus, as he wanted
to call the journal, was not expected to appeal to a broad audi
ence. Referríng back to the A thenaum of the Schlegel brothers,
Benjamin indícated in his prospectus that "the norms for au
thentic topicality cannot líe with the masses."6 He argued : "Any
journal, like thís one [the A theniium] , unrelenting in its thinkíng,
ímperturbable in íts expression, and utterIy without regard for
the publíc, íf need be, ought to concentrate on that which, as
truly topícal, manifests ítself beneath the barren surface of the
unprecedented and the novel, the exploítation of whích we leave
to the daily press."7 Be�amin explícítly dístanced himself from
the traditíon of the feuílleton, but he al so rejected the model
6Ibid. , 2/1 :24 1 .
7Ibid., pp. 2 4 1 -24 2 .
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of nineteenth-century Literaturwissenschaft, which tried to situate
literary works through historical comparison and philological
analysis. I nstead Benjamin proposed, following Romantic the
ory, a mode of textual criticism which brings out-to use a later
term of Theodor W. Adorno's-the truth content ( Wahrheits
gehalt) of the work of arto
In 1 9 2 1 Benjamin was convinced that litera tu re and the arts
were undergoing a severe crisis, but he still believed that a rigor
ous theory oE criticism would be an adequate remedy. The social
and poli tic al context of this crisis-that is, the commercialized
culture of a mass society-was not essential to Benjamin's pro}
ect, which defined its own radicalism in philosophical terms. The
price Benjamin had to pay for his attempt to distance himself
from the feuilleton of the daily press was esoteric individualismo
When the Angelus Novus project failed, Benjamin applied his
ideas to his famous essay on Goethe's Elective A ffinities, but he
soon abandoned his purely philosophical definition of literary
criticismo By 1 92 5 he had considerably changed his project
without, however, sacrificing the rigor of his earlier programo
When he realized that his second dissertation would not be ac
cepted and he would therefore not be able to enter the upper
echelon of the academic profession, and particularly when he
began to face serious financial problems because his father was
unable and unwilling to support him, the social and economic
context of criticism carne home to him. The esoteric stance was
ultimately renounced.
In Einbahnstrasse ( 1 929), a collection of short prose pieces,
Benjamin defined the task of criticism in a rather different way.
Now the interests and the needs of the mas ses find their place.
In order to become effective, Benjamin argued, the critic "must
nurture the in con spicuou s forms that better fit its influence in
active communities than does the pretentious, universal gesture
of the books-in leaflets, brochures, articles, and placards. Only
this prompt language shows itself actively equal to the mo
ment."8 This is clearly a decision in favor of the mas s media that
in 1 9 2 1 were still considered uncouth. The program of criticism
which Benjamin offers in Einbahnstrasse ultimately goes back,
8Benjamín, Reflections, ed. Peter Demetz, transo Edmund Jephcott (New York,
1 978), p. 6!.
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although not directly, to the liberal model of the nineteenth
century. When he postulated that criticism should be essentially
polemical, he moved toward the tradition of major criticis like
Ludwig Borne and Heinrich Heine, who had molded and sharp
ened the German language for the task of polemical writing.
The practice of criticism, Be�amin claimed, must be rescued
from the type of historical appreciation which Dilthey and his
school had established at German universities. It is supposed to
have an immediate impact on literary life-by taking a clear-cut
position, by fighting for or against the literary tendencies of its
era. Yet in the way Benjamin defined the relationship between
the critic and the work of art it becomes obvious that he was also
aware of the problematics of this mode!. His twelfth thesis on
criticism states : "The public must always be in the wrong but
always have the feeling that it is represented by the critic."9 The
seventh thesis can be understood as a commentary on this argu
ment: "For the critic, his colleagues are the final jurisdiction, not
the public, and by no means posterity." l O In 1 92 9 he suggested
that, first of aH, literary criticism ought to be directed to the
general public and, second, that the critic ought to be the
spokesperson for this publiCo
It is interesting to note, however, that Benjamin-who at this
time clearly wanted to restore the political element to literary
criticism-defined the role of the public in much more negative
terms than nineteenth-century liberalismo Benjamin's public
does not have the attributes of intellectual maturity which Im
manuel Kant had envisioned as the stepping stone on the way to
enlightenment. Self-determination, according to Be�amin, is
reached only in the judgment of authentic critics, who are en
dowed with the authority to critique the literary production of
their time.
The radicalism of Benjamin's theses should not blind us to the
fact that this program could no more solve the dilemma of criti
cism than could the project of 1 92 1 . Benjamin's new literary
activism, the attempt to work out a political stance, remained
abstracto When he became a journalist and wrote regularly for
the Frankfurter Zeitung and Die literarische Welt, he became ex"Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften, 4ft: 1 09.
1 °Ibid . , p. 1 08.
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posed to the pressure of capitalist journalism. He had to realize
that the political dimension of literary criticism could not be
restored simply by revising the theory. His experiences with the
Frankfurter Zeitung in particular, where Siegfried Kracauer was
the editor in chief for the literary supplement, showed him the
dependency of the free-lance critic, who does not own the means
of production. The advocate of a rigorous program of criticism,
he was occasionally forced to compromise if he wanted to be on
good terms with those in power.
