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False Criticism 

The entire account in this section will be examined in the light of the concept 
of objective corruption and related to present-day conditions . 1  

The distinction between personal criticism and object-based criticism, 
which is used to bring polemics into discredit, is a principal instrument of 
objective corruption. The whole prescriptive section reaches its pinnacle in 
an apologia on polemics. This amounts to the assertion that, in our day, the 
image of Karl Kraus seems to be that of the only champion of the power 
and technique of the art of polemics. The precondition of his mastery in 
polemics is the fact that he attacks people less for what they are than for 
what they do, more for what they say than for what they write-and least 
of all for their books, which according to accepted notions of criticism 
constitute the only object of study. The polemicist engages his entire person. 
Kraus goes even further. He sacrifices himself. The significance of this should 
be further developed. 

Expressionism as the basis of objective corruption. (Kraus was always 
intransigently opposed to it. ) Expressionism is the mimicry of revolutionary 
gesture without any revolutionary foundation. In Germany it was overcome 
only through a change of fashion, not as the result of criticism. This is why 
all its perversions have managed to survive in a different form in the New 
Objectivity, which succeeded it. Both movements base their solidarity on 
their efforts to come to terms with the experience of the war from the 
standpoint of the bourgeoisie. Expressionism attempts this in the name of 
humanity; subsequently this was done in the name of objectivity. The works 
of the latest German writers are milestones on a road from which a left or 
a right turn can be taken at any moment. They are the works of a caste 
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between the classes that is at the highest state of alert. This tendancisme 
sans tendance, which has left its mark on literature ever since Expressionism, 
is best defined by the fact that there are no longer any feuds between literary 
coteries .  Every writer wants to prove only one thing: that he has mastered 
the latest fashion. This is why the new manifestos are constantly being 
signed by the old names. Rarely has there been an age in which the old tread 
so hard on the heels of the young. 

No one is claiming that it is essential, or even useful, for criticism to be 
based directly on political ideas .  But this is absolutely indispensable for 
polemical criticism. The more individually the personal is brought to the 
fore, the more necessary it is for the critic and his public to agree about the 
image of the age that serves as backdrop and foil. Every authentic picture 
of the age, however, is political. The wretched state of criticism in Germany 
results in the fact that even in the extreme case of Communism, political 
strategies do not coincide with literary ones. This is the misfortune of critical 
and perhaps also political thought. 

If the personal note predominates in successful polemics, this is merely 
an extreme instance of the general truth that critical objectivity which can 
express only individual judgment-from case to case and without any larger 
conception-is always insignificant. This "objectivity" is no more than the 
obverse of the haphazard nature and lack of authority of the reviewing 
business, with which journalism has destroyed criticism. 

It is consistent with this objectivity (which could be called "new" but also 
"unscrupulous " )  that, in its products, its so-called bona fides always turn 
out to be no more than the " temperamental" reaction of an "original" 
critical mind-that uninhibited, unprejudiced being of which bourgeois 
criticism is so proud, and whose gestural language, obtrusively embodied in 
Alfred Kerr,2 is in reality nothing but the servile zeal with which the literary 
reviewer satisfies the demand for character sketches, temperaments, origi
nals, and personalities. The integrity of the literary reviewer is just a strain
ing for effects; and the deeper his tone of conviction, the more his breath 
stinks. 

The reaction of Expressionism, on the other hand, was pathological rather 
than critical. It strove to overcome the age that had given birth to it by 
becoming its expression. The negativism of Dada was much more revolu
tionary. And down to the Dada movement, there prevailed a far greater 
solidarity of the German intelligentsia with the French. But whereas in 
France the Surrealist movement was born, in Germany thought was emas
culated and the banner of the New Objectivity was unfurled.3  The true 
tendencies of this last movement can be grasped only through a comparison 
with Surrealism. Both are manifestations of a regression to 1 8 85 .  On the 
one hand, a regression to Sudermann; on the other, to Ravachol.4 At any 
rate, there is a difference between the two. 

" Quand on soutient un mouvement revolutionnaire, ce serait en com-
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promettre le developpement que d'en dissocier les divers elements au nom 
du gout" ( Guillaume Apollinaire) . 5  With these words, Apollinaire has also 
condemned the journalistic criticism that continues to speak in the name of 
taste . For what characterizes the run-of-the-mill reviewing industry is its 
unrestrained indulgence in its own reactions (the result is the famous " opin
ion of one's own " ) ,  and its pretense that an aesthetics still exists, whereas 
there has long been none. In truth, the starting point of criticism must be 
the perception that aesthetic criteria are in all cases completely devalued. 
Nor can they be resurrected from the old aesthetics by any " updating, " 
however ingenious. On the contrary, criticism must-initially, at any rate
base itself on a program which must be committed to revolutionary politics 
if it is to tackle the tasks that face it. (Apollinaire's assertion is nothing but 
a call for such a program. )  Even the old aesthetics, such as Hegel's, contained 
the greatest insights into the contemporary world. But the modern critic 
thinks of these old conceptual schemes in absolute terms, much as he regards 
the works.  

