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1 Literary Criticism and 

the Public S Phere 

As long as a cultural institution is sheltered from close public 
scrutiny, by and large its social foundations remain concealed. 
They are brought into view only when the meaning and the 
function of the institution are called into question. Such ques
tioning uncovers the tacitly accepted social determinants which 
underlie the institution . The most recent attacks on literary criti
cism therefore do not represent just another typical generation 
conflict of youth versus Establishment. 1 Such conflicts belong to 
the internal history of literary criticism, a discipline which, with 
only slight exaggeration, could be described as being in a state of 
permanent crisis. The current conflict appears to involve not the 
formation of new blocs squaring off within the institutional 
framework, but rather an attack on the institution itself, an at
tack which, to be sure, incorporates the familiar structure of the 
struggle between young and old. 

Any intellectual system permits certain questions to be raised 
while rejecting others as irrelevant. In this sense established 
literary criticism has always considered it self-evident that its role 
is necessary. When asked why, it could only answer that it was 
performing a function vital to the maintenance of the literary 
system of communication. Yet the latest attacks on this cultural 
institution have raised questions that must be heard, even 

TransIated by Ronald L. Smith and Henry J.  Schmidt. 
'The following remarks refer primarily to the critical essays collected by Peter 

Hamm in the volume Kritik-von wemlfur wen/wie: Eine Selhstdarstellung deutscMr 
Kritiker (Munich, 1968) ; cited as Kritik. 
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though from the viewpoint of institutionalized criticism they 
must be considered illegitimate. It is worth noting that the "out
siders" who are attacking do not direct their polemic merely 
against the conservative modes of West German literary criti
cism. They do not seek to replace certain outdated norms of 
taste with others. Rather, they are attacking the methodology of 
criticism in general , the creation and use of standards and norms 
of all types. They are irritated by the self-assurance of a critical 
establishment that considers itself perhaps not infallible but at 
least indispensable . Thus the liberal critic is spared no more than 
his conservative counterpart ; indeed, in certain respects the 
former may be considered the more appropriate target, since his 
critical statements uphold as fundamental and irrefutable pre
cisely that which the challengers wish to call into question . 

Despite the differences of opinion among the various critics 
operating within the public literary industry, they are unani
mous in their belief in the autonomy of literature, the objectivity 
of criticism, and the social independence of the critico Literary 
life is considered a closed realm of communication, where in 
discussions among authors,  critics, and readers only literary ar
guments are admissible . Extraliterary factors are essentially ig
nored ; in cases where they are empirically verifiable , they are 
labeled mere evidence of decline . As a result, author and literary 
public appear only in their specific, abstract roles. The 
socioeconomic system surrounding the realm of literary com
munication is characterized quite neutrally as one of "material 
conditions"-necessary for the process of communication but 
nonetheless of no influence on the function of literary life or, 
especially, of literary criticismo This sense of self-assurance is 
now being vehemently attacked by the younger faction.2 They 
insist that this is an illusion which leads the critic to self
deception about his actual role. First of all , he uses the illusion of 
autonomy to secure an inappropriate position of power for him
self. He usurps from the author and the literary public the of
fices of both judge and lawgiver. An ideological concept of au
tonomy has led, perhaps unintentionally, to an authoritarian 
mode of criticismo As Peter Hamm notes , "For that reason, the 

2Narnely Peter Harnrn, Yaak Karsunke, Wolf Rosenberg, Heinz Ohff, Bazon 
Brock, and Hans G. Helrns. 
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major critic uses his evaluations to rescue precisely those 'values' 
which progressive art forms are seeking to liquidate. In more 
concrete terms, he is trying to rescue his own value, his own 
alleged individuality-that is, to maintain his own claim to 
domination."3 Criticism beco mes a rigid, dogmatic opinion 
which no longer allows the public to form its own differing 
judgment. The subjective taste of the critic remains obscured 
and is presented as objective. 

If the complaint here involved only a misuse of the critic's 
legitimate function, the solution would be a simple reformo Mar
tin Walser and Reinhard Baumgart, for example, suggest reduc
ing the role of the critic to that of a private citizen stating his 
opinion, as anyone may do. The more radical dissidents reject 
such a reform, since it leaves untouched the illusion of an auton
omous system of literary values. According to the radical argu
ment, the elitist consciousness of the "star" critic is not to be 
identified as mere subjective arrogance, but represents the typi
cal behavior of a social group which, under the guise of free
dom, seeks to hide its own superfluity and its dependence on the 
apparatus of the culture industry. The specialized critic who 
lives by his pen is not independent. He does not review an occa
sional book which interests him-he reviews in order to make a 
living. To give just one quote : "Since critics have to live off their 
fees, they are forced to write prodigiously. After hasty reading 
comes a hastily written criticismo The system successfully pre
vents those serving it from engaging in more exact analyses that 
might ultimately turn back on the system itself."4 

Employed by this apparatus and entrusted with a special as
signment as a theater, film, or literary critic, one is no longer 
free to reflect on the system itself and its involvement in the 
commodity market. The functionary is denied any insight into 
the social process that serves the apparatus. Criticism thus con
tributes, voluntarily or not, to the preservation of the social 
status quo. The radicals judge a critic's po sitio n in terms that 
make an individual critic's progressive or conservative view of a 
work inconsequential. Instead, the conditions of production 
form the criterion of analysis , and these are, at present, beyond 

3Peter Harnrn, " Der Grosskritiker," in Kritik, p. 38. 
'Yaak Karsunke, "Uralte Binsenwahrheiten," in Kritik, p. 46. 
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the influence of the critiCo The self-understanding of the critic as 
someone who has a position allegedly granted by the public 
sphere ought to be destroyed, for this public sphere no longer 
exists ; under the present conditions,  the function of literary 
criticism becomes tantamount to public relations work. 

All polemic aside, the question remains: Is the model of liter
ary criticism under attack here false or is it merely inappropriate 
to the current situation? Does this attack on criticism wish to 
destroy something that was never of value, or does it seek to 
ex pose something that has beco me outdated by the 
socioeconomic process? The following analysis intends to show 
that the latter is the case. A critical discussion of established 
literary criticism becomes meaningful if it is consciously brought 
into the context of the history of that criticism and reconstructs 
its development. In this way, the crisis as it now exists can be seen 
not merely as a factum brutum, but as the result of a set of prob
lems that have accumulated historically. 

The concept of criticism under discussion has a two
hundred-year-Iong history. Prior to the eighteenth century it 
was unknown. Within that time span it has undergone changes 
that have brought it far from its origins, but the institutional 
framework that arose with the original idea has remairied. This 
framework has managed to integrate its various diverging cur
rents so that established criticism has been able, with sorne jus
tification, to confront its opponents as a unified bloc. The asser
tion that the modern notion of criticism did not exist before the 
Enlightenment needs to be explained, for it is difficult to draw a 
sharp line between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in 
the history of literary theory. 5  Western European Classicism of 
the early eighteenth century is indebted to the previous epoch 
and sees no reason to deny this tradition. In terms of function, 
however, there is a demonstrable difference. Although the liter
ary criticism of the Enlightenment based itself on the poetics of 
the seventeenth century and only gradually freed itself from the 
influence of the past, it should be emphasized that these tra
ditional postulates were placed in a new context of legitimation. 
Rules of genre, aesthetic norms, and patterns of reception can 

5The German conditions, which stress a distinct boundary between Baroque 
and Enlightenment. are not representative of European literature in general. 
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keep the same content but still gain a new meaning. The concept 
of "rule" in poetics is ambivalent; it can have an authoritarian as 
well as a rational basis. When René Wellek states that the Neo
classicists were not authoritarian but rationalist,6 he assumes a 
functional restructuring of the inherited poetics. He is justified 
in doing so in the context of the history of modern literary 
criticismo But Wellek's analysis also obscures the qualitative 
change that took place, for Rationalism was the first system to 
view the traditional rules as laws, to be subjected to the same 
scrutiny as the laws of nature. This new approach encourages 
criticism of the traditional rules when they are not derived from 
evident principIes. Two separate but related problems in the 
realm of poetics emerge from this-analysis of the aesthetic 
norms and their application to the literary work at hand. The 
result is a conceptual split between literary theory and practical 
criticism, although in the eighteenth century both were pursued 
by essentially the same group of writers. This separation makes 
it possible to redetermine the role of the critico His role is that of 
mediator between the general law and the individual work of 
arto His critical judgment is based on a universally valid system of 
norms which claims 

'
to be evident as the laws of nature. So his 

judgment is objective, insofar as it appropriately describes the 
relationship between the norms and the work at hand. Its truth 
is apparent to any intelligent observer. Montesquieu's idea of the 
separation of powers can indeed, as Hans Mayer has suggested, 
be applied to the concept of Rationalist art criticismo Concerning 
the jurisdiction of art criticism, he writes : "Its job is to see that 
the artist observes the rules and, through its critical proclama
tions, to point out transgressions."7 This role of the public judge 
seems less arrogant, however, when one realizes how it is rooted 
in the separation of powers-the power to make the rules has 
been taken away from the critico He may formulate certain 
norms in his writings, but he is merely citing standard s that were 
already independently established as valid o Rationalist criticism 
postulates its intersubjectivity on the basis of universal , timeless 
aesthetic norms. 

6René Wellek, The Later Eighteenth Century, Vol. 1 of A History of Modero Criti
cism: I 75 0 -I950 (New Haven, 1 955), p. 1 3. 

7Meisterwerke deutscher Literaturkritik , ed. Hans Mayer (Berlin , 1 954), l :xxiv. 
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If the critics are restricted to the role of judges, who, then, are 
the legislators? Mayer's answer, that "the actual rulemakers were 
the ancients ,"8 is only partially satisfying, for it obscures the 
specifically rationalistic foundation of the system. The rules of 
antiquity can claim irrefutable validity only insofar as they are in 
agreement with the ratio. The authority of age alone would not 
protect them from critical doubt. 9 Rationalist criticism is based 
on the idea of restricting the power of authority through the 
concept of law. In the early bourgeois period the chief purpose 
of law, as the epitome of universal, abstract norms, was to com
bat the arbitrary use of authority. This was, of course, more 
clearly articulated in the sphere of politics than in that of aesthet
ics .  Because of its autonomy, law serves a protective function-it 
is the wall erected by the bourgeoisie against absolutismo  

Even in the eighteenth century, however, the situation grew 
more complexo As soon as people saw through the fiction of 
ahistorical aesthetic laws, they had to face again the problem of 
ensuring the possibility of critical judgment. The debate over 
taste, which extends throughout the century, is one of the focal 
points of this discussion. When taste becomes the criterion of 
aesthetic evaluation, reception and the role of the literary public 
become a part of the theoretical debate. 