Benjamin the journalist learned to pay attention to the eco
nomic context of literary production. The essay "The Author as
Producer," which later became so influential in the German stu
dent movement of the late 1 960s, summarized views and argu
ments which Benjamin had articulated before in essays and re
views. In 1 934-that is, after the rise of National Socialism in
Germany-Benjamin criticized any form of political engage
ment which relied on the capitalist apparatus of the media. Fur
thermore, he postulated the identity of the writer and the audi
ence, as it was reached, according to him, in the revolutionary
press of the Soviet Union. It was the press, the very medium
Benjamin had decried in 1 92 1 , which now became the focus of
his attention. The newspaper in Russia evolved as the central
medium for revolutionary literature. In Western Europe, on the
other hand, the press was controlled by capitalism and was
therefore hardly a useful instrument for Benjamin's programo
He argued : "Since on the one hand, the newspaper, technically
speaking, represents the most important literary position, but on
the other hand, this position is controlled by the opposition, it is
no wonder that the writer's understanding of his dependent
position, his technical possibilities, and his political task has to
grapple with the most enormous difficulties." 1 l For Benjamin
the notion of political criticism remains an illusion as long as the
criticial intelligentsia does not control the apparatus of the mass
media. It should be noted that his friends at the Institut für
Sozialforschung did not exactly share this position. The more
Benjamin stressed the importance of economic factors, the
closer he moved to Brecht, who had come to the conclusion that
the central issue of literary criticism was not the question of
" Benjamin, Reflections, pp. 2 25-2 26.
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theory and method but the practical problem of control over the
media.
During the thirties-and this applies to more than just his
well-known essays "The Author as Producer" and "The Work of
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction"-Benjamin under
took to redefine the task of the writer (who at this point is almost
identical with the critic) in such a way that Romantic concepts
like the creative artist and the organic work of art were replaced
by concepts more suitable for the industrial age. Like Brecht he
concentrated on forms of didactic literature which would allow
the audience to participate in the process of production. "What
matters, therefore, is the exemplary character of production,
which is able first to induce other producers to produce, and
second to put an improved apparatus at their disposal. And this
apparatus is better the more consumers it is able to turn into
producers-that is, readers or spectators into collaborators."12
The model Benjamin had in mind was the epic theater of
Brecht. The application ol' this model to criticism would imply
that the educated critic, coming l'rom a middle-class back
ground, would seek solidarity with the proletariat. The task
would be to look l'or works that would help the masses to define
their goal, rather than screening the output of the publishing
industry, as was the function of the feuilleton critic, who was
paid by the newspapers to be the judge ol' the literary l'ashion
show. This definition of the critic's role explains what has puz

zled sorne observers: Be�amin's interest in odd books which
escaped the eyes ol' the well-adjusted review editors, and his lack
of interest in the "great authors" ol' his time.
In this context the collaboration between Benjamin and
Brecht at least has to be mentioned. Their common concern with
the politics and economics of literary criticism crystallized in the
idea ol' bringing out a literary magazine together. 1 3 The title ol'
the projected magazine, Krise und Kritik (Crisis and Criticism) , is
a good indication of their goals. The journal was to focus on the
social and economic analysis of literary production, and espe
cially of literary criticismo Although the project never mate
rialized, Brecht and Benjamin continued to share a po sitio n that
1 2 Ibid., p. 233.
13See Bernd Witte, Der Intellektuelle als Kritiker (Stuttgart, 1 976), pp. 1 68 - 1 77.
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was adamantly opposed to feuilleton cntICism. For Brecht,
Alfred Kerr in particular embodied all the vices of the journalist
whose opinions are owned by the newspaper industry. His at
tacks on Kerr were relentless; he denounced him as the typical
feuilletonist, for whom literature has only a culinary function :
The style of today's literary criticism is culinary. Our critics take a
consumer attitude, which does not mean, however, that they enjoy
theater and use it in the interest of the public-that is to say, are on
the side of the public, critically facing the theater as consumers;
rather, together with the public and the theater, they consume the
works that have come down to them as the so-called cultural goods
of their class. One does not produce anymore, one consumes, en
joys, and legitimizes the given situation. According to this ritual,
the final arbiter in matters of art is taste, in fact a taste that favors
individualistic nuances, calling for variations. 14

Here Brecht touched on a very sensitive area of feuilleton
criticismo The concept of taste had a central function in
eighteenth-century criticism , since it emphasized the subjective
element that helped to defeat the inflexible rules of Classicism.
Thus Brecht's critique captured not only the idiosyncrasies of
the individual critic but also an essential element of the liberal
model of criticismo Taste is defined as the consensus between the
critic and the audience. By focusing his attack on the consumer
attitude of the critic Brecht exploded the liberal notion that the
critic functions independently in the public sphere. Brecht
pointed out that the public sphere and thereby criticism did not
have the autonomy which the liberal mind took for granted.
Contrary to the idealist definitions that critics have used to
safeguard their profession, the institution of criticism-and by
this Brecht meant first and foremost criticism in newspapers and
journals-is part of the apparatus which advanced capitalism
had developed to disseminate culture. Brecht argued :
The social role of today's bourgeois criticism is that of announcing
entertainment. The theaters seU evening entertainment and the
critics send the public to the theaters. . . . We have already indicated
1 4Bertolt Brecht, Gesammelte Werke, Edition Suhrkamp (Frankfurt, 1 967), 1 8 :
98.
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why the critics represent the interests of the theaters more than
those of the publico The answer is brief: because the theaters are
organized, regulative economic enterprises which can thus exert
influence and offer social privileges.15

Brecht's polemic owed its power to the application of economic
categories to the cultural sphere. By laying bare the context of
criticism, he showed that its crisis was the result of larger social
and economic problems which could not be corrected simply by
new styles or reform programs. For Brecht, ultimately only the
abolition of the capitalist form of production could bring about
an authentic mode of criticismo
Still, Brecht was not indined to believe in the automatic col
lapse of capitalismo He stressed the usefulness of literary pro
duction under capitalism, and by the same token he favored new
approaches to criticismo Criticism, he argued, should beco me
sociological and scientific rather than aesthetic and culinary.
