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Criticism and Crisis

Every now and then, a new crisis is declared. At least in Germany, I
have been able to observe this. It started in 2008 with the financial
crisis, then came the so-called refugee crisis in 2015, in 2020 came the
Corona crisis, followed in 2021 by the Ukraine crisis, which actually
started in 2014 and is actually also a war. And this was followed in
Germany by the gas crisis (caused by a self-inflicted dependence on
cheap Russian gas —unpleasant, but still relatively manageable, bearing
in mind that bombs are falling elsewhere). And hanging over all this
is the sword of Damocles’ of the climate crisis. In some places in the
world, the sword of Damocles has already fallen and is causing dam-
age. And these multiple crises, as they are often called, produce win-
ners and losers, like all crises. Among the winners of the crises —so
the analysis goes —are the populists, the right-wingers, the self-pro-
claimed god warriors —Evangelicals or Islamists —the truthers, the
conspiracy theorists. And of course, in the face of the crises, it is
pretty staggering to have to deal with a bunch of people, parties, and
organizations who have sworn off reason and decency, who make
claims without justifying them.

Often, the present time is described as particularly crisis-ridden, at
least from a West German perspective, characterized by economic
boom, baby boom, the wild 1970s, and the end of history. If you
change the perspective, of course, everything is relative again. (Grow-
ing up in a German-Kurdish-Yazidi family, with relatives from mod-
ern-day Turkey, Syria, Iraq, I personally cannot think of a time that
could not be described as crisis-ridden.) Which brings us back to the
famous question: From which perspective is the story told?

Since the end of the noughties, we have been speaking about the
newspaper crisis in Germany, about the decline of print and of the
mainstream media. And the newspaper crisis was ultimately followed
by a crisis in literary criticism. It is almost indecent to speak about

© 2025 Ronya Othmann, Publication: Wallstein Verlag
DOIT https://doi.org/10.46500/83535692-013 | CC BY-NC-ND 4.0


https://doi.org/10.46500/83535692-013

114 RONYA OTHMANN

literary criticism here, given all the other crises that are raging. But if
you take a closer look at the issue, then again: it is not.

To briefly summarize the debates of the last few years: First, there
are fewer reviews every year, the number of literary pages in the print
media are shrinking; the classic review is being replaced by the inter-
view, the portrait, or even the home story. Positions for literary editors
are not being re-filled, so they are effectively being removed. Secondly,
the price per line has decreased. So there is less cash for the same
amount of work, and that is in the face of increased costs of living and
increased rents in major cities. Freelance critics can hardly support
themselves anymore. Online journalism is paid less than print, at least
in Germany. And if you have to produce non-stop to make a living,
then quality inevitably suffers. And, thirdly, men stll review men
above all. According to a widely received study published at the Uni-
versity of Rostock in 2018 “#frauenzihlen” (Clark, Seidel, et al., 2018),
two-thirds of books reviewed were by men. And the reviews of these
books were also incomparably longer than those of books by women.

Well, you might say, what is all the whining about? This crisis in
a prosperous country like Germany could actually be solved quite
quickly. All that is needed is enough lobbying to preserve literary
pages and broadcasts, pressure from the unions for higher line rates,
and a women’s quota to get a grip on the male surplus.

Let’s look at the matter from another angle.

There was a time when the so-called Popes of Literature sat in their
offices — where, of course, back then, people were still allowed to
smoke —and typed away on the feuilleton pages. They wrote texts
that were bulky and dense, entertaining and brilliant, as appropriate
for a classic feuilleton.

And because there were still no click counts and such, they never
noticed that the literature page was skipped in order to jump from
politics to economy, or that the newspaper was bought primarily for
its sports section. As a digital native, I probably have some very ro-
manticized perceptions. -Well, it could have been a few more female
Critics ...