It must be noted that the concept of taste was not unique to 
the Enlightenment but had a long tradition behind it. In the 
seventeenth century it was closely linked to the culture of the 
social elite. Good taste , mediated by both heredity and environ
ment, distinguished the life style of the aristocracy and the social 
groups attached to the aristocracy from the life style of other 

" Ibid.  
9This distinction was c1early drawn by John Dryden: The rules "are founded 

upon good sense, and sound reason, rather than on authority: for though Aris
totle and Horace are produced, yet no man must argue, that what they write is 
true, because they write it" (Essays, ed. William P. Ker [Oxford, 1 926], pp. 2 28-
2 29).  Murphy explicitly establishes that the only rules that can be  considered 
lasting and immutable are those which rest on the general constitution of man
kind; statements by poets and critics which are based on examples are, in the 
final analysis, arbitrary. ef. Aisso Bosker, Literary Criticism in the Age of Johnson 
(Groningen, 1 930), p. 64, n. 1 .  What Montesquieu formulated in regard to 
political laws is valid for aesthetic laws as well : "Les lois . . .  sont les rapports 
nécessaires qui dérivent de la nature des choses" (Oeuvres completes, ed. André 
Masson [Paris, 1 950), 1 :  1 ) .  For background information on the history of ideas, 
see Richard F. Jones, Ancients and Moderns (St. Louis, 1 936). 
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levels of society ; superior taste was the basis of their claim to 
cultural leadership. This concept was a powerful instrument in 
the hands of the ruling class-witness the servile dedications of 
the English professional writers of the Restoration era, in which 
they assure their aristocratic patrons of the importance of their 
critical approval . 

In the eighteenth century there was a reevaluation. The con
cept of taste gradually dissociated itself from the courtly value 
system and became a purely aesthetic category, presumably 
freed from social prerequisites . The introduction of taste into 
the theory of art necessarily led to a contradiction with the N eo
classical concept of law in the eighteenth century , for a judgment 
of taste given by the reading public appears to be arbitrary when 
compared to a deductive criticism based on rules ,  since judg
ments of taste cannot be demonstrated in the work itself. When 
differing mediators of taste collided, as in the arguments be
tween the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie, the reliability of taste 
was called into question. How could the judgment of a certain 
social class or of a certain individual be universally binding? This 
question could no longer be avoided. The psychological capacity 
of human beings to make an aesthetic judgment that was in ter
subjectively valid and independent of individual preconditions 
needed further investigation. 

Johann Christoph Gottsched, the leading literary theorist of 
the early German Enlightenment, provided a possible solution. 
His Classical system absorbed the concept of taste by neutralizing 
it. The supremacy of the rules was never seriously called into 
question, since good taste was defined as agreement between the 
rules and one's individual preference. For Gottsched the sole 
value of taste was as a means to characterize a still rather vaguely 
conceived aesthetic judgment. He defined taste as follows: "It is , 
namely, the ability to judge correctly the beauty of a poem, a 
thought, or an expression, when one has perceived that beauty 
without directly consulting the rules themselves . " 1 0  Gottsched 
leaves no doubt that taste alone is no adequate basis for aesthetic 
criticismo An evaluation based on taste is fallible , since it depends 
on external circumstances. 

l O]ohann Christoph Gottsched, Versuch einer kritischen Dichtkunst, 4th ed. (Leip
zig, 1 75 1 ) ,  p.  1 25 .  
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The radical suggestion of Jean Baptiste Dubos to make taste 
the cornerstone of aesthetics was diffused by both Gottsched and 
his predecessor Johann Ulrich von Konig, who tried to integrate 
taste into the Rationalist position of deductive argumentation.  
When taste became an independent aesthetic category, however, 
a reconciliation with the Rationalist conception of criticism be
carne far more difficult to achieve. We should particularly note 
the debate in the camp of English Empiricism, where the conse
quences of moving into such subjective areas were most clearly 
formulated and were recognized as a problem. David Hume, in 
his 1 757 essay "Of the Standards of Taste," denies that beauty is 
an objective property of a work of art and asserts instead that it is 
a subjective quality in the be holder, a view that destroys the basis 
of Gottsched's integration of subjective criticism into Rational 
theory. Hume does not, however, consider taste to be merely 
arbitrary. In place of the Rationalist fiction of law he sets up a 
fiction of anthropological uniformity-although taste is subjec
tive, it, like human nature itself, is in principIe uniform and 
universal: "The general principIes of taste are uniform in 
human nature." l l  The concept of taste is formulated so 
abstractly that the social background remains invisible. It refers 
not to specific social groups or classes but to "man in general," as 
Hume puts it. He notes explicitly that the critic must eliminate 
likes and dislikes when evaluating a work of arto This is of deci
sive importance for the concept of qiticism in the eighteenth 
century : the judgment of the critic may be subjective, but it is 
nevertheless legitimized before the forum of readers who have 
constituted themselves the public sphere. Hume makes it clear, 
however, that this literary public sphere is restricted to educated 
circles only. Not everyone possesses good taste ; one's natural 
potential must be developed through education and practice. 
The contradiction within the liberal public sphere becomes 
evident-it does not do justice to its own idea. Although in prin
cipIe the capacity to form an accurate opinion is considered pres
ent in everyone, in practice it is limited to the educated. 

l lDavid Hume, Philosophical Works, ed. Thomas H. Green and Thomas H.  
Grose (London, 1 882) ,  3 : 280. Hume treats deviations psychologicaIly as  an 
individual incapacity of the subject. The "delicacy of imagination" differs from 
person to persono Nonetheless, it can be developed-taste can be improved 
through practice. Cf. pp. 275-277.  
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The controversy about the role of taste was most precisely 
formulated in Kant's Kritik der Urteilskraft (Critique of Judg
ment) . Kant's transcendental critique of jugments based on taste 
overcame the aporias of the taste controversy by developing and 
justifying the subjective principIe of taste as an a priori principIe 
of judgment, thus sweeping aside Empiricism and Rationalist 
objections . A judgment based on taste is not a cognitive judg
ment; rather, it results from the reflection of the judging subject 
on his own feelings of pleasure or displeasure. But since these 
subjective conditions by virtue of their very form can be present 
in every individual, a judgment of taste is a priori possible . In 
this way, subjectivity and universal validity can be reconciled. 
Thus Kant underscores once again, albeit on a reflective level, the 
Enlightenment's intention to institutionalize criticism as a formal 
principIe that is self-supporting rather than rooted in tradition. 
In principIe , everyone has a basic judgmental capacity, although 
individual circumstances may cause each person to develop that 
capacity to a different degree. This means that everyone is called 
upon to participate in criticism; it is not the privilege of a certain 
social das s or professional dique. It follows that the critic, even a 
professional one, is merely a speaker from the general audience 
and formulates ideas that could be thought by anyone.  His spe
cial task vis-a-vis the public is to conduct the general discussion. 

In the Age of Enlightenment the concept of criticism cannot 
be separated from the institution of the public sphere. Every 
judgment is designed to be directed toward a public ; communi
cation with the reader is an integral part of the system. Through 
its relationship with the reading public, critical reflection loses its 
private character. Criticism opens itself to debate, it attempts to 
convince, it invites contradiction. It becomes a part of the public 
exchange of opinions . Seen historically, the modero concept of 
literary criticism is dosely tied to the rise of the liberal, bourgeois 
public sphere in the early eighteenth century. Literature served 
the emancipation movement of the middle das s as an instru
ment to gain self-esteem and to articulate its human demands 
against the absolutist state and a hierarchical society. Literary 
discussion, which had previously served as a form of legitimation 
of court society in the aristocratic salons , became an arena to 
pave the way for political discussion in the middle classes. This 
happened earliest in England, where those social institutions 



Literary Criticism and The Public SPhere 

first arose which for decades comprised the basis of the 
literary-political public sphere-coffee houses and clubs, read
ing societies and lending libraries . We should note again, how
ever, that this literary public sphere, which evolved into a basis 
for the political emancipation of the middle class, was not 
bourgeois in its origins. It was rooted in aristocratic court circles 
and only graduaUy freed itself from their domination. Once it 
became self-sufficient, this public sphere considered itself free 
of class structures and their particular interests. Though this was 
not actuaUy the case (its "general public" consisted mainly of the 
bourgeois middle class and the titled gentry) , the self
understanding of this public sphere presupposed general acces
sibility. In principIe, social privileges were not acknowledged 
whenever private citizens gathered together as a public body. In 
the reading societies and clubs, status was suspended so that a 
discussion among equals could take place. This attempt to liber
ate critical discussion from social prestige was of central impor
tance in the new concept of criticismo Authoritarian, aristocratic 
art judgments were replaced by a discourse among educated 
laymen. The role of the critic was derived from this discourse. A 
private individual among private individuals, the critic enjoyed 
no special privilege. He spoke for others because he was better 
informed; thus he claimed a right to be heard. His judicial and 
pedagogical powers were limited, however, by the general con
sensus that public opinion should be the ultimate judge. 

The model of the liberal public sphere was an ideal that social 
reality never fuUy achieved. Nevertheless, its effect is evident 
even today. journalistic literary criticism, as Peter Glotz has 
shown, 1 2  is still under its influence. The book reviews of the 
leading national newspapers are stiU directed toward "the read
ing public," in spite of the fact that the mass of uninformed 
readers cannot understand such demanding reviews. But by the 
end of the eighteenth century the assumption that the literary 
public consisted of a homogeneous circle of informed laymen 
was being exposed as fiction. This disintegration showed up 
more quickly in the literary public sphere than in the political 
one, which met its own crisis during the Industrial Revolution. 
The fragmentation of the public sphere was caused in part by 

I 2Peter Glotz, Buchkritik in deutschen Zeitungen (Hamburg, 1 968). 
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the realization of the educational program that had been postu
lated in the model. The bourgeoisie, in contrast to the aristoc
racy, promoted the spread of education, so that in the course of 
the eighteenth century, in England as well as on the Continent, 
there was a steady growth in the number of readers (that is to 
say, the potential audience for literature) . 1 3  This expansion led 
to a loosening of the bond between the leading intelligentsia and 
the broad reading publiCo A deft appeared between the artistic 
intentions of the productive intelligentsia and the taste of the 
general readership.  "A new antagonism develops, a tension be
tween the literature of the cultural élite and that of the general 
reading public, and lapses of good taste are to be observed,  in 
which the weaknesses of the light fiction of a later age are al
ready discernible." 14  

In a certain sense the fragmentation of the reading public 
represented a regression. When litera tu re is used for entertain
ment, critical reflection is ignored; the public character of the 
discussion was partIy discarded in the small intellectual cirdes 
where literary production and criticism could still interact di
rectIy. 