Brecht's critic becomes the spokesperson for Brecht's literary
program, the epic theater. The critic's function is to speak out
for usefuI literary forms. The institution of criticism, in other
words, is expected to familiarize the public with its true interest,
"for the audience has to be taught and changed." 16 Thus Brecht
proposed to redefine aesthetic problems, which the feuilleton
critic discussed in terms of taste, as concrete social problems. It
becomes the critic's task to analyze the correlation between these
questions and the formal structures that articulate them in the
aesthetic realm.
Brecht's critique of literary criticism emphasized two areas :
first, he called for a rigorous sociology of criticism-that is, an
analysis of the economic base, the das s situation, and the social
institutions which dominate criticism ; second, he insisted on a
scientific mode of criticism, by which he meant a method that
deals with questions of form and structure in terms of their
social and political function. This notion of criticism as a critique
of ideology was at the center of the Frankfurt School's Critical
Theory-Leo Lowenthal's and Adorno's early work comes to
mind. Yet the difference between their position and that of
1 5Ibid . , p. 1 09.
16Ibid., p. 1 1 2 .
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Brecht cannot be overlooked . Adorno, for instance, always re
fused to address aesthetic problems as functions of social ques
tions. His later polemic against Jean-Paul Sartre and Brecht in
his essay "Commitment" ( 1 962) only confirmed his stance
against any attempt to resort to a theory that grounds criticism in
the concept of class struggle and thereby uses the distinction
between economic base and cultural superstructure as the point
of referenceY This disagreement between Brecht and the
Frankfurt School (Adorno, Max Horkheimer) surfaced again in
the late sixties when the student movement questioned estab
lished forms of criticismo The more radical the movement be
carne, the closer it approached a Brechtian position, abandoning
its initial roots in Critical Theory.
It is interesting to note, however, that these most advanced
positions of the early thirties were completely buried under the
impact of German Fascism. And when the Third Reich was fi
nally defeated in 1 945, there was no attempt to return to those
positions. The substantive transformation of criticism which had
been anticipated did not occur. There were changes, to be sure,
but they were limited to the abolition of overtly fascist norms in
criticismo Otherwise the restoration of criticism consisted of a
return to a more traditional format. It would be an overstate
ment to say that academic criticism (Literaturwissenschaft) was
searching its own past to uncover the reasons for its compromis
ing alliance with National Socialismo Academic criticism tried,
rather, to overcome these unpleasant questions by favoring a
theory that stressed the intrinsic approach. Its methodology,
which shared basic features with New Criticism, focused its at
tention on the aesthetic structure of the work of art, thus displac
ing the historical context in such a way that the political prob
lematic disappeared. It was only in the mid-sixties that a younger
generation began to ask critical questions about the tradition of
German academic criticism and tried to trace its fascist elements
back to the Romantic origins of Germanistik.18 Even these inves
tigations had no serious impact on the institution until 1 966,
17Theodor W. Adorno, "Engagernent," Noten zur Literatur (Frankfurt, 1 965),
3: 1 09 - 1 35. An English translation is available in The Essential Frankfurt School
Reader, ed. Andrew Arato and Eike Gebhardt (New York, 1 978), pp. 300-3 1 8.
18See Eberhard Uirnrnert et al. , Germanistik--eine deulsche Wissenschaft
(Frankfurt, 1 968).
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when the student movement more aggressively examined the
background of German literary studies. This was also the time
when Marxist theory finally reached German universities-as
shown, on the one hand, by the political radicalization of Critical
Theory by its second generation (Oskar Negt, Frank Wolf, Ek
kehart Krippendorff, Claus Offe, Peter Brückner) , and, on the
other hand, by the rediscovery of Georg Lukács and Brecht,
which would imply a revision of the attitude of the New Left
toward East Germany.
For any analysis of the sixties and seventies it is crucial to
understand the role of the Frankfurt School. Critical Theory,
the only form of Marxist theory that was not repressed in
Adenauer's Federal Republic, clearly helped to prepare the way
for the opposition movement of the late sixties. Both Hork
heimer and Adorno were highly visible figures in the cultural
sphere after their return to Germany in the late forties. Their
contributions to cultural magazines, newspapers, radio pro
grams, and the like left a noticeable imprint on the intellectual
development of West Germany. Nor was their prominence lim
ited to the social sciences. The renewed controversy in 1 96 1
about methodology between the Frankfurt and Cologne School,
the so-called Positivismusstreit,19 had repercussions far beyond
the academic discipline of sociology. This methodological con
troversy was at the same time the opportunity for Jürgen
Habermas to defend the position of Critical Theory against
Neopositivism and thereby gain stature. By 1 965, when the stu
dent movement began to appropriate Critical Theory, in par
ticular under the guidance of Habermas, the impact of the
Frankfurt School could be recognized in the political public
sphere as well. The social and political criticism of the New Left
owed its critical force initially to Horkheimer's and Adorno's
Dialectic 01 Enlightenment, Habermas' Strukturwandel der Di
[entlichkeit, and Herbert Marcuse's One Dimensional Man.
Literary criticism definitely carne under the spell of Critical
Theory, although it would be inappropriate to suggest that the
Frankfurt Institute had any influence on university curricula or
the decisions of newspaper editors. The function of Critical
¡9See Theodor W. Adorno et al., The Positivist Dispute in German Sociology,
transo Glyn Adey and David Frisby (New York, 1 976).
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Theory was that of a catalyst, stimulating and provoking the
various ideological camps to articulate their positions. By 1 967
literary criticism moved toward a situation which ultimately
called for a new paradigm, yet it was by no means clear how this
paradigm would be defined. Within the confines of academic
criticism both traditional historicism and formalism ( Werkim
manenz) had lost their appeal, mainly because of their close ties
with the university establishment and its politics. Within a very
short period, the discussion radicalized, polarizing the critics
into antagonistic camps that were labeled "materialist" or
"bourgeois." While the "bourgeois" camp consisted of conserva
tives and liberal s , the materialist camp was made up of fairly
divergent ideological groups, ranging from Critical Theory to
Leninist Orthodoxy and Maoism.
