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The End of an Institution ?
The Debate over the Function
of Literary Criticism
in the I 9 60s

Looking back at postwar German literature from the perspec
tive of the 1 970S, we begin to realize that the earlier years of this
period have become historical. The literature of the late forties
and the fifties appears to be somewhat remote, separated from
us by the new tendencies of the following decade. Would this
observation suggest that the 1 960s were qualitatively different
from the postwar era, that they perhaps comprised an epoch of
their own? 1 believe that there is much to be said for this
hypothesis in the field of literary criticismo To demonstrate this,
1 must include an analysis of the 1 950S as a background, for the
problems of literary criticism in the 1 960's were largely deter
mined by the answers held over from the previous decade. 1
want to clarify the immanent logic of this process, and to do so in
connection with the extraliterary circumstances that contributed
decisively to its direction and tempo. Of course, this can be done
only in the form of short theses that circumscribe the important
turning points. It is thus not my intention to unfold a historical
panorama. This essay restricts itself further to the branch of
literary criticism which in Germany is called, in a rather pejora
tive sense, Tageskritik (everyday criticism) . The central issue,
then, is the function assigned to contemporary book reviewing
Translated by Ronald L. Smith and Henry J. Schmidt.
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in the sociocultural system. Extraliterary factors-the reading
public, the communications system, the book market-must un
avoidably come into play. We are inclined all too easily to under
estimate the significan ce of these elements, since they do not
appear in the theory of criticismo Hugh D. Duncan has explored
this point very well: "In the kind of analysis undertaken here, it
is very important to discover who is assigned the right to
criticize; what institutions assume the guardianship of criticism;
how these institutions defend their guardianship in competition
with other institutions; how those who are to criticize are
selected, trained, and supported; to whom the criticism may be
communicated; and on what occasions criticism is required ."1
This perspective draws our attention to certain aspects of
literary criticism which usually go unnoticed because they ap
pear self-evident. The specific quality of the literary debate in
the 1 960's was that these self-evident notions were called into
question. Literary criticism entered a fundamental crisis that
could no longer be solved by theoretical self-reflection. My first
two theses will attempt to illuminate the background of this
crisis. After that 1 will examine the attitude of the 1 950S (thesis
3) and the methodological crisis that emerged from it in the
early sixties (thesis 4). The fifth thesis investigates the causes of
this crisis, and the sixth and final thesis deals with the New Left's
critique of established literary criticismo
l . There is a broad gulf between the aesthetic views of the
reading public and those of professional book reviewers. If one
compares the selection of works discussed in the leading news
papers and magazines with the reading matter of the average
citizen, one cannot avoid the conclusion that literary criticism
writes past the general (and by no means merely the unedu
cated) publiCo These positions are so far apart that the concept of
literature has a different meaning for each. Of the 3 1 million
readers in West Germany, only a fraction is seen as a potential
audience for literary reviews. Literary criticism lacks the support
of a broad literary publiCo Technically, to be sure, the expansion
of the mass media to a communications network that reaches
' Hugh D. Duncan, "Literature as a Social Institution," in his Language and
Literature in Society (Chicago, 1 953), p. 60.
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nearly the entire population has afforded the cntlC a greater
opportunity to be heard; nevertheless, as a result of the in
creased distance between them, the position of the critic vis-a-vis
the public seems, in fact, to be weakened.
To examine this imbalance, we need at least a sketchy over
view of the breadth and composition of the West German read
ing publiCo 2 The German book trade can count on a purchasing
public of around ten million people, approximately 25 percent of
the adult population, as regular customers. To a progressive ex
pert on education, this figure might seem discouragingly low, but
in the social history of reading it represents an explosive expansion
of the public in comparison to the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. The literary critic, as the ideal mediator between book
production and the public, was supposed to perform an impor
tant social role as expert, adviser, and literary educator, with the
aid of the modern media. Such statistics as those aboye , however,
provide no clue to the specific reading interests of the broad
publiCo Surveys of the kinds of books purchased and read reveal
an essentially unfavorable picture of literary criticism's potential
for influence, at least in regard to the present goals of criticismo
For the majority of readers, their association with literature is
just one leisure activity among others and, if the demographic
information can be trusted, not a very important one at that. Df
the readers questioned, 78 percent responded that within the
2Twenty-eight percent of the West German adult population own no books at

aH. This does not mean that the remaining 72 percent can be characterized as

avid readers. The number sinks rapidly when one subtracts those who have no
desire to purchase further books (5.6 million 1 8 percent and those who read so
rarely that they could no longer remember their last book (6'3 million). Among
the remaining nineteen million book owners are 8.7 million who bought their
last book more than three months before the polI. One cannot inelude these
among the intensive readers of literature. Cf. Buch und Leser in Deutschland: Eine
Untersuchung des DIVO-Instituts, ed. Maria-Rita Girardi, Lothar Karl Neffe, and
Herbert Steiner (Gütersloh, 1 965), p. 8 1 . Similar results were found by Gerhard
Schmidtchen, who distinguishes three groups of readers on the basis of their
frequency of acquiring and reading books: 29 percent of the adult population
read regularly; 39 percent read more seldom; 32 percent read very sporadically
or not at all. Altogether, 47 percent of the population buy at least one book per
year. Cf. Schmidtchen, "Strukturpolitik: Eine neue Strategie auf dem
Buchmarkt," in Das Buch zwischen Gestern und Margen: Zeichen und Aspekte, ed.
GeOl'g Ramseger and Werner Schoenicke (Stuttgart, 1 969) , pp. 1 98-2 1 8 , esp. p.
204.
=
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past four weeks they had read entertainment literature; on the
other hand , only 6 percent had read works of dassical literature
in that time.3 There are, to be sure, significant differences
among various professions and social levels, but overall the
interest in entertainment literature is far greater than the inter
est in artistic or "high" literature. If we take this 6 percent figure
as an index of a genuine interest in literature, we can assume for
ten million regular readers a half million readers of artistic liter
ature. But in view of the small printings of even the most signifi
cant literary and cultural journals, this figure seems to exagger
ate the size of the literary critic's audience. Using the printing
figures for the leading West German cultural magazines, which
altogether amount to no more than 50,000 copies, we can
calculate (using a figure of 3 .5)4 approximately 1 50 ,0001 70,000 people who read book reviews regularly. This repre
sents still only a fourth of the people interested in literature. The
form of presentation of literary criticism is tailored to this small
cirde, even when the reviews appear in media with a larger
circulation. The investigations of Peter Glotz5 have shown em
pirically that the review editors of the leading newspapers and
magazines intuitively focus on this literarily informed cirde of
readers-if, that is, the editors pay any attention at all to what
appeals to a readership. Here the intellectuals are among
themselves-certainly not as a social caste but nevertheless as a
relatively dosed group with common interests that are reflected
in their language, their mode of thinking, and their literary
preferences.
Statements about the composition of the general reading pub
lic are extremely difficult to verify. Anyone dealing with this
problem encounters two obstades : the lack of reliable data and
the tangle of contradictory interpretations. The literary public
can certainly no longer be equated with the bourgeois public of
the nineteenth century. In the first place, new groups of readers
have emerged from the social substrata. Moreover, the structure
3Buch und Leser in Deutschland, p. 1 97 . According to Rolf Froner, Das Buch in

der Gegenwart (Gütersloh, 1 96 1 ) , pp. 1 24- 1 26 , contemporary "high" literatme

can count on a readership of only 1 to 2 percent.
'Cf. Robert Escarpit, Das Buch und der Leser (Cologne, 1 968), p. 1 0 1 , n. 67.
"Peter Glotz, Buchkritik in deutschen Zeitungen (Hamburg, 1 968), pp. 1 04 ff.