These changes influenced both the concept of literary criti
cism and the role of the critico Around 1 770 the critic in Ger
many faced a new situation, brought about when the bourgeois 
avant-garde broke away from its das s and divorced its artistic 
goals from the taste of the general reading publiCo Artistic duty 
toward the literary work seemed to conflict with the duty toward 
the literary publiCo The basis for mediation had beco me fragile . 

In his discussion of Gottfried August Bürger's poems Schiller 
pointed out that the modern poet cannot depend on an agree
ment between the taste of the masses and that of the connois
seur: "There is now a great distance between the masses of a 
nation and its select elements. The reason for this · lies partIy in 
the fact that conceptual enlightenment and moral refinement 
make up a unified whole which is far more than the sum of its 
parts. Beyond this cultural difference , the element of conve
nience makes segments of the nation extremely dissimilar in 

1 3Cf. Richard D. Altick, The English Common Reooer (Chicago, 1 957), pp. 30-77, 
and the literature listed there. 

1 4Arnold Hauser, The Social History of Art, transo Stanley Godman (New York, 
1 95 1 ) , 2 : 542 . 
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their manner of feeling and in their expression of that feel
ing." 1 5  The disintegration of the reading public into the broad 
masses and the "educated class," which Schiller considered a fait 
accompli, prevents the critic from identifying with any general 
consensus and defining his role and function in its contexto In 
the same review Schiller points out the difficulties involved in 
creating a work that can please both the mass public and the 
small circle of literary connoisseurs . 1 6  This describes, too, the 
dilemma of a system of criticism that can no longer be sure of its 
partner in dialogue-its audience. Should the critic make his 
judgments on behalf of the broad public or of the minority? 
Schiller concluded from this dilemma that aesthetic judgment 
should be sharply separated from the question of reception. In 
contrast to Bürger, who had cited popularity ( Volkstümlichkeit) as 
a measure of perfection, Schiller asserted that "the first indis
pensable requirement for the perfection of a poem is that it must 
possess an absolute inner value which is in no way dependent on 
the varying powers of comprehension of its readers ." 1 7  The 
value of popularity is not totally denied, but it is placed on a 
lower level in the hierarchy of definitive values :  popularity is an 
additional asset for a work of art that has already passed the test 
of autonomous aesthetic criticismo The Schillerean critic has the 
task of guarding the level of literary discussion, which has been 
endangered by new, less critical groups of readers. This function 
separates him from the general reading publico When the gen
eral public is considered to have an inadequate aesthetic sense 
and only the minority is viewed as a deserving partner for dis
course, the general validity of literary criticism can no longer be 
legitimated by the literary public sphere. The recently in
stitutionalized post of the critic is forced to seek support from a 
small literary elite , 1 8  and the critic begins to appeal to values that 

l 'Schiller, Siimtliche Werke, ed. Otto Güntter and Georg Witkowski (Leipzig, 
1 925) ,  1 9 : 230-23 1 .  

16"What a task it is to satisfy the refined taste of the connoisseur without 
going over the heads of the great mass of people-without depriving art of some 
of its dignity by courting the childish level of comprehension of the general 
population" (Schiller, 1 9 : 2 3 1 ) .  

1 7 Ibid . ,  1 9 : 232-233 .  
1 8In his  essay "Über naive und sentimentalische Dichtung" (On Naive and 

Sentimental Poetry), Schiller compares the actual circumstances in a society 
based on division of labor to the ideal conditions of aesthetic receptivity. He 

5 5  



The Institution 01 Criticism 

are to a great extent divorced from social connotations. The 
aesthetic canon of German Classicism can be compared to 

"
Neo

classical dogmas only in regard to external form, for the Neoclas
sical dogmas were held to be laws of a rational system of nature. 
The field of critical inquiry expanded when this idea of aesthetic 
"laws of nature" was seen to be a fiction. The separation between 
theory and criticism collapsed, as August Wilhelm Schlegel de
termined in the introduction to his lectures on literature and art, 
"for they simply cannot exist without each other, and each one 
can be developed and perfected only through the mediation of 
the other." 1 9  Schiller's critique of Bürger sounded harsh because 
it sought to do more than examine the individual weaknesses of 
the poems under discussion; it tried to attack a literary position 
that resolved the problematic relationship of production, recep
tion, and criticism in a way that was unacceptable to Schiller in 
his Classical phase . Bürger embodied the position of the Sturm 
und Drang. The noticeable opposition between the intelligentsia 
and the middle class was to be overcome through an expansion 
of the reading public-the people as a whole , rather than the 
educated elite and their institutionalized spokesmen, were to 
become the decisive forum of reception .  Bürger categorically 
denied those elite groups any ability to judge his poems: "For I 
live and die in the belief that no conceivable number of armchair 
judges, nay, not even judges on a throne, can touch a hair of any 
literary work into which Nature has blown the breath of life."20 

In establishing popular acceptance as the seal of perfection, 
Bürger necessarily points toward abolishing judges of art al-

concludes that only a class of people freed from labor, who are "busy without 
working," can come to an adequatejudgment of poetry. For "the after-effects of 
any lasting exertion . . .  hinder the aesthetic powers of judgment to such an 
extent that among the working classes there will be very few individuals who, in 
matters of taste, will be able to judge with certainty and, just as importantly, with 
uniformity" (Schiller, 1 7 : 558). Schiller seeks his ideal critic, whom he clearly 
distinguishes from the journalist, in such a class of individuals freed from labor: 
"Only such a class can maintain the beautiful entirety of human nature, which is 
momentarily destroyed by any bit of work and is thoroughly destroyed by a life 
of work; only such a class can, through its feelings, provide laws for the common 
judgment in all matters of pure humanity" (Schiller, 1 7 : 560) . 

1 9August W. Schlegel, Kritische SchriJten und Briefe, ed. E. Lohner (Stuttgart, 
1963), 2 : 9· 

2°From the foreword to Gottfried August Bürger's poems; quoted from 
Meisterwerke , 1 :348. 
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together and replacing criticism with the presentation of the 
process of a work's effect ( Wirkungsprozess) .  Johann Gottfried 
Herder's historical-genetic criticism ultimately moves in the 
same direction ; there the interpretation of the art object is more 
important than an evaluation of it. The innate positivity of the 
Romantic conception of art criticism is evident in Herder, 
though the philosophical premises differ. Herder's criticism is 
rooted in a process of understanding which penetra tes the con
ditions of origin of a work and from that point observes its 
development from germination to completed work. The concept 
of an aesthetic norm is extrinsic to this procedure. Such a norm 
never has more than a relative validity-it is valid within the 
context of a certain cultural time and place, and can be consid
ered an expression of that epoch. Herder counts the norms 
among the conditions of origin; their historical elaim to validity 
( Verbindlichkeit) presents a factor that the critic must take into 
consideration as an element of the cultural contexto Herder ne
gates, along with the rules and norms as aesthetic laws, the pos
sibility of an abstract formal comparison as well . For him the 
individual structure of a work permits only a criticism based on 
its unique conditions of origino One can only compare the effect 
on the beholder-as, for instance, with a comparison of Sopho
eles and Shakespeare. Yet Herder never introduces an 
empirical-psychological unit of measurement in the sense of the 
older aesthetics of impacto 

The Sturm und Drang movement thus attempted to eliminate 
the concept of the judge of art beca use this concept represents 
an illegitimate authority intruding among the creator of the 
work, the work itself, and its readers. The increasing social dis
tance between the writer and the society makes the critical dis
course of the public sphere, whose exponent is the critic, appear 
to be an attack on art. The arbiter of art is interpreted as a 
representative of evaluations based on taste, behind which there 
are assumed to be particular social interests that seek to limit the 
author's power to express himself. The Sturm und Drang estab
lished an ideal in the concept of the genius, freed from all 
heteronomous norms, an ideal that affirmed the primacy of the 
creatÍve capacity over the receptive-critical capacity. The correla
tive of the concept of the genius is the idea of a poetic criticism 
that empathizes with its object and adheres to it. This criticism is 
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directed toward a like-minded reader; it is no accident that Her
der in his Shakespeare essay calls on the "small cirde" as the real 
targets of his enthusiastic tracto N evertheless , Herder avoids a 
condusion that was extensively developed in Romanticism-art 
and life are not yet strictly divided. This condusion can be 
avoided because the creative accomplishment of the genius is 
seen in conjunction with the collective stream of folk poetry. 

In rejecting the rational and dogmatic judgmental facets of art 
criticism, Romanticism could find a common ground with the 
Sturm und Drang. It was not, however, prepared to follow the 
subjectivism of the "Age of Genius." In an early essay Friedrich 
Schlegel described the situation of art theory in his era as an 
antinomy: 

Here it [the theory] presented works that were sanctioned by the 
stamp of its authority as eternal models for imitation. There it 
established absolute originality as the ultimate measure of every 
artistic value, while showering the faintest suspicion of imitation 
with unceasing scorn. In its scholastic garb it demanded uncondi
tional acquiescence to even its most arbitrary, obviously idiotic laws. 
Or it idolized Genius with mystical, oracular dicta, made the artistic 
lawlessness of Genius its first principie , and with proud superstition 
paid tribute to revelations that were often quite ambiguous .2 1 

To reestablish a sound basis, this troubled discipline needed an 
art theory which could overcome the dangers of dogmatism, 
skepticism, and subjectivism.  