The search for the new paradigm was carried out as a search
for relevance.2() The polemic against the literary establishment
and this is very similar to the American situation--emphasized
that its attitude toward literature severed the aesthetic function
from the social one, so that to praise the autonomy of a work of
art implicitly or explicitly supported the social status quo. There
fore, the suggestion of semiotic criticism was to replace the con
cept of the work of art (Kunstwerk) by the concept of the text,
a �trategy that would allow the inclusion of literary forms here
tofore neglected by traditional academic criticismo "Reception"
theory, introduced by Hans Robert Jauss and Wolfgang Iser in
West Germany, struggled with similar problems. The idea of
replacing production aesthetics with reception aesthetics was
motivated by the legitimation crisis of traditional literary history.
At the same time, however-and this is most obvious in the orig
inal ( 1967) version of his program-Jauss understood his theory
as a response to Marxist criticism o He meant to offer a critique
of Leninist orthodoxy, thereby emphasizing reflection theory as
the crucial feature of Marxism . It was symptomatic that Jauss
identified Marxist criticism with Lukács rather than with Adorno
2°FOT a more detailed account, see my essay "Politisierung der Kunsttheorie:
Zur asthetischen Diskussion nach 1965," in Deutsche Literatur in der Bundesrepublik
seit I965, ed. Paul Michael Lützeler and Egon Schwarz (Kónigstein, 1980), pp.
2 8 2 -299.
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or Marcuse. Only in 1 970, in the third edition of "Literaturge
schichte als Provokation der Literaturwissenschaft," did Jauss
acknowledge that the question of Marxist criticism was somewhat
more complex than he had thought when he originally con
ceived it. 21 He now admitted the importance of critics like Karel
Kosik and tried to integrate Czech structuralism, which in the
thirties and forties had worked out sorne of the theoretical prob
lems Jauss had claimed for his paradigm. By distancing himself
emphatically from production aesthetics, Jauss overlooked even
in 1 970 the close similarity of his theory to the basic tenets of
Adorno's aesthetic theory. For Adorno innovation of form was
a central category in the analysis of historical processes. Recep
tion theory, in spite of its emphasis on the reader, shared basic,
common assumptions with Adorno's production aesthetics. The
logic of formal innovation, which also underlies Russian Formal
ism, was grounded in the history of the avant-garde movements.
Not unti1 1 97 2 , when Jauss tried to reach beyond Modernism to
develop a theory of aesthetic experience, did he recognize this
common root, and then he explicitly distanced himself from
Adorno.22
A similar departure from Critical Theory could be detected
within the Marxist camp around 1 970, though the reasons were
not the same. As soon as the New Left politicized Critical Theory
and carried its project into the streets, Adorno's position carne
under attack. The hostile reception of his posthumous /J.sthetische
Theorie ( 1 970) was typical of the antagonism between the
Frankfurt School and the New Left. This negation should not be
construed as the dénouement of Adorno's influence, as the
Leninists liked to see it. Adorno's position was abandoned, but
his theory continued to be an important touchstone for the ensu
ing discussion. The polemical rejection of Adorno's aesthetic
theory was to a large extent caused by its close links to the great
authors of Modernism, writers like Franz Kafka, James Joyce,
and Samuel Beckett. Since Modernism and the avant-garde had
long been accepted in the canon of great books, the defense of
21 Hans Robert Jauss, Literaturgeschichte als Provokation (Frankfurt am Main,
1 970), pp. 1 44-2°7.
22Jauss, Kkine Apologie der iisthetischen Erfahrung (Constance, 1 972).
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this position by Adorno beca me a conservative strategy that ig
nored the increasing political tensions and social antagonisms in
the Federal Republic. These became visible even to the average
citizen when in 1 967 the Christian Democrats, who had been in
power since 1 949, invited their opponents , the Social Democrats ,
to form a coalition government, thus leaving the task of opposi
tion to the minority party-the Free Democrats.
In this situation, Critical Theory faced a political crisis that
caBed for a more radical praxis than Horkheimer and Adorno
were prepared to accept. It was precisely Adorno's overriding
concern with literary and aesthetic questions which angered the
student movement. Adorno's insistence on giving a lecture on
Goethe's IPhigenie in Berlin in the summer of 1 967, immediately
after a clash between the students and the police which had
resulted in the death of one student, beca me a turning point in
the relationship between the Frankfurt School and the New
Left. Another crucial event was a public lecture by Jürgen
Habermas in which he compared leftíst militancy with Fascism.23
The ensuing heated discussions only widened the rift between
the members of the Institute and the younger generation.
In spite of the growing tension, the Frankfurt School and the
New Left shared basic theoretical positions, particularly during
the first phase of the movement, which lasted from 1 965 to
1 970. Seen in theoretícal terms, their antagonism was rooted in
the ambivalence of Critical Theory toward the interpretation of
advanced capitalismo Since Horkheimer and Adorno believed
that monopoly capitalism was thoroughly in control of the West
ern World, they were not inclined to endorse grass-roots politi
cal movements. They clung to the notíon of a liberal state which
guaranteed civil liberties, and they openly criticized East Euro
pean versions of Marxism. The more the radical students and
the members of the Frankfurt School disagreed on political
strategy, the more the students tended to dismiss Horkheimer,
Adorno, and, to sorne extent, Habermas as liberals who had
abandoned their earlier Marxist project.