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of the middle class itself has changed.6 A further question: Has
the "educated" public in fact disappeared, as has often been
asserted , or has it continued to exist in an altered form, having
lost its previous "representative" status? Emil Staiger, at least,
seems to have reckoned with its existence when in a lecture of
1 9667 he provoked the literary intelligentsia with arguments
reminiscent of the Wilhelmine bourgeois critique of Ex
pressionism. The positive echo unleashed in certain circles by
this moralizing phillipic8 indicates that Staiger had made himself
spokesman of a group of readers who no longer found them
selves represented in institutionalized literary criticismo Appeal6In the nineteenth century the German literary public was composed of the
elite, the service class, and the middle class. The lowest leve! played only a minor
role, as Rudolf Schenda has recently demonstrated; cf. Volk ohne Buch. Studien
ruT Sozialgeschichte der populiiren Lesestoffe I 7 7 0 bis I 9 I O (Frankfurt am Main,
1970), pp. 44 1 ff. This composition has undoubtedly changed. Though still
underprivileged, the working class today represents a considerable segment of
the readership, especially in book clubs. The proportion of the service class has
probably remained relative!y steady, while that of the old middle class has pre
sumably dwindled somewhat. This social group has never fully recovered from
the economic crisis of the 1 920S and 1 93os. The defensive mentality observed by
Theodor Geiger, Die soziale Schichtung des deutschen Volkes (Stuttgart, 1 93 2 ), may
have lessened somewhat as a result of the socioeconomic restoration after 1 945,
without disappearing entirely. Ralf Dahrendorf noted that the old middle class
"is not daring but fearful, not expansive but defensive, not freedom-Ioving but
protectionistic, not an e!ement of progress but a retarding force" : Gesellschaft und
Demokratie in Deutschland (Munich, 1 965), p. 1 09. This mentality does not en
courage an interest in experimental or controversial literature. Such a defensive
attitude demands a security of ideology and taste which is best guaranteed by old
and pseudo-old principies. The new middle class, however, is of great impor
tance for the expansion of book consumption. This group demonstrates a
middle-class mentality but does not assume the corresponding economic and
social position. Empirical evidence concerning the reading habits of this class is
unfortunate!y sparse, since the statistics of publishing research are ordered ac
cording to conventional professional groupings, thus blurring the socially re!e
vant distinctions. The pretension of belonging to the middle class could cause the
orientation toward bourgeois ideology of education to be more pronounced here
than in the working class. Owning books and being knowledgeable about litera
ture are viewed as symbols of social prestige.
7Emil Staiger, "Literatur und O ffentlichkeit," Neue ZÜTCher Zeitung, 20 De
cember 1 966; reprinted in Sprache im technischen Zeitalter, no. 22 ( 1 967), pp.
90 �7·
8See H.R.S., "Ein Wort zur Zeit," TIP, Base!, 1 0 january 1 967; "Der Nihilismus ein Luxusartike!," Genossenschaft, 4 February 1 96 7 ; Hans Habe, ··Sturm im
Wasserglas," Schweizer Illustnerte, 6 February 1 967; Hans Einbichler, "Zu einer
Rede Emil Staigers," Dolomiten , 26 january 1 967 . All are reprinted in the
special edition : "Der Zürcher Literaturstreit: Eine Dokumentation," Sprache im
technischen Zeitalter, no. 22 ( 1 967).
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ing specifically to the classical literary heritage of Germany,
Staiger articulated the resentment of a group that had lost con
tact with the process of formal and thematic innovation. It thus
could no longer take part in discussions of advanced literature,
but nevertheless considered itself the guardian of true aesthetic
and moral values. Staiger's plea for a "pure" literature was di
rected not toward the mas ses but toward the educated group
that was familiar with the canonized authors of German litera
ture. The controversy that aros e from Staiger's lecture made the
cleft between the broad reading public and the literary intelli
gentsia more visible. But the line of division runs differently
than the critics of mass culture ordinarily assume. This public is
well aware of its separation from the semiliterate masses who
read Bild-Zeitung or the National Enquirer. It presumable agrees
with the complaints about the corrupting effect of mass culture,
for it believes itself to be a protector of the literary tradition.
The controversy was historically outdated, but it was charac
teristic of the position of the West German and Swiss reading
publiCo The educated public, with its ideology, seems to have
maintained itself here more strongly than the theory of mass
culture would indicate. The institutional weakness of German
literary criticism is based in part on the loss of its manda te from
this category of readers, which by no means can be dismissed
simply as a "mass."
The membership of book clubs (around five million persons
altogether) provides an approximation of the social structure of
the current reading public and its tastes, since around 80 per
cent of the fiction produced reaches its readers through these
book clubs.9 Maria-Rita Girardi, Lothar Karl Neffe, and Herbert
Steiner summarize the findings of the DIVO Institute as follows :
"The chances of finding book club members are greatest among
white collar workers who are not in top management, as well as
lower and middle officials and skilled laborers." l o Members with
a ninth-grade education are most common (60 percent) . This
discovery seems to confirm the theory of those who see in these
"ef. Amo Hochhuth, "Mobilisierung der Geistes," in Wohin? Fragen, Wider
sprüche, Wege: Gedanken über eine Demokratische Zukunft der Bundesrepublik (Berlin,
1 966), p. 29 1 .
10 Buch und Leser in Deutschland, p. l OO.
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book-club readers a new audience that had previously been un
able to obtain books, which would suggest that one is dealing
here with a separate group of readers, clearly distinct from the
educated bourgeoisie. 1 believe, however, that this assumption is
incorrect, for it fails to consider that in the book clubs the upper
levels of income and education are overrepresented. At least 30
percent of their members have a high school certificate (Mittlere
Reife) and more than 1 0 percent have completed college prepa
ratory school or attended an institute of higher learning.H On
the basis of these data, one could hypothesize that the book clubs
represent a substantial part of the educated publiCo Thus their
offerings can be seen to a certain degree as an index to the
interests of their readers. The catalogues of the book clubs of
fer by no mean s only ephemeral works, as their critics have
rather hastily claimed, but rather a characteristic blend of enter
taining and educational selections. Alongside entertainment lit
erature one finds titles of canonized "high" literature, even indi
vidual works of modern literature. 1 2
The public's access to literat ur e i s not exclusively facilitated
psychologically by the offering of inferior works, as Habermas
assumes; 13 rather, the difficulty posed by any outstanding liter
ary text is also avoided through a reliance on familiar works .

These have become so entrenched by previous assimilation that
the original difficulty of the innovative structure is less strongly
felt. During the 1 960s the literary intelligentsia made artistic
innovation their decisive criterion of excellence, but this aspect
plays only a minor role in the selections of the book clubs. Their
promotional magazine s emphasize the entertainment or instruc
tional value of the works offered in their "reviews." Habermas is
I lCf. Wolfgang Langenbucher, Der aktuelle Unterhaltungsroman (Bonn, 1 964) ,
p. 273. The following statistics are given for the "Deutsche Buchgemeinschaft"
for 1 960 : Volksschule (elementary school), 39 percent; Mittlere Reife (high school),
33 percent; Abitur (college preparatory program) , 1 7 percent; university educa
tion, 1 1 percent.
12These titles were inc\uded in the offerings of the "Bertelsmann Lesering" in
1 966: Grass, Die Blechtnrmmel (The Tin Drum) ( 1 959); Andersch, Die Rote (The Red
head) ( 1 960) ; B611, Ansichten eines Clowns (The Clown) ( 1 963). Other approved
authors of "high" literature are Werner Bergengruen, Ina Seidel, and Manfred
Hausmann.
13 Habermas, Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit (Neuwied and Berlin, 1 965), p.
182.
1
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therefore correct in asserting: "The book clubs remove the bulk
of artistic literature from classification and criticism."14 To put it
another way: The literature that is actually read is not the litera
ture that is discussed, and the demands of criticism stand unre
lated to the reading needs of the publico The public's interests
are left to fend for themselves and are thus surrendered to the
manipulations of the book industry.
2 . The methods and economy of modern book production
have forced the institution of literary criticism into a marginal
position. The publishing business, concerned with rapid sales
and a high return on investment, no longer relies on the impact
of literary reviews and discussions. The publishers' planning
must center on making their product marketable, regardless of
the literary quality of the texto In the prearranged distribution
process, reviews are of merely secondary concern. As a result of
the immanent laws of the book market, literary production
withdraws farther and farther from the influence of criticismo
In the West German book market, the 1 960s revealed an ac
celeration of a process that had begun in the fifties and con
tinued in the seventies-the transition from a multitude of small
and medium-sized publishing houses to only a few dominant
publishing giants. This process of consolidation featured pub
lishing mergers, the sale of smaller enterprises to larger publish
ing concerns, and the intertwining of the book industry with
other branches of the media industry. This process brings about
a concentration of mass production in the hands of a small
number of large businesses. 15 As a result of this shift to forms of
operation that had long since been established in other branches
14Ibid . , p. 1 84.
l5As early as 1 967, 5 . 2 percent of the publishing firms had market control of
53 percent of the total book production. Sixteen firms (one percent) had sales of
over 25 million German marks (DM) each ; 50 percent on the other hand had
sales of under DM 250,000 each. Cf. Heidi Dürr, "Der Verlag auf dem Weg zum
Grossunternehmen?" in Das Buch zwischen Gestero und Margen, pp. 1 8 1 - 1 9 7 . The
author shows that in 1 967 the majority of publishing houses were small busi
nesses with a yearly production of only a few tides and sales of less than DM
250,000. The figures provided speak more for the tendency toward market
domination by major publishers than against it, since these small firms will as a
rule be unable, because of lack of capital, to risk large printings and thus can
contribute only a small percentage to the mass of book production. Dürr also
forecasts that in accordance with the immanent pressures of the book market,
the best chances for survival will rest with the large publishers, which have a
1 3 3
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of industry, production methods and printing quantltIes lost
their connection to the particular quality of the product.