The derivation and development of  that theory i s  not the task 
of this examination. Only condusions that touch the relationship 
between criticism and the literary public are relevant here. In 
their theory of art the Romantics dealt with the incongruity be
tween the artistic intentions of the literary and cultural elite and 
the taste of the broad middle-class readership. The public, which 
in the form of an aesthetic elite , had still played a part in Schil
ler's theorem, is eliminated as an immanent factor from the 
system of Romantic literary criticismo Though communication 
with the public sphere, in the form of public lectures and 
speeches, played an important role in the social activity of the 

2 1Friedrich Schlegel, Prosaische jugendschriften, ed. Jakob Minor (Vienna, 
1882) ,  1 :90. 
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Romantics, especially the Schlegels , nevertheless in the evolution 
of a theory of art, which led to a specifically Romantic concept of 
criticism, there was no longer any place for the public sphere as a 
legitimizing partner of discourse. Romantic criticism stands with 
its back to the literary public, whose preferences and opinions 
can exert no influence, whether positive or negative, on the 
evaluation of an art work. This negation of the public is directed 
primarily toward modern society. In antiquity, however, where a 
normatively binding taste still existed, the public sphere could 
serve as a judge, making the art critic dispensable.22  In his re
view of Wilhelm Meister Friedrich Schlegel demonstrates the im
manent (in the strict sense of the word) procedure, which 
neither caIls on a judgment of taste nor depends on prescribed, 
heteronomous, aesthetic norms. He treats the novel as a work 
"which one can learn to understand only from itself,"23 not fram 
any conventional concept of genre. Criticism is derived entirely 
from the critic's reflection on the work-that is, from the poten
tial for reflection which is inherent in the work itself and is 
completed by the critical cognitive subject. The goal of criticism 
is to unveil the immanént nature of the work. In his analysis of 
Lessing, Schlegel speaks of "a criticism that would be not just a 
commentary on an already completed, wilted literature, but 
rather the organon of a literature that has not yet been com
pleted, structured, even begun."24 This notion represents a deci
sive change in the function of art criticismo The Rationalistic aim 
of approval or disapproval is alien to this criticismo I ts goal is the 
completion and perfection of a work of art that is necessarily 
imperfect in its individual finitude when compared to the idea of 
art itself. In the pracess of critical appropriation, the critic elimi
nates his own subjectivity, so that the result is an objective judg
ment based on empirical investigation. "The critic does not judge 
it [the art work] ; art itself is thejudge, in that it either accepts the 
work through the medium of criticism or it rejects it, deeming it 
beneath aIl criticism."25 For the Romantic concept of criticism, 

22Cf. A. W. Schlegel, Kritische Schriften, 2 :37 .  
23Friedrich Schlegel, Kritische Friedrich-Schlegel-Ausgabe, ed.  Ernst Behler 

(Munich, Paderborn, Vienna, 1958-80) , 2 :  133 .  
24Friedrich Schlegel, Schriften und Fragmente, ed .  E. Behler (Stuttgart, 1 956), p .  

55· 
25Walter Benjamin, Schriften (Frankfurt, 1 955) ,  2 :486. 
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the characterization of a work implies its evaluation; analysis and 
evaluation are one and the same. Only in this way, since pre
scribed norms are unacceptable, can subjectivism be avoided. 

Romantic art theory establishes criticism as an absolute-self
sufficient, with no nonliterary purpose . Its function is to divine 
the development of literature and to influence it through guid
ance and stimulation. Its earlier function of mediating between 
literature and the reading public, which had be en a source of its 
legitimation at the beginning of the eighteenth century, dissi
pated as art was freed from the control of specific social groups. 
The critical discourse that was initiated by the constitution of the 
public sphere diverged more and more from the needs of the 
public when those needs were considered inappropriate . 

From this situation carne a problem that is evident in literary 
criticism even today-the discrepancy between the social institu
tion of criticism and its immanent concepto The organization of 
literary life through book markets , critical journals , clubs, salons, 
and reading societies corresponded to the model of the liberal 
public sphere. By excluding social privileges, the discussion was 
to serve as an instrument of self-understanding, working toward 
the common goal of "enlightenment." "Private citizens who 
gather into a public engage in an open discourse concerning 
what they have read, incorporating it into the commonly pur
sued process of enlightenment."26 In addition, the discussion of 
art had not yet become dominated by specialists and experts ; 
along with discussions of politics and morality, it served as a 
humanizing influence. It thus spoke to a universal publiCo The 
development of the capitalistic book market moved in the same 
direction by turning literature into a commodity and making it 
available to everyone. When attempts were made to slow the 
broad distribution of books through small printings and high 
prices, which ensured a profit, the pressure of competition 
caused them to fail .  New forms of distribution, such as lending 
libraries, reading societies, and inexpensive editions, helped 
bring literature to levels of society which at the beginning of the 
century had been excluded. This institutionalized literary sys
tem, which had developed sharply defined social roles, followed 

28Jürgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit (Neuwied and Berlin, 
1 965), p. 63· 
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its own socially conditioned dynamic, one that did not run paral
lel to the changes in the concept of criticismo By the time of 
Romanticism this division of labor was already in existence. 
Romanticism could scorn the literary industry, it could sedude 
itself in esoteric cirdes from contact with the masses, but it was 
not in a po sitio n to alter the literary system as a whole. Thus 
Romanticism seemed to the liberalism of the V ormarz move
ment in literature ( 1 840-1 848) to be an era of exaggerated, un
healthy literary isolation, where exclusive diques looked down 
their noses at the general publiCo Robert Prutz, in his Vorlesungen 
über die deutsche Literatur (Lectures on German Literature) ,  states:  
"The Romantics separated themselves from the mass public by 
considering themselves better, wiser, more full of spirit than the 
rest. So it was inevitable that they should group together in 
diques and coteries to avoid being lost in the masses they de
spised ."2 7 

Whenever Romantic criticism maintained its strict concept of 
literature, it ignored the trivial literature directed toward a 
broad readership. Such works were considered unworthy of 
criticism ; any criticism dealing with them was labeled illegiti
mate, as Ludwig Tieck pointedly wrote in his Dramaturgische 
Bliitter (Dramaturgical Pages) : "The opinions of the rabble-its 
praise, its misguided criticism, its poetic drivel-all these out
pourings of ignoran ce find their place today in our daily 
press . . . .  It serves the majority of them right to be counted 
among the garbage of our literature ."28 The charge condemned 
a general public that delighted in tales of knights and damsels 
and had lagged far behind the development of authentic litera
ture. 

This disintegration of the literary public sphere resulted in the 
loss of its former political function ; as Prutz wrote, it meant that 
literary discussion could no longer involve "the circumstances of 
history, the affairs of the nation, the community, or its citi
zens."29 Together with the aesthetic diques carne a broad, de
politicized reading public oriented toward mere consumption. 

The Y oung Germany movement in literature ( 1 830-1 840) saw 

27Quoted fmm Das Junge Deutschland, ed. Jost Hermand (Stuttgart, 1 966), p. 
3 1 .  

28Quoted fmm Meisterwerke, 1 : 794 . 
29Das Junge Deutschland, p. 32 . 
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in this cleft between the small circles of literary producers and 
the mass consuming public a severe blow to the efficacy of litera
ture. The Young Germans dedicated themselves to the liquida
tion of a system that necessarily reproduced the separation be
tween aristocratic and vulgar literature . To them it was a matter 
of restoring a literary public sphere that could serve as an in
strument of political liberation. This is the basis of their vehe
ment, undifferentiated attacks on Goethe and the Romantics, 
whom they blamed for the depoliticizing process. Their polemic 
was directed not so much toward Goethe's literary works (its 
value was disputed only by moralizing Teutomanes like 
Wolfgang Menzel) but toward his personal aristocratic attitude 
and his alleged indifference to the pressing issues of his time. 
Ludwig Borne could never forgive Goethe for remaining inac
tive as reactionary forces gained strength in Germany; Goethe 
had in fact gone so far as to make his own peace with them. 
The real argument centered on a demarcation of current 
ideological fronts ; literary history provided the characters in the 
battle . Borne opposes Jean Paul to Goethe . Heine, in his Roman
tische Schule (The Romantic School) , prefers Schiller to Goethe, 
not so much on the basis of aesthetic excellence as for his revo
lutionary themes, which Heine emphasizes in opposition to 
Goethe's indifference. Regardless of individual reactions to cer
tain past authors, there was a general sense of standing at the 
threshold of a new era and a tendency to view the literature of 
the immediate past as the express ion of a closed, irretrievable 
historical periodo Heine's slogan of the "end of the age of art" 
was a clear expression of this consciousness.30 In a similar way, 
Ludolf Wienbarg formulated the distinction between the past 
and his own present efforts : 

Those previous giants of our literature lived in a sphere closed off 
from the world, nestled soft and warm in an enchanted ideal world, 
looking down like mortal gods on the sorrows and joys of the real 
world, nourishing themselves from the sacrificial fires of the emo
tions and desires of the publico Today's writers have descended 
from those secure heights; they are part of the public, they mingle 

30"Today's art must perish, because its principIe is still rooted in a bygone 
regime, in the past era of the HoIy Romari Empire." ef. Heinrich Heine, 
Siimtliche Werke, ed. Ernst EIster (Leipzig, 1 887-1 890) , 4 : 7.

2 . 

6 2  



Literary Criticism and The Public SPhere 

with the masses, they love, they get excited, happy, and angry like 
all the rest. 3 1  

In this juxtaposition, the description of the past (which appears 
more polemically here than in Wienbarg's other judgments) ,  
serves as a foil for a new literary system in which the forgotten 
public resumes its rightful place. The literary republic does away 
with the privileges of the author. Wienbarg does grant the writer 
one advantage, however, calling him the pacesetter, the agent of 
public dialogue who influences the development of public opin
ion through his own production. In the same context the 
Romantic concept of the poet is rejected: "The poets and writers 
of aesthetic prose stand no longer in service to the Muses alone, 
but al so in service to the Fatherland ; they are the allies of all the 
mighty endeavors of the time."32 The writer's task is thus aboye 
all the promotion of critical discourse. 