Because this widely accepted explanation hardly does justice
23 Wolfgang Abendroth et al. , Die Linke antwortet Jürgen Habermas, ed. Oskar
Negt (Frankfurt, 1 968), pp. 5-15.

Introduction

to the complex theoretical issues that fueled the debates of the
seventies, the position of the Frankfurt School has to be restated
briefly before we turn to the second phase of the opposition
movement, which lasted until approximately 1 975.24
Adorno's theory of art places equal emphasis on the aesthetic
and the social nature of the work of arto Both aspects are
grounded in the process of historical evolution. His insistence on
historicity applies both to the material · of the work of art under
discussion and the theoretical subject. The philosophy of art,
Adorno argued, has to reflect its own locus within the historical
process. The historical approach, far from being a form of his
toricism, serves to unfold the truth content ( Wahrheitsgehalt) in
the work of arto To put it differently, the examination of a work
of art situates the text within its social and political context with
out pressing this relation into a deterministic mode!. Thus
Adorno's theory stands in clear opposition to any form of or
thodox Marxist criticism; it should be noted, however, that it is
grounded in Marx's analysis of commodities. The concept of
commodity fetishism be<;ame a fundamental element of Hork
heimer's and Adorno's analysis of the cultural sphere. They
unfolded this approach in the chapter on the culture industry of
Dialectic of Enlightenment, by demonstrating the impact of
monopoly capitalism on the production and dissemination of
culture. This treatment became central to the New Left's under
standing of commercial culture and their own political strategy.
They demanded the practical application of Horkheimer's and
Adorno's uncompromising critique. But Adorno, in his later
years, shifted the emphasis of his critique to the resistance con
tained in the work of art; he refused to move from the aesthetic
to the political sphere and openly advocated theoretical investi
gation as the only viable form of criticism in an age that had
compromised any political mass movement. He specifically re
jected any immediate political use of aesthetic theory and liter
ary criticismo Since the proletarian masses had been successfully
integrated into capitalist society in the West, according to
24For a more extensive discussion of Adomo's position see my essay "Auton
omy of Art: Looking Back at Adomo's Asthetische Theone ," German Quarterly,
54 ( l g8 1 ), pp. 1 33 - 1 48.
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Adorno, political resistance had to concentrate on theoretical
reflection. This conclusion makes the aesthetic sphere even
more important, because it is the only realm that offers freedom
against the rigidity of the social system. Adorno therefore up
held the concept of aesthetic autonomy as the central category of
his theory, and any attempt to employ literary criticism for polit
ical ends had to confront the idea of aesthetic autonomy in one
way or another. The search for a materialist literary theory, in
other words, had to come to terms with the Idealist tradition of
German philosophy of art as it was preserved in Adorno's work.
Although the N ew Left in Germany had a general theme-the
search for a materialist theory of criticism-it would be difficult
to define the common denominator for the various trends
within the movement. What we find are divergent, sometimes
contradictory drafts of critical models. Any attempt to bring
together and systematize the various positions developed in such
radical magazines as alternative, Kürbiskern, Das Argument,
Kursbuch, or Asthetik und Kommunikatwn would be futile. Looking
back at the turbulent discussion from a more distant point of
view, we can differentiate three distinct approaches to the crisis
in literary criticism : political aesthetics, aesthetics of commodity
( WarerUisthetik) , and institution theory. We can view them as
models privileging certain questions. For political aesthetics the
crucial problem was the function of literature vis-a-vis the politi
cal system. Commodity aesthetics approached art from its eco
nomic aspect, asking to what extent literature is defined and
determined by the fact that it is produced and distributed in a
society for which the exchange of commodities is essential. In
stitution theory perceived literature as an institution which is
related to other institutions. The question then arises : How does
one define the correlation between institutions that belong to
different spheres-for example, the cultural and the social?
Political aesthetics was largely indebted to the work of Herbert
Marcuse and at least to sorne extent the later essays of Walter
Benjamin which emphasize the need for writers to define their
social stance. Commodity aesthetics was clearly rooted in Critical
Theory. Its initial guidelines were the chapter on the culture
industry in Horkheimer's and Adorno's Dialectic of Enlighten
mento But soon critics like Wolfgang Haug and Hans Heinz
34
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Holz,25 who pursued this approach systematically, moved away
from the position of the Frankfurt School and tried to ground
their investigations more immediately in the work of Karl Marx.
They returned to the opening chapter of Das Kapital, on the
concept of commodity, which had been the point of departure
for Horkheimer and Adorno a generation before. Institution
theory can also be traced back to the Frankfurt School, yet it
would be misleading to view this approach simply as a continua
tion of Critical Theory. The impact of Brecht and Benjamin was
equally significant. Benjamin's critique of the academic criticism
of the twenties and the thirties and Brecht's analysis of feuilleton
criticism clearly helped institution theory to outline the social
context of criticism in theoretical terms-that is, to go beyond
conventional background studies. The discussion focused in
particular on Benjamin's essay "The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction," which defined the production and
reception of art in terms of its changing social function, using
the decline of "aura" as the starting point for the examination of
the impact of mass reproduction on the function of art.26 In
stitution theory-the studies of Peter Bürger for instance
utilized Benjamin's interpretation of the avant-garde movements
as a political critique of bourgeois aestheticism and contrasted
this reading with Adorno's understanding of aesthetic autonomy
as the ultimate defense of the avant-garde.