Maximum return on capital could be achieved only through
rationally planned and closely calculated mas s production . This
meant that publishers' offerings, production procedures, and
determination of sizes of printings had to be divorced from tra
ditional conceptions of the special status of the book as a unique
commodity. This tendency was recognizable even at the end of
the fifties. Hans Magnus Enzensberger wrote then: "The typical
large publishing house is a thoroughly rational enterprise of the
industrial type. Its goal is a very large, constant volume of pro
duction that utilizes the full capacity of the planto The invested
capital must be rapidly amortized."16
In 1 958 that was perhaps still atypical of the West German
publishing industry. In the mean time , however, developments
have fully realized, if not surpassed, this prognosis. 1 7 Literature
no longer has an apparatus of production and distribution at its
disposal; rather, literature now stand s at the disposal of this
apparatus. It is selected, revised, manufactured, and distributed
in accordance with considerations based on business economy,
not on the literature itself. 1 8
great deal o f capital and a wide range o f production, and also with the small,
specialized publishing houses that have an established clientele. The medium
sized firms with sales of under three million DM are in danger, however, if they
take on a cost-intensive mixed production arrangement. Cf. the prognosis of R.
E. M. Van den Brinks: "We can assume that in countries with a relatively large
number of publishing houses the expansion of the market and rising wages will
lead to futher mergers and thus to a decrease in publishing firms, in an absolute
as well as a relative sense. This will result in a movement toward an optimal
capacity structure, which will then make possible a more intensive marketing
procedure and a more effective distribution of books" (quoted from Hans Alt
heim, "Die Zukunft der Lesens," in Das Buch zwischen Gestern und Morgen , pp.
2 2 1 -2 2 2) .
16Hans Enzensberger, Einz(dheiten (Frankfurt am Main, 1 96 2 ) , p. 1 1 6 .
1 7Cf. Klaus Ziermann, Romane vom Fliessband: Die imperialistische Massenliteratur
in Westdeutschland (Berlin-GDR, 1 969) , pp. 56 ff.
1 8Dieter Wellershoff summarized the situation in 1 967 in this way: "The pub
lishing houses, or shall we say the enterprises of the book industry, are under
constant pressure to operate in a rational manner and lO increase production as
rapidly as possible. They must therefore take pains to ensure that the apparatus
is kept busy. It is not possible to wait and see whether something grows literarily
or not, to follow the flow of an unorganized natural growth, for the expenses
cannot be increased and decreased at will" ("Literatur, Markt, Kulturindustrie,"
Merkur, 2 1 [ 1 967], 1 0 1 7).
1 34
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As a result, literary production revolves around systematic
searches for talent (in which, by the way, the critics operate as
advisers) , extended dealings in manuscripts, and reproductions
of older texts in anthologies and series. From the perspective of
the thoroughly rationalized publishing world, the task of criti
cism is that of public relations work. Literary critics occasionally
took note of these changes, but they did not clearly realize that
the structural transformation of the book market eventually had
to influence the function of criticismo This indifference becomes
comprehensible when we note that outsiders appeared unaware
of the restructuring of the book market until a few well-known
medium and large-sized publishers could no longer rema in in
operation and fell into the hands of big business concerns.
The modern book industry's drive for increased mass produc
tion can be seen in the continuous growth in the number of new
tides each year. Between 1 95 1 and 1 960 their numbers rose
from 1 4 ,094 to 2 2 ,524, a rate of more than 50 percent for the
decade. This growth continued in the following years : in 1 968,
3 2 ,3 5 2 new tides appeared, 4993 of them in the field of belles
lettres. 1 9 These figures provide, nonetheless, only a vague pic
ture of the volume of production, since they do not take into
consideration the number of copies printed,20 a total of approx
imately 75 -80 million copies per year.2 1 The institution of book
criticism was not prepared for this explosive growth in the book
market. Even today it has made practically no effort to deal with
the imbalance between the reading capacity of the individual
critic and the vast number of new works (not to mention new
editions) each year. Disorganized and disoriented, it has looked
on helplessly as the book industry has taken over mediation
between literature and the publiCo Not understanding the guid
ing mechanisms of the book market, the critical establishment
could merely confirm the growing gap between literature that is
"worthy of discussion" and that which is actually read.
19 Figures taken fram the Statistisches Jahrbuchfür die Bundesrepublik Deutschland
(1 9 7 0) , ed. Statistisches Bundesamt Wiesbaden.
20Up to 1 96 1 , for example, 6400 titles appeared as paperbacks, with a total of
256 million copies printed ; see Langenbucher, Unterhaltungsroman, p. 1 1 3 . Fifty
percent of these are detective and adventure stories; see Ziermann, Romane vom
Fliessband, pp. 98 ff.
2 1Ziermann, p. 5 7 .
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3 . While the book market, the reading public, and the mass
media were changing slowly but significantly in the years be
tween 1 949 and 1 970, the climate of theoretical discussion in this
time span was shifting radically. The difference between two
typical statemems concerning the function of literary criticism
from the fifties and the sixties seems greater than the chronolog
ical distance would indicate. Compared to the decade that fol
lowed the founding of the Federal Republic, the 1 960s seem
more divided, more full of conflicto The difference can be shown
by various aspects. We will examine three of these-the norms,
the historical self-understanding, and the determination of the
function of literary criticism in regard to literature and society.
After World War n , the younger critics (those born between
1 9 1 0 and 1 920) considered their most urgent assignment to be
the restoration of the independence of literary criticism, which
National Socialism had perverted into an ideologically chan
neled , affirmative view of art. These critics wanted to prove that
criticism represented a self-sufficient institution of literary life,
on an equal footing with literary production. Two writers
pointed the way: Max Rychner and Ernst Curtius, both of whom
had already taken part in the literary discussions of the 1 9 20S.
Their statements on the purpose, goal, and tradition of literary
criticism influenced the attitudes of the younger critics in the
1 950S and to sorne extent in the early 1 960s.22 In particular,
Curtius' essay "Goethe als Kritiker" (Goethe as Critic) , which
first appeared in 1 948 in the influential journal Merkur, 23
shaped the perspective of the younger critics. This essay re
ferred explicitly to the literary theory and criticism of German
Classicism and Romanticism. By stressing the paradigmatic sig
nificance of the Age of Goethe and, conversely, characterizing
the history of German literary criticism after 1 830 as a history of
decay, Curtius constructed a value system that promoted a one
sided discussion of the history of literary criticismo In the 1 950S
22For example, Walter Boehlich wrote, "Rychner is today our only significant
critic who has made a profession of criticism": "Kritik als Beruf," Merkur, 4
( 1 950) , pp. 348 -349 , The connection was affirmed by Rychner's praise of the
younger critics (Holthusen, Hohoff, Boehlich, Horst, Fabri). See Rychner,
'Junge deutsche Literaturkritik," in his Arachne: Aufsatze zur Literatur (Zurich ,
1957), pp. 297-3 1 0.
23Reprinted in Ernst R. Curtius, Kritische Essays zur europaischen Literatur (Bern ,
1954), pp. 3 1 -56.
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interest was focused on the Romantics and their predecessors.24
Defining the tasks of literary criticism, Curtius coined this con
cise, oft-quoted formulation: "Criticism is the literature of litera
ture. Or, more precisely, criticism is the form of literature whose
topic is literature itself."25 Fully in keeping with Curtius' inten
tions, this definition was taken to be a defense of an autonomous
critical authority. A critic could justify his profession, or rather
his "calling," as it might be more appropriately termed here,
primarily as a service to literature and literary language. "Criti
cism," wrote Curt Hohoff, "is occasioned by literature. Along
with poetry itself, it stand s in the service of language."26 Günter
Blocker took a similar position. In summarizing the standpoint
of his generation in 1 959,27 he asserted that criticism, when it
reaches its goal, is autonomous and an end in itself. As a part of
literature its function is consumed by literature, insofar as it
analyzes new works through comparison to older ones, points
out potentials and limitations of innovation, and sets up literary
hierarchies. The goal of literary criticism is thus "the under
standing of the literary work, the most adequate grasp of Íi
possible, the public determination of its worth and its Gestalt.
Everything else is secondary."28 Such factors as impact and
communication to the reading public are included among these
secondary considerations. Blocker does not ignore the impor
tance of the formation of public opinion; in fact, he sees its
24Difficulties had to arise with the use of theories that were formulated under
quite different historical conditions and in relation to a different sort of litera
ture. The typical escape from this problem was to subjectivize and modernize the
theorems. Holthusen, for instance, defined the relationship of the contemporary
critic to the critical heritage as a personal encounter and stimulus : "The charac
teristic of a great critic which is worthy of being canonized and passed on is
chiefly his power to order and to judge--more precisely, his passion for forming
ideas appealing to our critical consciousness" (fa und Nein: Neue kritische Versuche
[Munich, 1 954], p. 10). The critic is indeed compelled to look back and follow the
call of his predecessor, since literature represents a stored-up tradition, which
can be cited at any time, in which greatness is always present and timelessly valid.