It is no accident that the writers of Young Germany looked 
back proudly to Lessing, the representative of Rationalist criti
cism and uncompromising polemicist. "He was the living criti
cism of his times, and his en tire life was polemic," wrote Heine. 
"This criticism had an impact on the farthest regions of intellect 
and emotion, on religion, science, and art."33 Heinrich Laube 
adds:  "It  is an unceasing pleasure for me to observe this ar
chitect, Lessing. Here is criticism with vitality, one that needs no 
artificial phrases; here is truth, insight, stimulation."34 All of this 
represents a renewal of Enlightenment values-the critical au
thor is seen as spokesman of a public sphere defending itself 
against the power of the state. The position was historicaIly jus
tified in that the political situation in Germany lagged behind 
that of Western Europe, for the German bourgeoisie never got 
beyond a compromise with the absolutist state. Literature was 
seen once more as a training ground for political liberation; and 
the literary revolution was to serve as preparation for a political 
one. 

3 1  Ludolf Wienbarg, Asthetische Feldzüge, ed . Walter Dietze (Berlin and Weimar, 
1 964), p. 1 88 ;  in part a parody of Goethe's "Prometheus." 

32Ibid. 
33Heine, 4 : 240.  
34Laube, from the introduction to "Rokoko" ( 1 846) ; quoted from Lessing: Ein 

unpoetischer Dichter, ed. Horst Steinmetz (Frankfurt, 1 969) , p. 29 1 .  
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That the Young German authors accepted the liberal model 
of a literary-political public sphere mediating between state and 
society, without questioning its socioeconomic basis , is apparent 
above all in their concept of the role of the publiC o The public is 
returned to its rightful place as an active participant in dis
course ; it is designated as arbiter of literary life .  Laube postu
lated a "democratic plateau" of literature that would no longer 
have need of cultural heroes ,  since everyone would be educated 
and capable of writing. The tendency of the early Enlighten
ment toward popularization is repeated in the statement "Sci
ence and art emerged from closed room s and entered the mar
ketplace."35 The movement of literature toward democracy (or 
toward a republic, if one wishes to distinguish the more radical 
aims of the Young Hegelians from those of the Young Germans) 
implied the creation of a public that would differ from both the 
mass of the lower middle class and the narrow educated elite . 
Only the widest general audience could be properly addressed. 
It appears from the confidential reports of the official censors of 
the time that the Y oung German authors met with a measure of 
success in this regard, that their works reached more than a 
cultural elite . The result was the parliamentary edict of 1 835 ,  
banning the distribution of their literature precisely because it 
was available to all classes. The refashioning of literature into an 
instrument for the journalistic treatment of current political is
sues went straight to the core of the concept of criticismo The 
general animosity the Young Germany movement felt toward 
Romanticism, however, prevented a careful examination of the 
Romantic theory of art, and this in turn resulted in a lingering 
feeling of uneasiness in regard to aesthetic norms. In the tenth 
lecture of his Asthetische Feldzüge (Aesthetic Campaigns) , Wien
barg posed the rhetorical question "What distinguishes us and 
our time from other men and times who could boast of a shared, 
common attitude toward life?" His answer was "the lack of unity 
and thus the lack of strength and security, therefore the lack of 
truth. We are as unsure in our actions as in our enjoyments, as 
wavering in our creativity as in our judgment. Our heads collide, 
as do our feelings. It is a world of dissonances, which looks to the 

35Laube, "Die neue Kritik," in Das Junge Deutschland, p- 104-
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future for its sustaining continuity."36 The insecurity, which 
Wienbarg conceded more honestly than did his feHow combat
ants, was rooted in the fact that aH the various critical currents 
from the Enlightenment through Romanticism were still present 
and demanded a decision from the critiCo At the same time, 
however, the mere continuation of these aesthetic and critical 
traditions proved impossible in view of the changed historical 
circumstances . Despite a great sympathy for the Enlightenment, 
it was impossible to return to a rationalistic poetics guided by a 
strict set of rules, or to the abstract aesthetic of Schiller, so in
debted to Kant's Critique 01 jud{f'ftent. On the other hand, aes
thetic evaluation could not be permitted to degenerate to the 
level of mere personal taste, as was so often the case with post
Romantic criticismo Wienbarg sought to lead aesthetics out of its 
isolation and to elucidate its relationship to the dominant Weltan
schauung of the time, in terms of historical progress : "We thereby 
confirmed the idea that aesthetics, if anything at aH, is a histor
icaHy closed discipline; as such it adheres to a much higher yet 
more limited standpoint than most observers generaHy admit
namely, the stand point of the prevailing Weltanschauung it
self."37  

One can conclude that an apparent change in taste is  not 
coinciden tal but is rooted in a change in the general philosophi
cal viewpoint. Consequently the critic must develop aesthetic 
guidelines within the context of the concrete historical situation. 
Wienbarg's emphasis lay, of course, not so much on a study of 
the past as on an analysis of current questions. 

The self-limitation of the aesthetic realm became a problem of 
the first order. Ideological tendencies growing out of social con
flicts negated the concept of the autonomous work of art. This 
movement toward ideologies manifested itself in a prose that 
Wienbarg found to be both more concise and more vulgar that 
the artistic language of previous epochs. The aim of this prose 
was to combine two linguistic aspects that had always been 
strictly separated-poetic expression and communication. 
Heine's prose, the recognized model for Young German writers , 

36Wienbarg, p. 9 l .  
37Ibid. ,  p .  83. 
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is characterized by a highly subjective blending of "facts, 
phenomena, episodes, visions, and details of consciousness ; it is 
a potpourri of realities taken from a variety of levels and dimen
sions which come into contact with one another through associa
tion, reflection, and the memory of the never entirely fictitious 
author."38 In such a work one would search in vain for the 
integral unity of the work of art and its aesthetic semblance. The 
boundary between poetic and publicistic writing has been 
erased, not through arbitrary distortions by the author, one 
must immediately add, but rath�r through an insight into the 
factors which conditioned the modes of production in that era. 

According to the theory of art criticism in the Age of Goethe, 
the work of art expresses something that can be presented only 
through the medium ol' the art work. Where this theory fully 
dominated, it enjoined the critic from any use of extraliterary 
categories. It proved untenable when confronted with a litera
ture that no longer affirmed the concept of a closed work ol' art 
but opened itsell' up to external reality and consciously accepted 
ideological elements without integrating them in the traditional 
sense . Heine's Romantische Schule represents a new type of liter
ary criticism, one that combines in a highly unorthodox manner 
personal characteristics, descriptions of works, satire, historical 
commentary, and critique of ideology. In contrast to Romantic 
criticism, which Heine praised for "a fine sensitivity to a work's 
particular characteristics ,"39 this criticism was subjective and 
polemical. It was polemical because of the conviction that litera
tu re could no longer exist beyond reality and therefore had to be 
tendentious, whether intentionally or unintentionally. It was 
subjective because of the realization that an objective canon of 
values would have to be related to sociopolitical reality, a reality 
in such a state of flux that it would soon contradict any dogmatic 
canon. It was no longer possible to mediate art and critical con
sciousness in a representation that uses abstract rules as measur
ing devices ; nor was it possible to retain the Romantic procedure 
which completed the work of art in the critical process without 
the participation of the cognitive subject, as it were. "For the 

38Wolfgang Preisendanz, "Der Funktionsübergang von Dichtung und Pub
lizistik bei Heine," in Die nicht mehr schonen Künste, ed. Hans Robert ]auss, Poetik 
und Hermeneutik, 3 (Munich, 1 968), 350. 

39Heine, 5 : 232 . 
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time being Heine felt that the only thing that could be 'repre
sented,' in the actual sense of the word, was subjectivity as such, 
as the point of reference for all experience of reality."40 

This statement could stand not only for Heine's prose but for 
his criticism as well . It casts off the illusion of critical objectivity. 
Heine finds fault with Lessing and even more with the Schlegels 
for lacking a solid theory, and he is not prepared to follow A. W. 
Schlegel, his academic mentor, by taking the route of an histori
cal assessment of arto In Heine's work the critical subject makes 
its presence explicitly known. It describes its personal stand to
ward the work, the person, or the critical tendency being 
analyzed. It registers its reactions, clarifies its premises, and 
voices its individual perspective. The purpose of this is not to 
provide the reader with impressions but to hinder any dogmatic 
understanding of the statements . Heine was fully aware of this 
procedure, as shown in this remark from his work on Borne : 
"This constant assertion of my personality [is] the most suitable 
means of encouraging a self-evaluation from the reader."41 His 
emphasis on subjectivity should not be viewed as a resumption of 
the old role of arbitratio�. The polemic, sharp as it may be, does 
not claim to have final answers. It seeks to provoke-it chal
lenges the reader to pursue further the connection between lit
erature and politics and to draw the broad extra-aesthetic context 
into literary criticismo Historical , political, social, and ideological 
matters are thus introduced into the realm of literary criticismo 
In place of Romantic criticism there emerged a journalistic criti
cism, which no longer insisted on the integral nature of a work 
of arto In Borne's case, literary criticism was avowedly a continu
ation of political discussion in a public sphere that had been 
depoliticized by state censorship.42 The politicized criticism pro
duced by the Young Germany movement was not, strictly speak-

4°Preisendanz, p. 345. 
4 1Heine, 7: 1 3 2 .  
42Borne blamed the lack o f  a literary-political public sphere for the shortcom

ings of German criticismo The German critic, usually an educated intellectuaI, 
considered himself not a representative of the public sphere but an official of the 
state. German criticism "has no real sense of a public sphere; that sense died 
from lack of use. It also lacks good manners, skill, decency, courage, and pres
ence of mind. In Germany everyone who cannot do anything else writes ; those 
who cannot write become reviewers. That is quite pardonable in itself; everyone 
is entitled to speak his mind in matters of public interest. But what is missing is a 
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ing, socially engaged, as Marx and Engels later pointed out. Like 
literature, its criticism was directed toward the public as a whole , 
not yet toward the viewpoint of a single class-that is, the 
functioning of the autonomous public sphere was not called into 
question. 