An important impetus to this approach was provided by
Habermas' Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit (Structural Change of
the Public Sphere) of 1 96 2 , which established a decisive category
for the ensuing discussion. Habermas' historically grounded
theory of the public sphere encouraged the development of a
functional definition of literary criticism which captures its social
dimension without the limitations of reflection theory. The con
cept of the public sphere, which mediates between the social and
the cultural sphere without reducing the one to the other, be
carne crucial for the sociology of criticismo The essays collected
in this volume attempt to pursue the systematic and historical
Z5Wolfgang Fritz Haug, Kritik der Wareniisthetik (Frankfurt, 1 97 1 ). Hans Heinz
Holz, Vom Kunstwerk zur Ware (Neuwied and Berlin, 1972).
Z6Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften, 1/2:43 1 -47°.
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dimension of this approach. In a similar way, Peter and Christa
Bürger emphasized the social aspect of literature by using Ben
jamin's model for a definition of literature as an institution P
Peter Bürger argued that both Adorno and Lukács failed to
develop a social theory of art because they defined the social
element in terms of the individual work of art rather than of a
general framework that controls the production of individual
texts-("epochale Funktionsbestimmungen von Kunst in ihrer
sozialen Bedingtheit").28
While Habermas in 1 962 searched for conditions that would
permit us to restore the authentic form of the public sphere, the
suggestions in the final chapter of his study were limited by the
relatively narrow range of the polítical debate of that time. Fol
lowing the tradition of Horkheimer and Adorno, he was not
inclined to view the proletariat as an essentially progressive fac
tor within advanced capitalist societies. This assessment explains
the ambivalence of his investigations ; they simultaneously
critiqued and idealized the liberal public sphere. Habermas'
analysis of the decline of the classical public sphere (and with it
the decline of literary criticism) was based on the conceptual
framework he found in the liberal theory of the late eighteenth
century, especially in Kant. By the same token, his concept of
culture, like that of Marcuse and Adorno, was historically
grounded in the liberal age, the period between 1 770 and 1 850.
Its center was the autonomy of arto For the early Habermas this
notion of culture had to be critically exposed, since it was de ter
mined by liberal capitalism ; at the same time, however, the ideal
had to be restored as the only viable cultural tradition which is at
least partially preserved in late capitalismo This ambivalence,
noticeable earlier in the work of Marcuse and Adorno, changed
the direction of Critical Theory in the seventies. While during
the thirties and forties Adorno and Marcuse had critiqued con
ventional notions of cultural tradition, Habermas' examination
of culture, especially in Legitimation Crisis ( 1 973) , stressed the
basic, categorical threat to the cultural tradition which an ad
ministered society represented.
2 7Peter Bürger, Theorie der Avantgarde (Frankfurt, 1 974). Christa Bürger, Der
Ursprung der bürgerlichen Institution Kunst (Frankfurt, 1 977).
28Peter Bürger, Vermittlung-Rezeption-Funktion (Frankfurt, 1 979), p. 1 74.
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During the first phase of the movement, the New Left still
used the classical distinction between high culture and mass
culture-namely, authentic works of art and commercialized
forms produced for mass consumption-but during the seven
ties this opposition was either abandoned or at least modified.
The shift can be recognized in the work of Negt and Alexander
Kluge, who, pursuing the approach of Habermas, examined the
origin and fate of proletarian countercultures by contrasting
them with the dominant public sphere of the bourgeoisie.29
Habermas himself, confronted with Niklas Luhmann's systems
theory, began to address the question of how genuine culture
can be preserved more systematicalIy in late capitalist societies.
While Negt and Kluge dismissed the public sphere of the
bourgeoisie and argued in favor of proletarian culture, Haber
mas, with a less orthodox understanding of the proletariat,
found it difficult to determine the locus of oppositional cultural
traditions which cannot be subsumed under the system. His re
tum to Benjamin in his highly controversial essay "Consciousness
Raising or Redemptive Criticism : The Contemporaneity of
Walter Benjamin" was clearly an attempt to redefine the problem
by contrasting Benjamin's approach with that of Marcuse, whom
he labeled a true Marxist.30 According to Habermas, Benjamin's
intention was not so much to critique ideology, as offered by
Marcuse, as to rescue the tradition, which was always threatened
by the forces of history. The question whether the opposition set
forth by Habermas was historicalIy and systematicalIy correct is
ultimately of secondary importance. The ensuing debate limited
itself too much to the problem of whether Benjamin was a Marx
ist, thereby shunning the real issue that Habermas wanted in the
forefront: that Benjamin's theory offered insights that tran
scended the scope of traditional Critical Theory. Habermas' own
contribution in Legitimation Crisis systematized the historical
situation of the early seventies by focusing attention on the con290skar Negt and Alexander Kluge, Offentlichkeit und Erfahrung: Zur Or
ganisationsanalyse von bürgerlicher und proletarischer Offentlichkeit (Frankfurt am
Main, 1 972).
30The original German version appeared under the tide "Bewusstmachende
oder rettende Kritik-Die Aktualitat Walter Benjamins," in Zur Aktualitiit Walter
Benjamins (Frankfurt, 1 972), pp. 1 75 -2 2 3 ; the translation was published in New
German Critique, no. 1 7 (Spring 1 979), pp. 30-59.
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cept of crisis, which was widely used to describe the predicament
of those years. Habermas argued that during the liberal age the
idea of aesthetic autonomy had a revolutionary component,
precisely because art was not needed for the support of the
economic or political system, but nurtured residual needs that
are not fuHy integrated into the system of needs. In late capitalist
societies, by contrast, this revolutionary component is fading
away. Habermas' thesis was that "the socio-cultural system will
not be able, in the long run , to reproduce the privatistic syn
drome necessary for the existence of the system.31 He speaks
of prebourgeois traditions as nonrenewable and holds that "the
structures of bourgeois culture, stripped of their traditionalist
padding and deprived of their privatistic core"32 are not nec
essarily relevant any longer for the formation of motives and
could become just a fa!;ade. Using Benjamin's notion of "post
auratic" art,33 Habermas proclaimed the denouement of the
traditional cultural sphere ; for him it was by no means clear
that the social system still needs the values that had been pre
served by established cultural institutions.