In this context Holthusen poses the rhetorical question, "But under certain
conditions are not also the ideas themselves binding over the centuries, perhaps
even, in human terms, forever?" (fa und Nein, p. I O) .
25Curtius, Kritische Essays, p p . 3 2 -33.
26Curt Hohoff, "Aufgabe und Ziel der literarischen Kritik," in Schnittpunkte
(Stuugart, 1 963), p. 1 00.
27Günter Bl&ker, "Literaturkritik," in Kritik in unserer Zeit, ed. Karl Ouo (GOt
tingen, 1 962), pp. 5 -2 7 .
28Ibid. , p. 1 5 .
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contours more sharply than most of his contemporaries. Never
theless he does not admit it as an element of theory. The content
and form of criticism are determined solely by the claim to
adequate interpretation of the work of art and by the capability
of the critic, in accordance with the rules of hermeneutics. Like
Hohoff and Hans Egon Holthusen, Blocker draws his mandate
for criticism from literature itself, not from the readers for
whom he writes. Even the supposition of a social purpose in the
act of criticism is thrown into question.29
The postulate that criticism is a substantial part of literature
itself was originally devised as an argument against the Fascist
liquidation of literary criticismo It implies, however, not only the
independence of critical authority from specific state and social
agencies, but also, in principIe, the self-sufficiency of criticism
with respect to social processes in general. The critic and his
work are responsible not to the public but to the work of art as a
unique phenomenon. This led to an exaggeration and idealiza
tion of the critic's social role and a conspicuous blindness toward
the discrepancy between his self-image and his real social func
tion. The drab reality of the reviewing business is mentioned in
passing, but these critical observations, as made by Blocker or
Karl Korn,30 are not integrated into theoretical reflection. Crit
ics complain about the commercialized business of literature, but
they are resigned to it as a fait accompli. Demands are made for a
socially respectable literary criticism, but no one seems to give
much thought to its place in modern society. Curtius hoped that
criticism would develop into an institution based on the Western
European model, but this presupposes a clearly defined rela
tionship to the public sphere, and this is precisely what was mis
sing. The critics searched for social recognition, yet they in
creased the distance from their publiCo The critical establishment
emphasized the public nature of critical deliberation while at the
same time eliminating the criteria of judgment from public dis
cussion. The critic is dedared to possess a special, not rationally
explicable talent that enables him, in contrast to the average
29"Literary criticism serves social purposes only to the extent that aH speaking
and writing about art and literature arises from a social need-the need to
answer the work of art" (ibid. , p. 1 0) .
30Karl Korn, "Buchkritik i n der Tageszeitung," Akzente, 2 ( 1 955), 1 5 -2 2 .
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reader, to interpret the text fully. "We must make it clear,"
writes Blocker, in the tradition of Curtius, "that critical appraisal
is, in the final analysis, not a scientific acto Truth can be illumi
nated only in personal engagement, in the shower of sparks that
arises from the collision between a work of art and its
evaluator."3 1 Thus criticism, like literary creativity, can be
neither taught nor learned, and is more a calling than a profes
S10n.
Obviously this concept of criticism was not favorably disposed
toward the egalitarian tendencies of modern society and not
even interested in the liberal mode of public deliberation. Only
in a formal sense did the critical establishment adapt to the
newly constituted democratic state, whose structure it viewed as
a "protective power," as Holthusen wrote in his polemic against
Enzensberger.32 As long as West German society in its recon
struction phase seemed harmonious and unproblematic, there
was no need to probe into the function of the postulated au
tonomy of literary criticismo The theorems and questions that
had been formulated in the later years of the Weimar Republic
as a response to a fundamental social and political crisis were
therefore of no interest. The critics of the nineteenth century
and the Weimar Republic were resurrected only when the
domestic political climate changed and a political opposition
movement arose which consciously overstepped the narrow
bounds of parliamentary opposition.
4. The critics of the 1 950S suffered under the inadequacies
of the book-reviewing mechanisms. Nevertheless, they felt that
the possibility of adequate literary criticism was in principIe well
established. In the 1 960s the methods and criteria of evaluation,
the role of the critic, and ultimately the function of the institu
tion of literary criticism all became less certain. What seemed at
first to be a dilemma of method turned out, in the process of
self-reflection, to be a fundamental crisis. The younger genera
tion of critics (in this case, those born between 1 920 and 1 930)
reopened questions of theory and tried to adjust literary criti
cism to the needs of a democratic society. In so doing, they
unintentíonally clashed with the limitations of immanent literary
31Blocker, p. 2 3 .
32Hans Egon Holthusen, Pladoyer für den Einzelnen (Munich, 1 967), p. 78.
1 39

The Institution of Criticism

discussion. The model of the autonomous literary public sphere,
taken literally, proved to be no longer a valid premise. Con
sequently, the polemic directed at the literary establishment by
the critics born after 1 930 should not be seen as the sudden
intrusion of inexplicable forces but rather as a logical continua
tion of thought processes that had been initiated by the liberal
critics.
At first the crisis was held to be a linguistic and methodological
problem. Curtius had pointed out earlier the social basis of criti
cism as a public institution, and his formulations had been
utilized repeatedly. Nevertheless, the critics in the 1 950S had
drawn no conclusions from them for their own methods of
communication. The grounding of book reviewing in society
seemed to be an obvious fact; the specific nature of their rela
tionship, however, remained unexamined. Even in 1 963 at the
Berlin colloquium of critics , there was no appreciable reaction to
Harry Pross's remarks about the idealistic complacency of critics
and their inadequate understanding of their own social condi
tioning.33 The failure of criticism was described , by Walter Hol
lerer for example, as being rooted in the shortcomings of indi
vidual critics or types of critics. Because of their attitude and
their method of procedure, they either forced literature into an
arbitrary system or turned it into a plaything of subjective judg
ments. When Hollerer, in a provocative and well-known speech
at the 1 96 1 critics' colloquium, divided the critical profession
into five negative ideal types,34 he formulated a de facto de
scription of the methodological pluralism of those years
reduced, to be sure, to witty psychological portraits. This satiric
attitude foreshadows the polemics of the late 1 960s. Hollerer's
critical profiles can compare with Hamm's description of the
"grand critic" and Walser's picture of the magisterial "universal
critie." Still, this similarity of presentation should not obscure the
33"Today and for the immediate future it is no longer sufficient to defend the
individual right of criticismo Neither is it a matter of mere freedom of criticismo
It is a matter of equality, the equality of criticism with other forces of this society,
for this society is built on literature as weIl . . . . Future critics wiIl have to learn to
comprehend their social scope" (Harry Pross, "Vom sozialen Umfang der
Kritik," Sprache im technischen Zeitalter, nos. 9 - 1 0 [ 1 964J, p. 80 1 ) .
34Walter HoIlerer, "Zur literarischen Kritik i n Deutschland," Sprache im
�chnischen Zeitalter, no. 2 ( 1 96 2 ) , pp. 1 53 - 1 64.

The Function 01 Literary Criticism in the I 9 60s

distance that separates Hollerer's 1 96 1 arguments from the at
tacks of the Neomarxists. Hollerer would never have charac
terized the crisis of literary criticism as a crisis of the institution.
He saw it as a problem of theory, insisting that it could be solved
by criticism itself. His goal was a method that does not objectify
itself by uncritically appropriating the work of arto Rather, it
should approach art critically, by reflecting on its own
standpoint as well. This was a significant first step toward over
coming historical objectivism and its complement, impres
sionismo Nevertheless, the examples used by Hollerer show how
greatly he was bound to the models and categories of the preced
ing decade. He even used Curtius to illustrate how his method
should be applied, thereby returning to the objectivism of her
meneutic criticism, which sees the critical subject only as a
me cl ium. The unresolved contradictions of these years are re
flected in Hollerer's belief that Curtius's methodological princi
pIes could alleviate the obvious crisis and his recognition of the
dilemma of empathetic criticism-the very method that Curtius
had prescribed.
The discussion initiated by Hollerer's lecture also showed that
the call for a self-reflective criticism left room for a variety of
interpretations. Arguing from a historical perspective, Edgar
Lohner took issue with Hollerer's mis trust of the seemingly ob
jective immediacy of the literary work35 and insisted anew on an
objectivity directly related to the texto Like Curtius, he blamed
the present-day chaos on the movement away from Romantic
criticism and the intrusion of the political public sphere. This
stance was an expression of the historically accumulated tension
within criticism, a tension between social and literary develop
mento Lohner's statement, however, merely attempted to ban
this problem from discussion once and for all. Criticism was
directed very strictly back to its traditional intrinsic rules, and all
reference to its public function was cut off. Lohner's suggestion
of returning to the materials themselves was essentially a rejec
tíon of Hollerer's questioning of the critic's standpoint and role.
Lohner suspected that this critique would lead to an intrusion of
3'Edgar Lohner, "Tradition und Gegenwart deutscher Literaturkritik,"
sprache im technischen Zeitalter, no. 2 ( 1 962) , pp. 2 3 8 -248.