In politically backward Germany, the liberals viewed literature 
as the only available vehicle for political struggle . Since there was 
no self-sufficient political public sphere, the literary sphere had 
to step in (imitating the Enlightenment) as a stimulator and 
promulgator of action . "We Germans," wrote Johannes Scherr, 
"have no other public life than that of literature ; our only deeds 
are literary ones."43 Because of Germany's slowness in develop
ing, the political consequences of the literary public sphere did 
not become evident until the 1 830S and 1 840s. Jost Hermand 
has rightly argued against the widespread denigration of the 
Young German movement, pointing out that des pite the unclar
ity of its purely literary goals , it introduced a form of critical 
discourse in Germany which paved the way for the more politi
cally conscious writers of the Vormarz.44 In his essay "Die neue 
Literatur" (The New Literature) , Georg Herwegh writes, "Our 
new literature is a daughter of criticism; our best authors 
brought their works to the public in journals ; many a budding 
talent is taking that same route now."45 

The Vormarz movement intensified the currents of the 1 830S 
and accentuated the priorities of politics over literature. It 
judged an individual's talent according to its role in the overall 
movement: "In literature a writer's value does not depend on 
himself, but only on his position in relation to the whole."46 
Literary criticism assumed the function of a critique of ideology 
more precisely than in the generation of Young Germany. 
y oung Friedrich Engels recognized only Borne as a precursor in 

public opinion, an urn wherein all votes could be gathered for counting." "Einige 
Worte über die angekündigten Jahrbücher der wissenschaftlichen Kritik," 
Kritische SchriJten, ed. Edgar Schumacher (Stuttgart and Zurich, 1 964) , p. 57 · 

43Das ¡unge Deutschland, p. 349.  
44Hermand, "Nachwort," in Das ¡unge Deutschland, esp. pp.  389-39 1 .  
45Georg Herwegh, in Der deutsche Vormiin, ed. Jost Hermand (Stuttgart, 1 967), 

p. l O. 
'6Friedrich Engels, "Alexander Jung, 'Lectures on Modern Literature,' " in 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels ,  Collected Works , transo Richard Dixon et al. 
(New York, 1 975),  2 : 288 . 
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this regard. Engels at that time had of course no clearly de
veloped background of social theory for the politicization of 
literary criticism as he postulated it. It  aros e from the conviction 
that ideological discussion, when carried out in the public 
sphere, could, as critical consciousness, effect political change. 
For the Left Hegelian Engels, the smooth functioning of the 
public sphere was still a given fact. Not until his analysis of 
Thomas Carlyle's Past and Present did Engels undertake an in
depth criticism of literary life .  There he exposes the contradic
tion between the fashionable "literature industry" and the social 
reality of a class society. While the liberals placed faith in public 
opinion to act as a political regulatory factor, Engels charac
terized this as the "public prejudice" of high society4 7-that is, of 
the class which, through its control of industry, holds political 
power in its hands. What the liberals called "public opinion" and 
held to be independent of particular social interests was in Eng
els' eyes an attempt to stabilize economic and social inequity. 

The liberal public sphere was subjected to a more basic and 
penetrating critique by Marx. We mention this critique here for 
two reasons. First, it dissolves in principIe the institutional basis 
of previous literary criticism, which had not been questioned 
even by those groups such as the Romantics, who had distanced 
themselves to such an extent from the origins of literary criticism 
as public discourse. Second, the critique of the bourgeois public 
sphere established the necessity of rethinking the institutional 
foundation of criticismo 

Marx's critique arose primarily from Hegel's philosophy of 
law. Hegel had smoothed over the contradictions arising from 
the conflict of individual and supposedly rational general in ter
ests by integrating them into a hierarchical theory of the state . 
Marx, on the other hand, accepted the development toward a 
bourgeois constitutional state-with the intention,  to be sure, of 
proving the contradiction between its theory and its actual man
ifestation. The bourgeois public sphere assumed that the eco
nomic system was free from domination and could regulate it
self, so that public and priva te interests would remain separated. 
But Marx showed that capitalism, in spite of its formal freedom 

4 7Friedrich Engels, "The Condition of England: Past and Present by Carlyle," in 
Marx and Engels, 3 :446. 
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of contract, leads to conditions of force and domination which 
contradict the idea of the public sphere. The literary audience 
forfeited its claim of representing the entire society, since the 
public sphere was not equally accessible to everyone. Fur
thermore, the separation of public from private interests proved 
to be a fiction from which only the bourgeoisie profited. Finally, 
public opinion, contrary to its own theory, is not identical to 
rationality so long as bourgeois society perpetuates conditions of 
force . 

Marx encountered in class society a public sphere that had 
betrayed its own principIes.  He concluded that to realize the idea 
of the public sphere, it would be necessary to do away with its 
liberal formo As the public expands, as the lower classes partici
pate more and more in the institutionalized media of communi
cation, the principIe of publicity must turn increasingly against 
the bourgeoisie. As the interests of these nonpropertied classes 
gain increasing attention, the idea of property itself began to be 
analyzed. The economic basis of the public sphere eventually 
becomes a subject for discussion. "When the mass of nonprop
erty owners begin to discuss publicly the general rules of social 
interaction, the reproduction of social life as such (rather than 
merely the amassing of private wealth) becomes a matter of pub
lic interest."48 

New problems for the foundations of literary criticism emerge 
from this critique. If the ratio na lit y of public opinion is exposed 
as being based on a false self-understanding of the bourgeoisie , 
the public can no longer be a source of legitimation for criticismo 
For this public is not identical to the population as a whole-it 
represents only "good society," whose judgment (though it can
not admit this) is determined by its social position. Thus , in view 
of the obvious conflict of class interests , there arose a problem of 
method which had previously been dismissed as irrelevant, since 
it contradicted the idea of an autonomous public sphere : it is 
suspected that both literary production and critical reception are 
no longer directed toward or speak for the total society; they are 
suspected of expressing special class interests in their writings. 
Criticism, if it wishes to go beyond mere description, thus cannot 
be satisfied with confronting a work directly and evaluating it 

48Habermas, Strukturwarulel, p. 1 4 1 .  
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according to its own intentions. Criticism must de al with the 
attitudes of both author and reader insofar as these comprise the 
context of the work. The object of criticism is thereby broadened 
to inelude the cultural system itself, a system based on division of 
labor, in which the intellectual products stand alienated from 
their producers. Culture is posited absolutely and is withdrawn 
from social praxis; it has become an ideology and has forced its 
producers into a situation of dependence. Thus the "task of 
philosophy, which is in the service of history, once the holy form 
of human self-alienation has been discovered, is to discover 
self-alienation in its unholy forms."49 The ideological element in 
the literary system is its elaim of being independent of man's 
social actions. Criticism has to destroy this illusion, for it merely 
obscures the actual dependence of the institution of literature on 
the established social order. 50 This suspicion of ideology differs 
from the immanent criticism of the Romantic era in two ways. 
First, it holds extraliterary factors to be relevant to the meaning 
of a work of art. Second, in a radical way it insists on its elaim to 
criticize any work of arto 

In his model of base and superstructure, Marx was able to 
formulate experimentally the possibility of a theory of culture 
which could provide literary criticism with a methodological ac
cess to the conditions of literary production, conditions which 
under the premises of the classical literary public sphere had to 
remain invisible . For this model of the public sphere, discourse 
was autonomous, with no connection to material activities of 
mankind or to the development of material forces of produc
tion. Marx, on the other hand, insisted on the dominance of the 
material force s of production over intellectual production,  as 
manifested in religion, morality, and art: "The mode of produc-

49Karl Marx, "Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Law: 
Introduction," in Marx, Selected Writings. ed. David McLellan (Oxford, 1 977) ,  p. 
64· 

50This dependence, however, should not be understood positivistically as a 
causal determination of the individual work of art through social determinants. 
It concerns rather the totality of the literary system as a part of the cultural 
system. In the introduction to his Kritik der politischen Okonomie (Critique of 
Political Economy), Marx noted that the development of material conditions of 
production does not necessarily run parallel to the development of culture. 
Periods of great artistic achievement are not always related to progress in the 
relations of production. Cf. Marx and Engels, On Literature and Art (Moscow, 
1 976), pp. 82 -84. 
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tion of material life conditions the social, political, and in
tellectual life process in general. It  is not the consciousness of 
men that determines their being, but, on the contrary, their 
social being that determines their consciousness ."5 1  Therefore, 
the shifts in the intellectual production designated as the 
superstructure, shifts which the history of literature also pur
sues, can be comprehended only within the context of changes 
in the material base . 

The model describes the relationships that can provide 
guidelines for literary criticism, although it does so schemati
cally, without specifying particular conditions of mediation. AI
though it was not formulated to take account of the special aims 
of art criticism, it does offer sorne orientation. This model 
should not, however, be (as Engels saw it) a description of a 
situation governed by laws of nature. It derives its function far 
more from the theory of revolution, which converts reflection 
into practice . The superstructure cannot be understood as 
merely the sum total of aH the elements of consciousness which 
can be derived from material conditions. Marx understood 
clearly that the model offered only a general framework that 
needed to be filled in, especiaHy regarding the various stages of 
transmission from the economic base to the cultural phenomena 
which are as far removed from this foundation as litera tu re is. 

The current task of literary criticism is prefigured in Marx' 
revelation of the ideological character of the bourgeois public 
sphere. In the public sphere , the literary audience had insisted 
that aesthetics must be set apart from the problems of real life 
and that one's association with art is not at aH related to one's 
role as a private property owner. This idea of the public sphere 
maintained that public discussion participated in a process of 
humanization, insofar as the reception of art could be converted 
into social praxis through the mediation of the political public 
sphere. Yet this essential connection was lost in the later stage of 
development of bourgeois society. The relationship between the 
literary and the political public sphere was severed by the 
middle-class public as it set itself apart more distinctly from the 
masses. The educated elite withdrew to a "sacra}" reception of 
art which sought to shelter the work of art from a vulgarized 

"Marx, Selected Writings, p. 389. 



Literary Criticism and The Public SPhere 

world of reality in order to preserve the human potentials which, 
though repressed by society, were preserved in the work. The 
lower classes, however, were soon caught in the jaws of the 
capitalist culture industry, which steadily eroded the concept of 
autonomous culture. Both of these courses led toward de
politicization : the social impotence of the elitists , who clutched 
tightly onto art, corresponds to the subjugation of the masses to 
the apparatus of the culture industry. In short, the cultural sys
tem, which traditional literary criticism had always considered 
naturally given, now had to be critically analyzed in its own right, 
for this system obscured its social underpinnings . When the 
critic, as the spokesman of an educated public, appeals to literary 
tradition, he refers to a property of the privileged group, which 
does not grant the masses any right of codetermination over the 
use of the cultural heritage. 