Habermas' highly abstract theoretical treatment of this ques
tion was paraHeled by the debate over the relevance of literary
history, and in particular the history of criticismo Can we still use
the model of Enlightenment criticism? May we foHow the exam
pIes of Weimar Classicism or Romanticism? In the late forties
critics like Ernst Robert Curtius and Max Rychner suggested
that the return to the great tradition was the only viable direc
tion for German criticismo But as soon as the restoration of West
Germany was completed-that is, as soon as her economic and
social system had regained aH the characteristics of advanced
capitalism, it beca me obvious that this approach, which put its
faith entirely in the strength of tradition, would not succeed.
When the first major economic and political crisis of the Federal
Republic-the economic recession of 1 966-67 and the erosion of
the Erhard cabinet-pointed to basic structural problems, it also
became clear that the cultural sphere would be affected by these
prob,l ems. The literary tradition, and with it, of course, the tradi
tion of criticism, lost its unquestioned legitimacy. The literary
3 1 Habermas, Legitimation Crisis (Boston, 1 975), p. 78.
32 Ibid. , p. 79.
33See my note 68 to Chapo 1 here.
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situation of West Germany in the late sixties was characterized
by a fundamental crisis. The institution in its entirety was ques
tioned to a degree for which there was no parallel in the United
States. The radicals coined the slogan Literature Is Dead. Since
neither the publishing houses nor the mass media were expro
priated, the slogan had to be applied to thefunction of literature.
Past and present literature, and in fact any conventional discus
sion of literary issues, had seemingly lost its meaning. Whatever
individuals felt about the value of specific literary works, there
was no consensus that could serve as a basis for the general
discussion.
This crisis called for a thorough reassessment of the literary
system ; its essential parts and the way in which it was embe9ded
in the larger social system. Since the legitimacy of the cultural
sphere was no longer taken for granted, its conventional charac
ter became apparent, not least of all in the mechanisms of liter
ary criticismo At this juncture the focus of attention shifted from
the form and content of literary criticism to the institutional
framework. And this change affected both the academic com
munity and the mass media. One of the targets of student criti
cism was the literary canon, selection of major authors who were
to be taught at the secondary schools and the universities. It was
the first time since 1 870 that the relevance of authors like Les
sing, Schiller, Goethe, and Joseph von Eichendorff had been
called in question. During the so-called Zurich literary con
troversy ( Züricher Literaturstreit), when the spokesman of the
older generation, Emil Staiger, once again defended the norms
of the classical tradition, Holz suggested that this tradition was
badly conipromised by Germany's recent past:
The Neoclassicism and Neohumanism of Cerman Geisteswis
senschaften [humanities] turned out to be the precursor and the
fay¡de of barbarismo It was left to the Classicist ideologues of the
bourgeois world to define the task of art as a transfiguration of our
existence. A dubious concept of tradition has to make a rough and
ready repair of those elements which do not fit the sentimental
need for harmony of these Neohumanists.34
34Hans Heinz Holz, "Grundsatzliche Aspekte einer Literaturfehde," Basler
National-Zeitung, 15 j anuary 1 967; reprinted in "Der Zürcher Literaturstreit:
Eine Dokumentation," Sfrrache im technischen Zeitalter, no. 22 ( 1 96] ), pp. 1 46 -1 50.
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That the literary tradition, especially Weimar Classicism,
helped to legitimize National Socialism is part of a problematic
that goes back to the 1 870s, when conservative literary historians
appropriated this tradition for the Second Empire. During the
latter part of the nineteenth century it became the accepted view
among academic critics in Germany that Goethe and Schiller,
and-although to a lesser extent-the Romantics prepared the
way for the foundation of Bismarck's Empire. This theory was
later extended to include the Third Reich. Although this highly
compromising association of German Neohumanism with Fas
cism was rejected after 1 945, only two decades later the concep
tual framework of this mode of historiography came under criti
cism.35 Then the New Left pleaded to restore to the canon of
great writers such authors as Heine, Borne, and Johann Georg
Forster, who had been expurgated by the conservatives and the
radical nationalists. This measure, however, left unanswered the
larger question of the legitimation of the literary heritage. Was
the category of tradition to be thrown out, as the radical s
suggested ; was it to be redefined, as the more orthodox Marxists
proposed; or were th� concepts of literatu re and the work of art,
both of which imply aesthetic values, to be replaced by the neu
tral notion of the text, as semiotic critics suggested?
The debate over the literary tradition had significant practical
results when the curricula of the secondary schools and the uni
versities were reorganized in the seventies. The critics of the
educational system argued that the traditional form of literary
studies had favored the upper social classes. Thus they proposed
a substantial cut in the hours allotted to the study of the German
classics and literary history. The time saved was to be used to
anaIyze such nonIiterary texts as newspaper articles, commer
ciaIs, and posters. The rationale was that the students should
familiarize themselves with the language of the modern mas s
media in order to deal with present-day society, and the litera
tu re of the past accordingly had to be sacrificed. Similar trends
couId be recognized at the universities. The traditional curricula
had emphasized literary history, concentrating on the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The conventional defini
tion of literature (Dichtung) was relatively restricted, leaving sub35See Ansichten einer künftigen Germanistik, ed. Jürgen Kolbe (Munich, 1 969).
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stantial parts of literary life virtually uncharted. Moreover,
theoretical investigations were not particularly encouraged. The
reform movement changed that: the new curricula stressed sys
tematic problems at the expense of historical studies. The need
for a theoretical basis was clearly recognized, but not so the need
for a balanced programo While theoretical seminars were bur
geoning, familiarity with the literary tradition was waning.