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arbitrary aesthetic taste and political ideologies.36 His worried
attitude points both forward and backward. It articulates once
more the shock experience of the generation that had seen Na
tional Socialism turn the entire literary realm into ideology. At
the same time it seeks to fend off the pressure from anticipated
political conflicts upon literary criticismo The lasting effect of
this fixation on Nazism can be seen in Walter Boehlich's 1 964
essay condemning German literary criticismo He charged that
the aftereffects of Fascist perversion were responsible for its
miserable condition. "Even today," he argued, "German criti
cism has not recovered from this disaster. We have a criticism,
but only an anemic one, which seems to bear no relation to the
literature it refers tO."37
Boehlich's tirade is symptomatic in another regard of the self
image of criticism in the early 1 960s. Like the basic arguments of
the preceding decade, Boehlich's position was rooted in Cur
tius' definition of criticism as the form of literature whose topic
is literature itself, in order to establish criticism as an immanent
guiding mechanism for literature . Yet this task ineludes a politi
cal function, albeit a very cautiously formulated one, since liter
ary criticism in post-Fascist Germany cannot completely do
without the critique of ideologies. 38 Boehlich quickly headed off
any overly radical development of this concession, however, by
rejecting as too one-sided Franz Schonauer's demand for a criti
cism that is explicitly didactic and critical of society. Boehlich saw
the critic as an honest broker between authors and readers.
Ideally, this involves the mediation of ideas in a literary public
sphere free from all domination. Consequently, when Boehlich
dealt concretely with the weaknesses of the book-reviewing sys
tem, he deplored the mutilation and distortion of criticism
36"The decisive factors are no longer the immanent law of the poetic work but
the mood and taste of the public sphere, no longer the object itself but the
Weltanschauung. Criticism is predominantly uttered as a political statement or a
pamphlet. . . . The relativism of critical standards is beginning-a relativism
which until now we have not yet overcome" (ibid. , p. 240).
37Walter Boehlich, "Kritik und Selbstkritik," in Sind wir noch das Volk der Dichter
und Denker? ed. Gen Kalow (Reinbek, 1 964), pp. 43-44.
38"There are things permitted by the Constitution that no longer belong in the
state, things that everyone has a guaranteed right to say, but which the critic, if
he wishes to give the state and himself a chance, cannot support when they take
the form of literatme" (ibid. , p. 47).
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brought about by the commercialization of literary life. These
observations, which touched upon the weakest point of the lib
eral model, nevertheless did not confront the causes of these
disturbances. Since in 1 964 Boehlich still considered Fascism to
be primarily responsible for this aberrant development, any
analysis of the social situation remained peripheral. He revised
his position four years latero Having lost his faith in the potential
for realizing the liberal model, he attacked bourgeois literary
criticismo Like Enzensberger and Karl M. Michel, he called un
equivocally for its abolition. This change is indicative of the
radicalization of the discussion in the sixties.
When we order this process chronologically, we encounter
three basic stages-the liberal phase, represented by writers like
Hollerer, Boehlich (prior to his conversion) , and, above all, Mar
cel Reich-Ranicki; the phase of cultural criticism, in which
Adorno's theory was appropriated and applied by such younger
writers as Enzensberger and Reinhard Baumgart; and finally
the phase of social criticism, where, under the influence of
Brecht, Benjamin, and Marcuse, every form of aesthetic criti
cism was challenged. Liberal criticism proceeded from the as
sumption that although West German society was in need of
reform it was nonetheless acceptable in principIe, having
reached a requisite level of political maturity. This attitude bred
a certain mis trust of the use of literature for the purposes of
social criticism.39 Though it assumed a different function, the
autonomy of literature and criticism was no less solidly anchored
in the liberal conception than in the concept of hermeneutic
criticism which dominated the 1 950S. This connection can be
seen most plainly in Reich-Ranicki's contributions to the criti
cism of criticismo Although Reich-Ranicki is fond of referring to
Friedrich Schlegel, his position is actually quite far removed
from the Romantic idea of productive criticism, which sees itself
as its own end. Reich-Ranicki reaches back to the magisterial
39As Peter Demetz stated in 1 963, literature and politics ought to remain
apart: "As long as there are functioning parliaments, a civil press, trade unions,
and active, free citizens, it is more practical to undertake the necessary changes
in the society by means of legitimate political institutions. 1 am almost afraid that
the constant call for a theater of change is nothing other than a sign of political
impoverishment" ("Gedanken zu einer Kritiker-Tagung," Sprache im technischen
Zeitalter, nos. 9 - 1 0 [ 1 964] , 820).
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function of the critic which arose in the eighteenth century along
with the literary public sphere. The audience grants the critic
the role of public spokesman . Although he is a private citizen, he
fulfills a public function that would be unthinkable to remove
from society. Reich-Ranicki takes lite rally a phrase that the fol
lowers of Curtius considered a metaphor: Literary criticism is a
social institution. Thus he continually comes to its defense when
its functioning is questioned. He stood up for the Gruppe 47
when it was attacked by Friedrich Sieburg and Blocker; 40 he
defended the critical establishment against the polemics of
Boehlich and Walser.41 The debate with Walser merits special
attention, for it allows us a closer look at the neoliberal concep
tion. In 1 964 Walser, irritated by the jargon of journalistic criti
cism, supported the idea of an intimate, subjective procedure in
which the critic discusses himself as well as the literary work.42
The idea of the critic as a public office holder, as it were, or even
as a literary referee, seemed to Walser irreconcilable with the
subtlety of the object under consideration. Reich-Ranicki must
have feh attacked by these objections, for they called into ques
tion precisely that element which was most essential to him. In
his reply he seized the opportunity to expand his ideas on the
procedure and role of criticismo He rejected Walser's call for
subjective criticism and again affirmed the concept of the public
agent: "Of course the critic functions as a public spokesman. He
ought too He has too He is fulfilling the duties of his office."43 As
a result, he may not write for himself, as Walser suggested ; he
must bear in mind his influence on public opinion and consider
the possible impact of his criticismo Reich-Ranicki was so sure of
his cause that he did not even raise the question whether this
office was still legitimate. The business of criticism may be dif
ficult in sorne individual details, but in principIe he sees no prob
lem in it, for he considers its institutional basis and social context
4°Marcel Reich-Ranicki, "Die 'Gruppe 47 und Günter Bl&ker," in his
Literarisches Leben in Deutschland (Munich, 1 965), pp. 2 7 3 -2 77.
4 1"Kritik der Kritik der Kritik," ibid. , p p . 2 1 7 -220. "Ein bisschen Amtsarzt,
ein bisschen Moses," ibid. , pp. 273-277.
42Martin Walser, "Tagtraum, dass der Kritiker ein Schriftsteller sei," Süd
deutsche Zeitung, 3 1 December 1 964: reprinted in Peter Hamm, ed. , Kritik-von
wemlfur wen/wie: Eine Selbstdarstellung deutscher Kritiker (Munich, 1 968) , pp. 1 1 -1 4 .
43 Literarisches Leben, p. 27 7 .
'
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to be secure. He did not suppress this context as the mainstream
of the fifties had done; rather, he openly espoused it.44 Criticism
is an instrument of the public's search for truth, and criticism of
criticism is therefore to be welcomed, for "critics exist in order to
saw away at the limb they are sitting on. They need not worry
about doing so, because . . . the more one saws on it, the sturdier
it becomes."45 Obviously Reich-Ranicki felt sure of his partner in
dialogue and never questioned the existence of a public assem
bled for critical discussion. His position postulated functioning
democratic political institutions which supported literary criti
cism, with criticism contributing to the functioning of these iQ
stitutions in return.
S . The restoration of the liberal model, in which the critic
serves as a mediator between literature and the public and as the
rational voice of the public sphere, could not dampen the smol
dering crisis. The unquestioned acceptance of the institution was
undermined by tensions in the West German political system,
which for the first time led to a permanent polarization of public
opinion. The political crisis influenced the dialogue of literary
criticism and forced an examination of its liberal premises. This
process began around 1 96 1 but did not achieve a noticeably
widespread effect until after 1 965. The literary intelligentsia
became polarized in the dispute surrounding the student revolt
and the criticism of Germanistics which stemmed from it. Akind
of anticriticism arose within the generation born after 1 930, and
was also supported in part by those born in the 1 920S.
When an earlier volume of Hans Holthusen's essays was re
published in a new edition in 1 964, he noted that the intellectual
dimate had changed so drastically that his critical postulates
seemed out of date. "Sociology is the trump card, Marx is again
an urgent problem, dialectical thinking is practically a conditio
sine qua non. "46 His past explanation for the "radical change of
backdrop," however, was hardly relevant to the core of the mat
ter, for it merely named the intellectual leaders of the new trend,
such as Adorno, Ernst Bloch, and Brecht. This shift can be fully
44"Anyone who presents one's Iiterary works to the public grants the public,
whether one wants to or not, the right to decide the value of those works" (ibid. ,
p . 1 55) ·
45Ibid . , p. 2 1 7 .