The contradictory recent history of literary criticism too k 
place before the background of a fragmented literary public 
sphere, largely robbed of its original function. The most obvious 
symptom of this crisis was the separation of elite and mass cul
ture, a split that has had great consequences for the institution of 
literary criticismo Although there had existed a difference be
tween the advanced consciousness of the minority and the more 
backward one of the broad public in the past, the situation that 
arose in the late nineteenth century was nevertheless a qualita
tively new one, for this difference could now be institutionally 
anchored in the social system. By applying industrial production 
methods to literary creativity and by utilizing the market situa
tion to produce a literary commodity designed for mass con
sumption, the literary industry was able to analyze and with 
increasing success to satisfy the needs of the middle and lower 
classes . The industry had previously considered

' 
this segment of 

the market to be marginal and thus left it to chance, but now it 
became increasingly scrutinized and controlled. The public's 
needs were not only satisfied but manufactured and manipu
lated as well . This was the beginning of what has since come to 
be known in critical sociology as "consumer culture ." 

To characterize this development merely as the commerciali
zation of art is inadeqnate , for works of art made their appear
ance as commodities as early as the eighteenth century. The 
autonomous character of the commodity had in fact allowed art 
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to gain a measure of autonomy, since it was removed from 
spheres of direct domination. This autonomy was then posited 
as absolute by the ensuing art theory. In consumer culture, in a 
logical extension of the capitalist system, the reception of art was 
drawn into the realm of marketing, with its system of controHed 
production and consumption . The form of literary discussion 
specifically related to the liberal public sphere was eliminated . 
The sophisticated adaptation of calculated and manufactured 
needs to mass production compromised the bourgeois concept 
of autonomous culture. The essential notion of autonomy is ne
gated when art is turned into consumable "culture com
modities," for bourgeois culture was based on the premise that 
the use value of literature should remain untouched by its ex
change value as a commodity. 

The structural transformation of the public sphere, which in 
the final analysis rests on the social frictions of advanced 
capitalist class society, did not leave untouched the position of 
institutionalized literary criticismo The literary inteHigentsia, 
considering itself the bearer of advanced consciousness, held 
fast to the concept of the autonomous work of art, which foHows 
only its own laws . This group drew back from aH that it abhorred 
as the vulgarization and commercialization of culture. Placed on 
the defensive by the social system, it insisted on the principIe of 
l'art pour l'art, which by then was recognized as elitist. The 
aesthetic discussion was conducted in informal groups and 
specialized literary journals, the general public being more or 
less excluded.52 This meant the end of the model of the liberal 
public sphere. Only a minority of select initiates could take part 
in the deliberations.  The idea of representing the public interest 
was discarded. In extreme cases the intelligentsia shunned aH 
contact with the public, as it did , for example, in the early days of 
the intellectual circle around Stefan George . 

• 2h is a moot point whether this social distancing represented a culpable self
exile or was forced by the society, for the question does not take into considera
tion the dialectical forces at work in the decay of the literary institutions. 
Psychologically it was certainly to a large extent a freely chosen inner exile . One 
must still consider, however, that this withdrawal was in one aspect legitimate: 
these exiles confronted society with an ideal it had sacrificed. This could only be 
achieved, however, at the price of social exclusiveness. One could claim with 
justification that this represented a misjudgment of the situation by the intelli
gentsia. 
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The social isolation of this avant-garde destroyed the liberal 
idea of literary criticism, and not merely through the esoteric 
attitudes of its adherents . Their changed self-image was more 
significant than the change in the mode of communication. The 
judicial role of art criticism became authoritarian once it di
vorced itself from its traditional function as mediator between 
the art work and the public and escaped the control of a public 
endowed with full and equal rights. Literary criticism assumed 
the form of a decree that allowed no opposition. Convinced of 
their exceptional talent, the elitists withdrew from discussion 
and became irrational. George and his circle are exemplars of 
this procedure. The alternative of subjective impressionism led 
to the same resulto It suspended every claim to normative stan
dards and substituted personal feelings as the sole judgmental 
criterion. In this irrational form the role of the literary critic 
could be fit neatly into the apparatus of the modern culture 
industry, thus losing its original element of protest against pre
cisely that apparatus. 

At the turn of the century this possibility was not yet available . 
When esoteric literary criticism encountered mass journalism, it 
drew back sharply and made no secret of its disdain: "The liter
ary criticism practiced in German newspapers and magazine s 
has not the slightest claim to respect, neither through its level of 
education nor through its insights ," wrote Rudolf Borchardt in 
his Rede über Hofmannsthal (Speech on Hofmannsthal) .áa The 
elite felt alienated from the broad public and disavowed sharply 
the institutional basis of criticism-they attacked the profes
sionalized mode of literary reviewing in the name of a sanctified 
art. 

This confrontation reflects the advanced stage of a social pro
cess to which the protesting avant-garde and the incriminated 
journalism were equally exposed. With the onset of the phase of 
high capitalism,  the system of literature was subjected to a more 
rigorous division of labor, in accordance with the laws of the 
marketplace. This situation dissolved the unity of poetic and 
critical production which had found its expression in the con
cept of "author." Within criticism itself, since the mid-nineteenth 

ó3Rudolf Borchardt, Reden, ed. Marie L. Borchardt with Rudolf Schroder 
(Stuttgart, 1 955), p. 47· 
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century there had been a split between the criticism of the daily 
press, found in the feuilletons, and literary history, which had 
taken refuge in íhe universities. Journalistic critics and academic 
literary historians increasingly occupied different social roles .  
The journalist had no secure social status ;  he belonged to none 
of the traditional social groups with respected role definitions.  
In a society as status-conscious as the German society, he seemed 
the most proletarian of the intellectuals. This profession was a 
gathering point for members of the intelligentsia who either 
could not or would not assume a place in the academic hierar
chy. The expansion of the press in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century lowered the social prestige of the journalist 
even further. S4 

The transition from independent author to employed jour
nalist reflects the broader transformation in the organization 
and function of the press. As soon as the consolidation of the 
political public sphere allowed newspapers to be run primarily as 
business ventures, the relationship between the publisher and 
the editor changed, to the detriment of the latter. The early 
liberal editor could consider himself an emissary of the public, 
whose general interests he guarded, independent of the private 
economic interests of the publisher. The restructuring of the 
newspaper into a business placed the publisher in a dominant 
position and reduced the editor to an employee who takes or
ders. In an expanded editorial staff, his assignment became 
specialized to that of coordinator and salesman of news reports. 
The great number of news items, including those in the cultural 
realm, demanded a tight organization in order to satisfy the 
public's demand for up-to-date information. Literary criticism 
was thereby reduced to book reviewing. The historical dimen
sion was thereby diminished and handed over to the historians 
as an area of specialization. The daily reviews, which sought to 
give readers information about the most recent publications, 
gradually became an appendix of the book market, providing 

54Because of the great need for workers, the educational standards had to be 
lowered. The journalist of the Vormarz period was usually an academic who had 
completed his studies ; he considered himself a writer and in many cases was only 
temporarily engaged in journalism. But the educational level fell with the great 
influx of workers into this field. There were fewer academics, and many of those 
were former students who had failed at the university. Within the framework of 
a commercialized press they were used as intellectual skilled laborers. For most 
of them the ambition of becoming an author was beyond their reach. 
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immediate reactions to the constantly rising tide of books, de
pendent on the space at their disposal , calculated for fast read
ing and therefore hastily written. "The critiques have become 
short. . . .  There are hardly any analyses and in te rpretation s of 
works any more . . . .  The critic no longer argues, he only dic
tates." This is Mayer's summary of the dominant tendency of the 
twentieth century.55 The statement must be qualified, as he well 
knows. For the time period 1 900-1 933 Mayer himself points out 
countertendencies-there were critics who fought the commer
cialization of criticismo And after 1 945 there were a number of 
newspapers and magazines with a broad geographical circula
tion which tried to restore the literary public sphere of the liber
als . They encouraged argumentative criticism and debates 
among critics. One may doubt, however, that the autonomy of 
the public sphere was reconstructed by this method. It is reveal
ing to hear the confession of the editors that they have no clear 
conception of their readership ; apparently they are not terribly 
interested in establishing a close contacto 56 They view themselves 
less as agents of a deliberating public than as autonomous pro
moters of avant-garde literature. The opposition of elite and 
mass culture, a decisive factor in the modern situation , is still in 
evidence here and takes the form of a clearly defined division 
between areas of cultural communication; there is merely sorne 
shifting of borders . As the formerly isolated literary intelligen
tsia is reintegrated into society, the opposition can be absorbed 
into the system itself. A type of division of labor has taken place : 
The leading national periodicals direct their criticism toward an 
educationally privileged public, leaving the mass public to re
gional newspapers and boulevard press. 

It was not merely the breaking up of cultural communication 
that turned the idea of the liberal public sphere into a fiction. 
The position and function assigned to the critic by the apparatus 
of the mas s media set limits to the development of critical delib
eration. These limits are for the most part invisible , since the 
interference is not in the form of open censorship; nevertheless , 
they can be discerned. Freedom of express ion was granted to the 
literary segment of the journals only on condition that they 
maintain an immanent mode of criticismo Even when the subject 

55Hans Mayer, ed. ,  Literaturkritik im zwanzigstenJahrhundert (Stuttgart, 1 965), p. 
38. 

s·er. Glotz, Buchkritik, esp. pp. 1 04 ff. 
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matter encourages the use of political arguments to continue the 
discussion, journalistic criticism tends to avoid doing SO.57 The 
idea of immanent criticism, once a defense against the intrusion 
of private social interests , has changed its function. It makes 
taboo those zones of literary production and reception in which 
general social claims are expressed. The emancipatory element 
of literary criticism has narrowed itself to freedom of expression 
for the critics , who in the final analysis remain dependent on the 
apparatus of the consciousness industry and thus can make only 
limited use of the freedom of expression available to them. 