When I took my first baby steps into the world of literature, first
reading, later writing, the era of the so-called Popes of Literature was
already over. No one had overthrown them, they had simply died.
And, yes, a new generation of critics followed, but they were no longer
popes. In the noughties, people still had one cause for hope: the inter-
net. Cultural optimists saw the rise of a democratic culture of discus-
sion. Blogs, forums, Twitter —anyone and everyone could participate.
To paraphrase the artist Joseph Beuys: Everyone is a critic. And, in-
deed, they were, only in a different way than the optimists had imag-
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ined (hate speech, shitstorms, etc.). But the internet was a blessing for
German poetry criticism: Blogs for poetry reviews and debates emerged,
such as Fixpoetry (which, unfortunately, was discontinued in 2020 due
to lack of funding) or Signatures. The flipside of all this is the domain
of the cultural pessimists, for: in a world where click counts and reach
are currency, literary criticism can only lose. At worst, the logic of
social media (clickbait, target group mentality, and so on) will take hold
of literary criticism. In other words, no longer do the clever, pointed
tones hold sway, but instead scandalization, purchase recommenda-
tions, thumbs up and/or thumbs down. Not to mention algorithms.
On Instagram, whoever shows face and skin (but not too much skin),
whoever scrolls, and whoever likes, and whoever interacts (i.e. spends
as much time as possible on the platform) is rewarded with visibility.
And when click numbers and reach pay off, it is not only authors who
have to present and market themselves, but also critics.

It is the end of the public sphere, —the so-called public, which has
always been a rather strange thing—as we know it. This constantly
invoked public that everyone seems to know and no one knows exactly
who it is. It should not be confused with the majority, that is for sure.
For the literary public in particular, which was also a bourgeois public,
this has always been true, ever since its emergence in the eighteenth
century. We only have to consider how many people at that time
could read and write, let alone had the time and money for literature.
Now, we might wonder whether the public sphere has disappeared.
Admittedly, this is not entirely the case, it has not yet disappeared
completely, the dear public sphere. After all, they still exist: the large
publishing houses for the general public, the somewhat smaller pub-
lishing houses, the literary pages in the feuilletons, the literary pro-
grams on the radio.

However, the cultural pessimist would ask: Where has the so-
called public sphere gone? Into the niches, into the margins. And that
is both good news and bad news at the same time. What would the
cultural pessimist want to hear first? The bad news, of course.

Everything is already pre-sorted by the algorithm. Chopped up,
pre-cooked. It varies, depending on the platform. So, we operate more
or less in those infamous filter bubbles. But this should not be over-
estimated: We do not just passively browse the web; we Google, we
follow, we search, out of curiosity, or out of sympathy or out of
antipathy. And even in the pre-internet age, unless you read for a living,
you did not subscribe to everything from the left-wing to the conser-
vative. However, unlike today, not everyone could write back publicly
(again, that is both good and bad news). Of course, there was a lot of
junk printed in the pre-internet era, but you could not just walk in and
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put your text in the newspaper. There was the editorial office, the de-
partment head, the editor-in-chief —a little bit of quality control. Now
everyone can write and read. Although not everyone who writes will
be read. And not everything that is written can also be read. There is
the logic of the platforms, there is the paywall. The internet seems to
offer endless space for everything. The pathways are short, sometimes
the most marginal thing is just a click away, sometimes it is dumped
into your timeline. The recording of a conference on Nature Writing
in California. Or a show on YouTube in which German right-wing
intellectuals (so-called) —you could just call them Nazis with book-
shelves —discuss literature. Against the background tinkling of a piano,
they talk a bit about reading impressions and character sketches, so
what this is all about is not immediately apparent, namely: putting
everything together so that it fits into a preconceived ideological mold.
The rhetorical sleight of hand in this Youtubeshow with the title “ Auf-
geblittert. Zugeschlagen—Mit Rechten lesen” (BuchHaus Loschwitz
2022) is worth a closer look. Even though the show gives itself a ve-
neer of literary criticism, it is basically nothing but its parody. Absurd
though it seems, a great deal can be learned here about criticism in the
negative. For texts—as long as they are not the texts of right-wing
authors —are examined here for their ideological usefulness (for ex-
ample, the books by Peter Nadas, Lutz Seiler, or Vladimir Sorokin).
Literature is therefore far from being the issue here.

Is there anything left beyond the ideological exploitation of litera-
ture, beyond testing it for its socio-political usefulness, in the form of
bestseller lists —the big hit book of the moment, the one that warns
us about the climate crisis, or the one that tells us about the difficulty
of combining motherhood and a career, or the one that empowers?
Not that I have anything against it, but every book also has a form and
a language. However, speaking about language, form, and content is
not easily marketed, so there is often a focus on topics. Consequently,
keywords are applied to books: the book about racism, the book about
gender, the book about climate change, the book about motherhood,
the book about classism. Which brings us back to thumbs up, thumbs
down, purchase recommendations. The book as a product, the critic as
an influencer, the audience as a target group, the reader as a consumer.