46Hans Holthusen, Der unbehauste Mensch (Munich, 1 964) , p. 1 0 .
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understood only by examining the accumulated questions of
journalistic criticism in an industrialized mass society, problems
that remained undiscussed because of theoretical fixations. The
dubious nature of literary self-sufficiency became exposed as
soon as the institutional, societal character of this journalistic
criticism was emphasized (in part by liberal critics) and as soon as
the mediations between author and public in an age of mass
communication were more closely examined. The claim of estab
lished theory to have ready answers for all situations was ex
posed as a debt that could not be paid . As a solution, after 1 945 a
model was introduced in which criticism functions as the regu
latory principIe of a literature that is subject exclusively to its
own laws of development. The debate during the 1 960s made it
clear that pat answers concerning the task and purpose of book
reviewing contained questions of their own which contributed to
an atmosphere of uncertainty and division. In the words of Hans
Blumenberg: "There are problems that can be posed only after
their supposed solution-or what afterward appears to have
been a solution-has been offered . They then become stabilized
as unsolved problems."47
After the building of the Berlin Wall in 1 96 1 and the initial
proclamations of emergency ordínances, conditions in the politi
cal real m helped to promote a fusion of literary theory and social
theory. The political actions of the extraparliamentary opposi
tion and the student movement since 1 964 both fueled the pro
cess of self-examination and dictated its course. The revolt
against established literary criticism culminated in 1 968 and
owed its vitality along with most of its arguments to these politi
cal movements. After 1 965 literary and sociopolitical rebellions
could scarcely be separated. In the early 1 960s the liberal and
the leftist critics were still working together against a common
opponent, the conservative critics, as the controversy surround
ing the Gruppe 47 illustrates.48 After 1 964 , however, these
groups became polarized. Within the Left, the grounding of
literary criticism in criticism of culture took a radical turn toward
social criticism under the banner of Marxism. An indication of
47Hans Blumenberg, Die Legitimitiit der Neuzeit (Frankfurt am Main, 1 966) , p.
43 ·
48See Reinhard Lettau, ed. , Die Gruppe 4 7: Bericht, Kritik, Polemic (Neuwied and
Berlin, 1 967).
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the sharpening of political perspectives is the Benjamin con
troversy of 1 967 --68, in which the Marxist writings of the mature
Benjamin were used polemically against the Critical Theory of
the Frankfurt School (Horkheimer, Adorno, Rolf Tiede
mann) .49
The belatedness of the literary revolt demands an explana
tion. By 1 960 the polítical opposition had taken shape, in re
sponse to the Social Democrats' falling in line with the gov
ernment's foreign and military polícies (as the emergence of the
SDS shows). Though in succeeding years this movement dis
cussed alternatives to the official policies of the Federal Repub
líc,50 no similar confrontation took place in literary criticismo
One chief reason, it seems to me, was the lingering influence of
Adorno's theory of art on the younger líterary intelligentsia.
Adorno's theory reconciled social and literary criticism in the
aesthetic realm, but set itself apart from the Left movement of
the 1 9 20S and its concept of engaged líterature. In both En
zensberger and Baumgart, to name two examples, we see the
impact of this theory which contends that it is not literary ac
tivism but the method of writing which breaks down ideologized
consciousness. The Old Left is depicted not without a certain
amount of pity in Baumgart's "PHidoyer für eine linke Literatur"
(Plea for a Leftist Literature) : "Testy in its polítical conduct,
pious in its literary affectation, it inherited an already bankrupt
bourgeois realism and applied it to new proletarian milieus.
These settings deprived it of its old form but provided no new
one until the theoretical crown of thorns of socialist realism was
pressed onto its already dead forehead."5 1
Baumgart conduded that Leftist poetics faced the task of trans
lating protest-which had previously relíed on its message-into
formal criteria. For the real foe was no longer material misery
but the total envelopment of literature by the consciousness in
dustry. "Only new methods can depict in a poem, play, or narra
tive the douds gathering aboye our heads."52 These overdue
49See the two special issues of alternative on Walter Benjamin: 56/57 ( 1 967) and
59/60 ( 1 968), as well as the Iiterature Iisted there.
50See Ernst Richert, Die radikale Linke von I945 bis zur Gegenwart (Berlin , 1 969),
esto pp. 8 5 - 1 03 .
5 1 Reinhard Baumgart, "Pladoyer für eine linke Literatur," Literatur jür
Zeitgenossen (Frankfurt am Main, 1 966), p. 1 2 1 .
52 Ibid . , p. 1 2 7 .
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reflections on the historical conditioning of literary forms had
the presumably unintended side effect of sealing off theory and
criticism once again from the social realm. Only an art that re
jects any complicity with practical social interests can be safe
from the ubiquitous suspicion of being ideology.
This attempt to assert the autonomy of theory by integrating
the sociocritical impulse into it could not withstand external
pressures. Aesthetic criticism that could not be converted into
social praxis was abandoned, and the hope placed in the critical
function of Modernist litera tu re was written off as an illusion.
This radical shift is illustrated by Enzensberger's positions.
The main point of his 1 968 essay "Gemeinplatze, die neueste
Literatur betreffend" (Commonplaces On the Newest Litera
ture) was the formulation "Literary works cannot be assigned an
essential social function under present conditions."53 This thesis
retracts what its author had believed in the early 1 960s. Both the
essay on the universal language of poetry as well as the N eruda
essay derived the sociocritical function of the lyric work of art
from its aesthetic autonomy.54 According to those essays a poem,
to the extent that it is successful, does not allow itself to be
reduced to a commodity, for its aesthetic self-containment it is
more deeply engaged than political art. Aesthetic and social
evolution are thus related to each other, in that the process of
formal innovation corresponds to the progress of social libera
tion. Poetry anticipates and redeems the pro mise of humanity.
I n 1 968 Enzensberger renounced this belief in the emanci
patory effect of poetry's power to anticipate social change, and
he no longer identified with the "mission" of modern literature.
He thus reformulated its history, specifically retracting the thesis
that formal innovation and political emancipation were one:
"This means the end of an equivocation that has ruled progres
sive literature for fifty years : the parallelism or even equation of
formal and social innovation."55
The theoretical basis for this change of stance had been pre53Enzensberger, "Commonplaces on the Newest Literature:' in Consciousness
Industry, ed. Michael Roloff (New York, 1 974), p. 9 2 .
54Enzensberger, "The World Language o f Modern Poetry," ibid. , p p . 42 -6 1 ) .
The essay on Neruda is in Einzelheiten, p p . 3 1 6 -333 .
55Enzensberger, Consciousness Industry , p. 9 1 .
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sent for sorne time in the theory of the consciousness industry.56
Although poetic literature had been lauded in 1 962 as being
incommensurable to the system of the culture industry, since it
was not reducible to commodity form and consumption, En
zensberger in 1 968 condemned even the advanced poetic struc
tures as a part of the system, since they could not overturn it. He
argued that formal innovation and literary criticisms of society
prove to be capable of integration into the status quo: "the more
West German society stabilized itself, and the more urgently it
asked for social criticism in literature, the fewer results the
writer's engagement produced, and the louder the clamor for it.
This mechanism secured literature an uncontested place in soci
ety, but it also led to self-delusions that seem grotesque today."57
The self-deceptions were Enzensberger's own. His bitterness
over the ineffectiveness of poetic protest resulted from them.
Critical Theory could not be transferred into practice. Because
Enzensberger had placed aH his hopes in modern literature,
because it seemed to him (as to Adorno) practicaHy the only
possibility of formulating truth beyond ideology, it was scorned
and rejected when it proved incapable of fulfilling this promise
in a short time. Despite acknowledging the potential for continu
ing aesthetic change, Enzensberger no longer believes in its abso
lute legitimation, which Adorno had always affirmed. Such is the
context of the foHowing apodictic statement: "Hence a literary
criticism which tries to do more than belch forth its personal
preferences and which could regulate the market is not possi
ble."58 Literary criticism has lost its chance to serve as the train
ing field for the political public sphere.
Sociopolitical consteHations in West Germany transformed the
crisis of immanent methodology into a crisis of the institution.
Its opponents were weH aware of this context.59 The formation
of the Great Coalition in 1 966 clearly exposed a political crisis
56Enzensberger, "The Industrialization of the Mind," Consciousness Industry,
pp. 3 - 1 5 .
57Ibid . , p. 87.