It is important to note here the role of the literary intelligent
sia in contemporary society. When the intellectuals broke free 
socially from the academic class, they were driven into the posi
tion of outsiders. Avant-garde criticism was at the same time a 
socially exiled criticism, looking down on the press industry. 
After 1 945 the culture industry expanded into a system of inter
connected large-scale organizations-a move that created a great 
number of positions which could be filled only by intellectuals 
and offered the economically insecure intelligentsia a chance for 
social reintegration. By accepting these positions, the socially 
"free-floating" intelligentsia became an established elite of cul
tural functionaries ,  though they were still without equal rights . 
The appartus of the media (radio, television) provides them with 
an unexpected potential for exerting influence, but it subordi
nates them as employees. This new group of critics retains, to be 
sure , its consciousness of avant-garde exclusivity, its social po si
tion in regard to the broad public that lies below the educational 
level of these critics' work. This consciousness does not hinder 
the working of the apparatus ;  rather, it helps indirectly to 
stabilize the system. After being assimilated by the culture indus
try, this group places itself socially on the side of the status quo. 
The aesthetic claim to dominance accepts the gap between the 
privileged minority and the uneducated masses as natural and 
unavoidable. Literary criticism thus lies in the hands of a group 
whose conscÍousness is far removed from the convictions of the 
nineteenth-century liberal journalist. The group, as an elite , 
stands isolated from the broad reading public and is linked to a 
communications apparatus over which it has no control. 

'7Ibid . ,  pp. 83 and 1 95 ff. 
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It is a very difficult task to mediate between a complex literary 
work that is the product of an advanced consciousness and a 
fragmented, unevenly informed reading publiC o Within the 
West German literary system, the critics seldom take this task 
seriously, because they consider such mediation to be impossible 
from the start. The editor s of the large newspapers realize that 
the attitude is questionable ; yet they give in to the wishes of their 
prominent reviewers, who reject not only the literature of the 
masses but the mass audience as well . 58 In discussions of the state 
of criticism, the lack of a normative aesthetic code has often been 
made responsible for the crisis. Current criticism,  as sorne observ
ers have argued, displays a frightful mixture of standards and 
criteria as well as an unholy war among -diques and schools ; in 
short, a situation that can be overcome only through a return to 
basic values. One questionable aspect of this critique of criticism 
is its unreflected trust in values . Neither the social position of the 
critic nor the actual structure of the public is considered a factor 
in the crisis , since the autonomy of the literary system is taken 
for granted. The dilemma of contemporary criticism does not lie 
in the fact that its guild is unable to agree on its purpose . The 
contradictions among the various conceptions provide only a 
distorted view of their causes. Theories of art are at everybody's 
disposal . Anyone is free to appeal to Lessing, Herder, Friedrich 
Schlegel , or Borne. Often the differences in historical situation 
and theory between these critics go unnoticed or are intention
ally minimized in order to maintain an appearance of con
tinuity.59 The result is an edectic criticism which at various times 
can call on either the Rationalist role of judge, the Romantic 
concept of productive criticism, or the publicistic function in the 
sense of the Young Germany movement. Walser described this 
contradictory self-image in deprecatory but appropriate terms: 
Ha bit of doctor, a bit of Moses, a bit of traffic cop, a bit of world 
spirit, a bit of Aunt Lessing, a bit of Vnde Linnaeus."60 The 
objection is not rigorous enough if it tries to make only stylistic 

5"Ibid. ,  pp. l I S ff. 
5"Hans Egon Holthusen, for example, puts Rationalist, Classical, Romantic, 

and modern criticism together under one concept in order to demonstrate that 
the critical method has always been essentially the same. Cf. "Über den Kritiker 
und sein Amt," in la und Nein: Neue kritische Versuche (Munich, 1 954), p. 9. 

6°Walser in Kritik, p. 1 3 .  
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deficiencies responsible for the contradictions. The forms of ex
pression under attack are characteristic of previously legitimate 
forms of style . Walser chastises the critics for reinstating old 
practices : "They function as public advisers; they seem to con
sider themselves evaluators and judges ."6 1  The rhetoric of criti
cism can no longer be believed; it has lost its function, which was 
tailored to the liberal public sphere of the nineteenth century. 
With the breakdown of that sphere, its institutional basis was 
lost. 

What will be the probable results to literary criticism of the 
disintegration of the bourgeois public sphere? We should not be 
too hasty in filling out its death certificate . A subsystem can 
continue to function within any highly specialized modern social 
system, even when the conditions that led to its genesis are no 
longer operating. One could argue that the present crisis of 
literary criticism can be overcome only when the literary intelli
gentsia dares to step into modern industrial society and ad
dresses the tasks of communication in mass society. Instead of 
cultured feuilletons, which because of their language and con
tent can be understood by only an educated minority, there 
would be comprehensible information for the broad range of 
readers-information not just about advanced literature, but 
also about the popular literature that is actually read by the 
publiCo Peter Glotz is correct in making elitist cultural pessimism 
responsible for the almost exclusive orientation toward belles
lettres in West German newspaper criticism.62 Ir is nourished by 
a belief in the priority of the educated bourgeois publiCo Glotz's 
call for a democratization of criticism is reminiscent of the de
mand for mass reception in the late essays of Walter Benjamin, 
but with one decisive difference : Glotz views the current social 
structure, determined by the concept of the industrial society, as 
naturally given and unchangeable . The relationship between 
work and freedom appears to be an unalterable constraint. In 
this context, entertainment is assigned the function of diversion, 
which is necessary to keep the masses ready to work. Adorno 
cited this as an argument against the democratization of art as 
long as the culture industry remains under the control of the 
ruling class :  "The abolition of educational privilege by the device 

6 1 Ibid. ,  p. 1 2 . 
62Glotz, Buchkritik, pp. 66 ff. 
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of clearance sales does not open for the masses the spheres from 
which they were formerly excluded, but, given existing social 
conditions, contributes directly to the decay of education and the 
progress of barbaric meaninglessness."63 The positive attitude 
toward education indicates that this is spoken essentialIy from 
the perspective of the bourgeois publiCo Adorno was welI aware 
of this public's diminishing ability to evaluate an art that is with
drawing so radicalIy into its own material . Neverthe!ess , this 
public seemed to Adorno by virtue of its privileged position to be 
superior to the manipulated and illiterate masses, to whom liter
ature was accessible only as a reified cultural commodity. Ac
cording to Adorno the work of art, insofar as it contains the 
highest leve! of consciousness of its time, is excluded from mas s 
communication. He therefore insists that criticism should ignore 
reception, that it should proceed as immanently as Romantic 
criticism had done.64 With one difference, of course-it must 
perceive the dialectic between the autonomy of the work of art 
and its character as a commodity: "Pure works of art which deny 
the commodity society by the very fact that they obey their own 
law were nevertheless always wares . . . .  The purposelessness of 
the great modern work of art depends on the anonymity of the 
market."65 

"Democratization" of criticism, as urged by Glotz, is criticized 
by Adorno beca use it would result, under the existing social 
conditions ,  in a mere popularization.  What remains for Adorno 
is the antinomy of aesthetic immanence and mass society. A 
reconciliation between them seems unthinkable, as is evidenced 
by Adorno's objections to the late writings of Walter Benjamin. 
By contrast, and despite the disapproval of his friend, Benjamin 
used the premises of Marxism, which was both materialistic and 
critical of ideology, in an attempt to overcome the aesthetic anti
nomy of the advanced bourgeois epoch. The essay on Eduard 

63Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, transo 
John Cumming (New York, 1 972) ,  p. 1 60. 

"Adorno states in his essay on Valéry, "Creat insights into art thrive either in 
absolute distance, out of the logic of the concept itself, undisturbed by any 
so-called understanding of art (as was the case with Kant or Hegel), or else in 
absolute nearness, to the attitude of one who stand s in the wings, who is not the 
public, but who helps complete the work of art in the aspect of crafting, of 
technique" (Noten zur Literatur [Frankfurt, 1 958], 1 :  1 77- 1 78) .  The renunciation 
of a criticism based on the public and on taste is as harsh here as in the Romantic 
era. 

65Horkheimer and Adorno, p. 1 57 .  
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Fuchs quotes a letter from Engels : "It is aboye all this appear
ance (Schein) of an autonomous history of constitutions, of legal 
systems and of ideological conceptions in each specialized field 
of study, which deceives most people ."66 This critique of the 
seeming independence of the cultural superstructure from the 
material base of production also undermined the model of the 
liberal public sphere, which was thought to be shielded from 
private economic interests . The qualities of freedom, equality, 
and rationality , inherent in the concept of the public sphere, 
could only be saved if private property, as the social base, were 
socialized. Only through the exclusion of private interests could 
there be any hope of bringing about what the bourgeois public 
sphere had always called for-the emancipation of mankind.67 
As a result, literary criticism that remains true to its public mis
sion cannot be separated from the idea of a critique of ideology 
and social criticism.68 

66Engels, Letter to Franz Mehring, J uly 1 4, 1 893 ; quoted from Walter Benja
min, "Eduard Fuchs : Collector and Historian," New German Critique, no. 5 
(Spring 1 975), p. 27 ·  

67"The positive abolition of private property and the appropriation of human 
life is therefore the positive abolition of all alienation, thus the return of roan out 
of religion, family, state, etc. into his human, i .e. social being" (Marx, Selected 
Writings, p. 89) . 

68The starting point of the mature Be�amin's materialistic theory of art is the 
point at which the condition of production forces in bourgeois society makes 
possible a qualitative change in the production and reception of art-in the 
proletarian masses and in technology. According to Benjamin, the potential for 
the technical reproducibility of a work of art leads to the possibility of a change in 
its function. Technical reproduction destroys the aura of the work of art, which 
was the sign of its genuineness, but was at the same time the sign of a late 
bourgeois concept of culture which had become ideological, presenting itself as a 
"secuIarized ritual" in the service of beauty. Cf. Illuminations, transo Harry Zohn 
(New York, 1 968), p. 226 .  For the art theory that is to be developed, there is an 
inseparable connection between technology as a means of production and the 
masses as a receiving public. "The capacity for technical reproduction of art 
alters the relationship of the masses to art" (llluminations, p. 236;  translation 
modified). The masses' need for diversion, which bourgeois art theory and 
Adorno as well considered to be a flaw of the masses, is transformed into a 
positive quality-the mass public is incapable of submerging itself in art as the 
intellectuals had done. "The masses in their diversion submerge the work of art 
into themselves" (Illuminations, p. 24 1 ;  translation modified). Diversion contains 
within itself the possibility of setting aside the cult of beauty, so withdrawn from 
praxis ,  and of preparing a new, critical attitude toward arto Benjamin anticipated 
a critical rationalization of experience from the collective reception of art by a 
mass audience conscious of its interests. This would reconstruct the idea of the 
public sphere and dialectically overcome the separation between the intelligent
sia and the public. 