Since the mid-seventies, when the new generation of high
school students had begun to populate the universities, academic
critics have complained that these students do not know their
own literature. Any work written before 1 900 is being ignored as
prehistoric. This unexpected result of the reform movement
caused, to sorne extent at least, a shift in alliances. Radicals and
conservatives would unite their forces to fight for the reinstitu
tion of the literary tradition. The abolition of this tradition, or
dered by state bureaucracies as a seemingly progressive mea
sure, made it obvious that the legitimation crisis of the sociocul
tural system was much more serious than had previously been
assumed.
Although the split between the ideological camps was fairly
obvious during the decade between 1 965 and 1 975, in recent
years the picture has become more diffuse. The restoration of
the classical tradition, eagerly advocated by academic and jour
nalistic critics alike, is only part of a larger change within the
cultural sphere. B y 1 974 it was clear that the cultural revolution
of the N ew Left had failed. That novels, poems, essays, and plays
were well received by an audience that only a few years before
had completely rejected the conventions of the literary institu
tion signaled a considerable shift of the current. With unre
strained glee major feuilleton critics stressed that literature had
returned to its normal function, implying that criticism would
also resume its traditional role. I ndeed, critics were again so
licited to decide which novel deserved to be called the most im
portant event of the literary season.
The conventions of the institution of criticism have now been
reestablished to such a degree that an observer coming from the
outside will find it difficult to detect traces of the crisis. It would
seem that the majority of the critics have repressed the turmoil
of the past decade, although the problems of criticism were not
solved. It might be more appropriate to say because they were not
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solved. While literary production, including literary critiásm, is
supposedly in full bloom, one cannot overlook the fact that the
legitimation crisis is still smoldering. In a recent essay Jorg
Drews summarized the present situation as follows :
The fruitful provocation for literary criticism which resulted from
the cultural and political changes in the Federal Republic around
1 9 7 0, a challenge which was accepted by the best critics at that time,
is lacking today. The momentum is lost; the business of book re
viewing is being carried on as usual and without fresh ideas (and
still by the institutions that were hardly transformed after 1 9 6 5 ) ,
just as the state and society, supported b y the present economic
prosperity, carry on without new perspectives.36

Feuilleton criticism depends just as much on the publishing in
dustry and the mass media now as it did twenty years ago.
Drews's evaluation suggests that the legitimation problems of
criticism are long-term problems, ultimately rooted in the struc
ture of the sociocultural system and its relation to the economic
and social systems. Since these relations are anything but
stable-and this also applies to countries other than West
Germany-it may be realistic to assume that the institution of
literary criticism may confront serious problems in the future as
well. I would be skeptical at least of any attempt to solve this
question by formulating a new approach, for instance by divorc
ing literary theory from practical criticism-that is, interpreta
tion. If one maintains that the present crisis of criticism has to do
with the difficulty of defending interpretation and therefore
strives to overcome this situation by developing a theoretical
model that defines conditions of meaning rather than the mean
ing of an individual text, one only displaces the legitimation
crisis. This theoretical model, whatever its form and content may
be, must respond to the questions of the cultural system. The
requirement, in other words, would be that the model which
allows the critic to understand the conventions that control liter
ature can be legitimized in terms of the surrounding system. If,
on the other hand, the relevance of these critical investigations
cannot be proved, critiásm may well lose its privileged position.
36Jorg Drews, "Die Entwicklung der westdeutschen Literaturkritik seit 1 965,"
in Deutsche LiteratuT in der Bundesrepublik seit 1 965, p. 258.
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The seminal essay of this collection, to which the later ones are
more or les s indebted, is the first, "Literary Criticism and the
Public Sphere." It was written for the first issue of Literaturwis
senschaft und Linguistik, a journal designed by its editors to bridge
a noticeable gap between the disciplines of literary criticism and
linguistics. 1 was invited to address myself to the situation of
criticism at that time. But when 1 took a closer loo k at the prob
lems in volved, 1 carne to the conclusion that any fruitful analysis
would have to begin with the eighteenth century. The second
essay, "Art Evaluation and Reportage : The Aesthetic Theory of
the Later Heine," might be considered an example of the kind of
history of criticism 1 outlined in the essay "Prolegomena to a
History of Literary Criticism." The Heine essay was written for a
German anthology of scholarly contributions on Heine that
carne out in 1 97 7 . The essay entitled "The End of an Institution?
The Debate over the Function of Literary Criticism in the
1 960s," was first presented as a lecture in 1 97 1 . The occasion
was a conference at the University of Massachusetts on the West
German Literature of the 1 960s. This lecture gave me the op
portunity to deal more specifically with the crisis of the institu
tion of criticism during the late sixties. "The Task of Contempo
rary Literary Criticism" can be seen as a continuation of the
preceding essay. It is the revised form of a lecture 1 gave at the
Free University of Berlin in the summer of 1 974, when the first
symptoms of the Tendenzwende became noticeable. The essay
"Promoters, Consumers, and Critics : On the Reception of the
Best-Seller" was originally written for the Fourth Wisconsin
Workshop, held in October of 1 9 7 2 . The overriding theme of
that conference was the problematic of popular and mass cul
ture. "Prolegomena to a History of Literary Criticism," an essay
that returns to the theme of the first article, but now from a
more methodological point of view, was first presented as an
address at the Germanistentag held at Düsseldorf in 1 976. The
concluding study, "Critical Theory, Public Sphere, and Culture :
Jürgen Habermas and His Critics," which grew out of a paper
presented at the Institute for Twentieth Century Studies (Mil
waukee) in 1 977, is an attempt to reflect on sorne of the central
categories used in my studies, in particular the Habermasian
concept of the public sphere.
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