58Ibid . , p. 92•
5·In 1 968 Enzensberger wrote, "When the totality of imperialism became evi
dent, when social contradictions could no longer be covered up, when politics
took to the street, the cracks began to show through the cultural fal;lld e" (ibid. ,
p. 87) ·

1 49

The Institution of Criticism

within the Federal Republic. The subsystem of literary criticism,
too, was drawn into the mire of political conflict, for the most
part against the wishes of its most prominent spokesmen. The
extraparliamentary opposition, because of its justified misgiv
ings about the functioning of parliamentary democracy in West
Germany, undermined the liberals' confidence in the separate
ness of literary and political debates. Political demonstrations
and student revolts heightened the tension and pushed the dis
cussion once and for aH beyond the scope of mere methodol
ogy.60 In Berlin in the summer of 1 967, a few days after the
murder of the student Benno Ohnesorg, the students' demand
that science be politicized was applied directly to Germanistics. 6 1
The dispute over the proper tasks o f academic criticism became
a test case for the impending confrontation with literary criti
cism in general. The charge that Germanistics continued its tra
ditional role of service to ruling forces by declaring itself apoliti
cal reaffirmed the position of such liberal critics as Eberhard
Lammert, Karl Otto Conrady, and Walther Killy.62 With sorne
modifications, this charge could be made against professional
book criticism as weH.
6 . The New Left's assault on literary criticism was no longer
directed toward its improvement but toward its liquidation, thus
exposing a protracted structural crisis. This assault arose from a
rediscovery of problems that had been debated in the 1 920S
between Leftists and established literary criticismo They had re
mained unresolved, however, when the onset of National So
cialism broke off the discussion. One can speak, as Jauss does, of
a "shifting of position in regard to questions and solutions, a
position that was conditioned and imposed both internally and
6°The initial diffieulty of this step is visible in Peter Sehneider's critique of the
reviewing system. In a 1 965 analysis (eonsidered radical) of five reviews of a
novel, he was still holding fast to intrinsic eriteria of information, consisteney,
and linguistic portrayal. He found the essential weakness to be that the erities
failed to reveal their point of view, no matter what it was, so that the eriteria
applied to the literary objeet could not be clearly distinguished . "Die Mangel der
gegenwartigen Literaturkritik," Neue deutsche Rifte, 1 2 ( 1 965), 98 - 1 23.
6I See Heinz-Dieter Kittsteiner et al. , "Germanistik, Reform oder
Politisierung," alternative, 55 ( 1 967), 1 4 1 - 1 8 3 .
62 Germanistik--eine deutsche Wissenschaft (Frankfurt a m Main, 1 967). The essays
represent talks given in 1 966 at the Deutseher Germanistentag.
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externally-that is, by forces and impulses of the sociohistorical
situation."63 The confrontation with a sociopolitical position that
was considered revolutionary led to a change of perspectives. As
a result, Critical Theory, which had heretofore insisted on the
independence of the aesthetic realm, was replaced by a mate
rialistic approach with ties to Brecht and Benjamin.
Brecht's theses on the capitalist reviewing system and Benja
min's later works directed attention to the connection between
the factors conditioning the production of a work of art (shown
in the possibilities of technical reproduction) and its social func
tion.64 According to Benjamin, art in modern society has ir
reconcilably distanced itself from the concept of the genuine
work of art, protected by its aura. This was the beginning of an
outspoken resistance to existing literary criticismo Book criticism
in leading newspapers and magazine s continued to use the obso
lete principIe of contemplative absorption in the text as its basis
for judgment. Furthermore, Benjamin's writings made the pos
sibilities for political application apparent, which Adorno's
theory had rejected : "But at that moment when the criterion of
genuineness proves inadequate for the production of art, the
entire function of art is altered. In place of its foundation in
ritual comes a foundation in a different praxis-a foundation in
politics."65
When Hamm accused Adorno of being allied with the idea of
culture for its own sake, he may have pronounced only the com
munis oPinio of the New Left.66 Karl Marcus Michel formulated
the same objection more cogently by dealing with the tension
between aesthetic theory and the sought-for political praxis : "It
is not Ernst Bloch, that atavistic monument to lhe 'not-yet,' who
stands behind their [the New Left's] actions; it is far more the
hermeneutic thought of Adorno, which cannot be translated
63Hans Robert Jauss, Literaturgeschichte als Provokation der Literaturwissenschaft
(Constance, 1 969) , p. 6 1 .
64Brecht, Schriften zum Theater, 2 : 235--{)4, as well as Benjamín, "The Work of
Art in the Age of Its Mechanical Reproduction," Illuminations, trans o Harry Zohn
(New York, 1 968), pp. 2 1 7 -25 1 .
65Ibid. , p . 2 2 4 ; translation modified.
66Hamm, "Der Grosskritiker. Literaturkritik als Anachronismus," in Kritik,
P · 35 ·
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into political praxis but has nevertheless been transformed into
concrete protest."67
The arguments of the anticriticism movement can be ordered
according to four aspects : ( 1 ) the social position and role of the
professional critic; ( 2 ) the communication between the critic and
the public; (3) the social function of criticism ; and (4) the posi
tion of literary criticism within the cultural system. The fourth
aspect encompasses the central objections to the institutionalized
reviewing system. Current book reviewing relies on the mass
media to reach its audience. As a result, critics are subservient to
the well-established mechanisms of the consciousness industry,
even if they refuse to admit it. As the New Left justly insisted ,
the status and role of the critic, the conditioning factors of com
munication, and the social efficacy of criticism can be under
stood only within the context of the media industry. Meanwhile,
this argument took on a strong emotional coloration. The con
sciousness industry assumed the role of the archenemy, res pon
sible for everything. Its mechanisms were portrayed not only as
the manipulators of public opinion but at the same time as un
reachable, omnipotent forces. Direct action was urged against
these demonized organizations, even when it offered no hope of
success. "To escape the grip of the cultural apparatus and its
unlimited capacity to swallow and digest any criticism which
arises"68 -this was stylized as a fight for survival.
The material circumstances of the professional critic and his
social position were interpreted in a contradictory way. Obvi�
ously he is dependent on fees for writing and is therefore eco
nomically bound to the apparatus of the media. Yaak Karsunke
notes, "Since critics have to live off their fees, they are forced to
write prodigiously. After hasty reading comes a hastily written
review. The system successfully prevents those serving it from
engaging in more exact analyses which might ultimately turn
back on the system itself."69
The picture sketched here is that of a literary lackey. Hamm
pursued this perspective further with Brechtian arguments: the
economic conditions under which the critic must operate permit
67Karl M. Michel, "Ein Kranz für die Literatur: Fünf Variationen über eine
These," Kursbuch, 15 ( 1 968) , 1 85 .
68 Ibid . , p. 1 84.
6"Yaak Karsunke, "Uralte Binsenwahrheiten," in Kritik, p. 46.
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him only the illusion of a freedom of opinion. He must therefore
compensate for this through the postulation of aesthetic au
tonomy. The illusion of aesthetic freedom provides an absolute
(though objectively false) legitimation of criticismo Yet Hamm's
argument subtly turns into its opposite, for he wants to deal not
with material dependence but with usurped claims to domi
nance. The successful reviewer, as a "major critic," belongs to an
elite. Two contradictory diagnoses are thereby juxtaposed
first, the image of the functionary as a tool of the system; second,
the image of the star whose commentaries control public opin
ion. Apparently Hamm, who scarcely differentiates between
conservatives and liberals in his polemic, has confused the elitist
attitude of the critic with social reality. This logical leap from
self-image to objective situation is, however, dangerous. Sorne
signs do indicate that a few critics may belong to the communica
tions elite, but this by no means applies to the majority. Those
belonging to the elite have solved the problem of material de
pendence touched on by Karsunke by reaching a higher status.
Their bondage is linked to factors other than honoraria. They,
like their less prestigious, less influential colleagues, are subject
to the laws of the communications apparatus, which regulates
their access to the publico
This brings us to the second point: Criticism is bound to the
channels at its disposal and therefore reaches only the bourgeois
publico Karsunke notes, "It makes no difference whom criticism
seeks to reach ; it will always reach the same audience of the
Sunday editions, magazines, and educational radio networks
(along with the evening programs in general). As a critic, one
finds oneself in the cultural ghetto of the educated bourgeoisie;
those who leave it find no buyers for their wares."70 Because of
the structure of the mass media, journalistic criticism must fail in
its primary task of providing information to a wide audience.H
With their fixation on superseded theoretical positions, profes7°Ibid. , p. 45 .
71This dangerous reduction of the realm o f communication was pointed out by
Baumgart as well. He considered the only relevant question to be "what a book
contributes to the further development of Iiterature, to its future," and added, as
a correction to his earlier position, "and that occurs by no means only through
examining new ways of writing, but also through reaching a new public or
achieving new political results using new methods" ("Vorschliige," in Kritik,
P· 42).
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sional critics have neglected to recognize their altered position in
a changed society. In the words of Hans Helms : "This resolute
abstinence of the critical faculty from any insight into processes
occurring in the social base, in the sphere of production , is cause
for concern and of grave consequence."72
Although repeated demands were heard for an analysis of the
social base, however, writings in this area remained abstract and
vague. The anticritical movement concentrated on an illumina
tion of the ideological function of "bourgeois" literary theory.