Attempt to illustrate the genuinely mediated effectiveness of revolutionary 
writing with reference to the works of Karl Kraus. The conservative sem
blance of such writing. Since it focuses on the best that has been produced 
by the bourgeois class, it shows in exemplary fashion that the most valuable 
things this class has created must be stifled among the bourgeoisie and can 
be conserved only through a revolutionary stance. But it also teaches that 
the methods with which the bourgeoisie built up its knowledge will over
throw that knowledge today, if they are applied rigorously and without 
opportunism. 

With the New Objectivity, criticism has finally obtained the literature it 
deserves.  

Nothing characterizes our literature industry better than the attempt to 
produce a great effect at small cost in terms of effort. Publishers' gambles 
replace literary responsibility. It is absurd to behave like the writers of the 
New Objectivity and claim political effects without individual commitment. 
This commitment may be practical and consist in disciplined action in a 
political party; it may also be literary and consist in the principled publicity 
of private life-a polemical omnipresence as practiced by the Surrealists in 
France and by Karl Kraus in Germany. The left-wing writers practice neither 
one nor the other. This is why it is important to stop competing with them 
for the right to own the program of "political literature. " For everyone who 
approaches the mediating character-even more, the mediating effect-of 
serious bourgeois writing recognizes that the distinctions between political 
and nonpolitical writing become blurred at this point. Whereas the distinc
tions between the programs of opportunist and radical writing stand out all 
the more clearly. 

We may say of every approach to art that any analysis which fails to 
uncover hidden relationships in the work, and hence those that are not 
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contained i n  the work, misses the point of the object under scrutiny. To see 
inside the work means giving a more precise account of the ways in which 
the work's truth-content and material content interpenetrate. At all events, 
a form of criticism which at no point establishes its solidarity with the truth 
contained in the work, and which retains a hold only on externals, has no 
claim to our recognition. Unfortunately, however, this is the case with almost 
everything that goes by the name of Marxist criticism. In almost every 
example, what we find is a thick-skinned tracing out of the lines in the works 
themselves, where the social content-if not the social tendency-lies partly 
on the surface. But this leads in no way into the interior of the work-only 
to statements about it. In contrast, the Marxist's hope that he can look 
around inside the work with the gaze of the sociologist is doomed to 
disappointment. A deductivist aesthetic, which no one needs more urgently 
than the Marxist, has not yet been devised. Only in the interior of the work, 
where truth-content and material content meet, is the sphere of art defini
tively left behind. At its threshold, all aesthetic aporias disappear too-the 
quarrel about form and content, and so on. 

The structure of the final section will be grouped around these theses: ( 1 )  
the works live on; (2 )  the law governing their survival is that of shrinkage; 
( 3 )  with the survival of the works, their character as art recedes; ( 4) a 
successful form of criticism breaks through the limits of the aesthetic realm; 
( 5 )  the technique of magical criticism. 

Opposition of the categories "totality" ( Gestalt-quality) and " authentic
ity. " 

Fragment written in 1930 or 1931; unpublished in Benjamin's lifetime. Gesammelte 
Schriften, VI, 17 5- 179. Translated by Rodney Livingstone. 

Notes 

1 .  Like many of Benjamin's fragments on literary criticism, this one was part of the 
planning stages for a book on the topic. See the Chronology in this volume. 

2. Alfred Kerr (pseudonym of Alfred Klemperer; 1 867-1 948 )  was, in his day, 
Berlin's most prominent and influential theater critic. 

3. Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity) was the term originally applied by the 
museum curator G. F. Hartlaub to an emergent figuration in German postwar 
painting. It gradually came to designate the Weimar "period style" in art, archi
tecture, design, literature, and film: cool, objective, analytical. 

4. Hermann Sudermann ( 1 857-1 928 )  was a Naturalist dramatist whose reputation 
waned rapidly as he turned to symbolism and biblical tragedy. Frarn;;ois-Claudius 
Koenigstein, known as Ravachol ( 1 85 9-1 892) ,  was part of a group of anarchists 
responsible for a series of bombings; he was guillotined in 1 892. 

5 .  "When you support a revolutionary movement, you would compromise its de
velopment if you were to dissociate it from certain elements in the name of taste . "  