The postulate of aesthetic autonomy, which was used by the
literary criticism of the 1 95 0s as a source of self-justification and
which remained untouched even in the liberal model, is sus
pected of no longer effecting emancipation in the present-day
situation. Instead, it merely stabilizes a cultural superstructure
that has accommodated itself to the social system. As an institu
tion, literary criticism accepts the specialization of society and
limits itself to literary evaluation. In doing so, it renounces the
possibility of recognizing the forces that condition literary
production-including its own. As a result, it ends in affirma
tional commentary. Helms states: "A literary criticism directed
toward repeatedly burdening the reader with the same false
information is nevertheless capable of sustaining, within its
modest means, the existing power structure. It does so insofar as
it diverts the reader away from the social factors conditioning
artistic production and directs him constantly toward the
ideological playground of Fascism-the origins of being."73
Or as Karsunke puts it: "Basically, critics as a whole are creat
ing an illusion-namely, that of a value system independent of
money."74 Baumgart makes a similar statement: "For the most
hypocritical aspect of the current reviewing practice is this: It is
an instrument of the market, or, more harmlessly stated, of
literary politics, but it feigns innocence in regard to its power,
makes a pretense of pure objective interest, and claims to be
creating order, critically and expediently."75 Reviews, Baumgart
concludes, actually function as unpaid book advertisements. The
72Hans G. Helms, "Über die gesellschaftliche Funktion der Kritik," in Kritik,
P · 1 34 ·
73Ibid. , pp. 1 37 - 1 38 .
74Karsunke, "Uralte Binsenwahrheiten," p. 48.
75Baumgart, "Vorschlage," p. 43.
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organized system of book discussions is exposed as an appendix
of the book market, even though it will not admit it.
The New Left was united in its claim that the critical estab
lishment, from Hohoff to Mayer, had abandoned its sociocritical
function through its collusion with the apparatus. Boehlich
summarized the general view when he wrote in Kursbogen,
November 1 968 : "It [bourgeois criticism] has allowed itself to be
exiled to the last pages of the newspapers, the weekly magazines,
the journals. It knowingly accepts that the politics described on
the first pages contradict the criticism it practices on the final
pages. Still it continues to believe that it can have an effect. It
accepts itself as the liberal ornament of a no longer liberal
force."76
On the other hand, there were varying answers to the question
whether a legitimate function of criticism could still be formu
lated. Whereas Boehlich, Baumgart, Hamm, and even Helms
still considered such a function feasible (though not in the cur
rent state of specialization) , Enzensberger and Michel in 1 968
denied the possibility of a critical institution. They did so for two
reasons. First, the apparatus of the culture industry hinders any
substantial change through its omnipresence and wide control.
Second and no doubt more important, modern postsymbolist
literature has reached its historical end. At the same time, this
has eliminated the legitimate function of progressive literary
criticism, which entered the scene as a corollary of that litera
ture. The indictment of progressive literature included an in
dictment of its criticism, which was dissolved by its most radical
members.77 Enzensberger predicted in 1 968 that this judgment
could not be carried out, for the convicted institution did not
respect the jurisdiction of the court. In addition, the case (to
remain in legal terms) was being retried.
Though the rebellion took place only a short time ago, its
76Boehlich, "Autodafé," Kursbogen , supplement to Kursbuch , 15 ( 1 968).
77"Modern literature acted in a similar way-it bound and satisfied intellectual
interests as though they were immediate social and political ones, thereby obscur
ing the latter. It took dissatisfaction and unrest (which it nourished) and placed
them in a cage where mock battles were fought and the illusion of victory was
achieved, while in the real world it was business as usual" (Michel, "Ein Kranz,"
pp. 1 78 - 1 79) .
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weaknesses can readily be pointed out. The demand to abolish
literary criticism in toto and unconditionally was related to a
yearning for spontaneous action after so many frustrating ex
periences with the apparatus of the culture industry. There was
a great need to break loose from its grasp at any cost. Thus the
protest served as a type of catharsis for the New Left. In 1 968
their hope for an immediate change was nourished by a domes
tic political situation that seemed to point toward an imminent
restructuring of social conditions. To be sure, no adequate re
placement for bourgeois criticism was suggested. The revolt
counted on the spontaneous emergence of new forms after the
dissolution of the corrupt, worn-out institution. This juxtaposi
tion of bourgeois and antibourgeois criticism is open to the
charge of being empty rhetoric, as Boehlich's own pamphlet
makes evident. Liberation from eroded formal and organiza
tional mechanisms could not be accomplished through anarchis
tic protest, but only through a restructuring of the existing
means of production. Here, no less than in the incriminated
bourgeois criticism, there was a lack of precise analyses of the
reading public and the media industry.
The critique of the present reviewing system overshot the
interests of the masses. The debate over the function and pur
pose of literary criticism remained a matter for the literary intel
ligentsia and was therefore practically meaningless for the broad
publiCo 78 This public was not interested in the abolition of an
institution so unrelated to it. Even the Left now looks back on
this phase of spontaneous action with a certain uneasiness. Such
self-criticism nevertheless does not make the revolt of the sixties
superfluous. The challenge to contemporary literary criticism
78With sorne justification, Karl H . Bohrer ("Zuschauer beirn Salto rnortale,"
Merkur, 2 3 [ 1 969], 1 70-1 86) pointed out that the elirnination of literature and
criticisrn atternpted by the authors of Kursbuch had itself been a contribution to
literature by continuing the traditional dialogue on the function of literature.
Bohrer was correct in relating the liquidation of literary criticisrn to excessive
expectations, but he was wrong in asserting that the crisis was rnerely an ideolog
ical one that could be resolved through an adjustrnent of attitudes and positions.
Bohrer, who criticized the Leftists for interpreting their rnodels (prirnarily Ben
jarnin) too literally, approaches the crisis far too narrowly in his view of the
forrnulations of the discussants. What should have astonished hirn was not that
such an "old" writer as Benjarnin had been chosen as a spiritual leader, but that
Benjarnin's insights, though again available since 1 955, could have been over
looked for so long.
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revealed the long-present structural crisis that in the 1 950S had
been hidden once more by the restitution of Romantic theory.
It is impossible to predict the evolution of literary criticism in
the coming years, for the process is determined by too many
factors. We can, however, outline the problems inherited from
the 1 960s which it must confronto Sorne prognoses are thus pos
sible.
( 1 ) The schism between liberal criticism and that of the New
Left will continue to existo The conflicts between the two camps
cannot be traced to particular differences of interests, which
solve themselves, as it were, when access to the apparatus of the
media is assured to the younger generation. There may be indi
vidual renegades for whom protest, as Horst Krüger has conjec
tured,79 was nothing more than a means to express a personal
grievance about the literary market. But aside from the personal
aspects, the unsolved institutional and theoretical questions
guarantee that the gap will remain. Even when the two sides
seem to be working toward the same goal (the democratization
of literary experience, for example) , they really mean different
things.
(2) We can expect the Left to revise its assessment of literary
criticismo The idea of the end of art was still under the influence
of classical aesthetics, which conceives of the work of art only as a
coherent structure. With the overdue restructuring of aesthetics,
which Benjamin anticipated a generation ago, the task of literary
criticism will have to be redefined. The declaration of its death
was an overreaction ; not only because the reviewing business has
continued to exist, but because the fate of literary criticism was
made too exclusively dependent on a certain phase of literature
and aesthetics.
(3) Within the Left, the discussion concerning the role of the
consciousness industry and its influence on literary criticism will
not be able to dwell on the essentially negative manipulation
thesis. By now it has become clear that this thesis was ineffective
in the form used during the sixties. Enzensberger (revising his
standpoint once again) noted, "The current theory of manipula19Horst Krüger ("Hastige Ermordung der i.iteratur," Neue Rundschau, 80
[ 1 969], 1 9 1 -1 95) explained the revolt against literature as an uprising of com
municators who had not been sufficiently recognized.
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tion on the Left is essentially defensive; its effects can lead the
movement into defeatism." And HA socialist perspective that
does not go beyond attacking existing property relationships is
limited."80 Diminished resistance to the mass media-still shared
by bourgeois and Neomarxist intellectuals in the 1 960s--will
perhaps also lead to a more precise understanding of current
book criticism, which is dependent on these media.
(4) Finally, it is not out of the question for criticism to develop
new organizational forms. The individual critic has been placed
in a weak position in regard to the book and media industries
and their seemingly unlimited production. Criticism can regain
its function of information and mediation only by building col
lective organizations which, rather than discussing more or less
randomly selected books, examine the guiding mechanisms of
literary production and reception closely and critically.
8°Enzensberger, "Constituents of a Theory of the Media ( 1 970)," in Conscious
Industry, p. 1 0 1 .

ness