What of the good news? Where every person is a critic, there is also
a criticism of criticism —a wonderful democratic practice. Admittedly,
this existed in the past as well, critical comment heaped on both praise
and condemnation. Now, though, anyone with an internet-capable
device can have their say. On Twitter, professional and casual readers
engage in discussion. This can be seen every year at the Ingeborg
Bachmann Prize in Klagenfurt, the literary competition where authors
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read their texts aloud and a panel of critics discusses them. Not only are
the texts themselves subject to eager commentary in real time under the
hashtag #tddl, but so is what the critics have to say. Do they do justice
to the texts? Do they give adequate reasons for their judgments? Do
they do what they do with wit and dignity ? In the best case scenario,
what happens here is polyphonic literary criticism; in the worst case,
itis a return to the all-too-familiar experience of Twitter. It would be
wise not to forget that these social media platforms are ultimately
businesses that follow a business logic. Arguably, of course, so are the
traditional media, unless they are organized as cooperatives or financed
by fees like a public broadcaster, and censorship also takes place in
the digital sphere. In Turkey, for example, the company Google toed
the Turkish state propaganda line (Cavus 2023), while on TikTok in
China, videos with the hashtag #xinjang were deleted and idyllic land-
scapes shown in their place (Fifield 2019; Conrad 2022). This has less
to do with literature, but a great deal to do with criticism. To quote
Marcel Reich-Ranicki, literary critic and one of the Popes of Litera-
ture: “Freedom and criticism are mutually dependent. Just as there
can be no freedom without criticism, so criticism cannot exist with-
out freedom.” (Reich-Ranicki 2002)

The Syrian writer Khaled Khalifa still lives mainly in Damascus.
His books are published in Lebanon. They are banned in Syria. Of
course, they are still bought and read —just under the counter, secretly.
With his last novel, No One Prayed Over Their Graves, the epic of a
century, which deals with unfulfilled love, the lives of Christians, Jews,
and Muslims in Aleppo, massacres and expulsions, Khaled Khalifa
had a little bit of hope for different treatment. After all, No One
Prayed Over Their Graves is a historical novel, set before the found-
ing of the Baath Party and the rule of the Assad family. So, Khaled
Khalifa submitted his novel to the authorities for examination: The
Ministry of Culture is responsible for literature in Syria, it is the
Baath Party’s cultural office, it lies behind the Syrian Writers’ Union,
which may not sound like it, but is basically nothing more than a
censorship authority. This novel was also banned. When Khalifa asked
why, a censorship official answered him quite accurately: “You wrote
about the nineteenth century, but actually you wrote about today.”
(internationales literaturfestival berlin 2022) The quite cynical ques-
tion here would be: Is the censor a critic? But then that would not be
far from the very cynicism with which the Assad regime maintains a
censorship authority called the Syrian Writers” Union. What began
with a question about the good news, the optimistic view, has quickly
brought pessimistic answers. Nevertheless, there are some things that
have undoubtedly improved the situation for criticism in these digital
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times. Book smuggling, for example. Small USB flash drives are easier
to smuggle across the border than thick books. It is even easier to
transport texts in digital form if they do not appear physically in the
first place. And they are not found so quickly during a raid.

In the past, a huge effort was made to prepare books and replace the
spines. I still remember the stories my father told, who grew up as a
stateless Yazidi Kurd in Syria. As a teenager, he smuggled himself into
Lebanon during the summer vacations to earn some money as a day
laborer, and at the end of the summer vacations he returned to Syria
with a pile of books. At that time, Lebanon was still considered the
book paradise of the Middle East. It was extremely difficult if you
wanted to read in Kurdish, and it still is today. My grandparents’
generation was illiterate; my father’s generation was the first to attend
school (mostly only the elementary school in the village, and only a few
pupils —the secondary school was located in the city). School educa-
tion in Syria was conducted in Arabic; Kurdish was sanctioned with
beatings. Nevertheless, people read, copied the Kurdish poems of
Cigerxwin by hand, and learned them by heart. In Syria, people were
trained to learn by heart anyway. School education basically consisted
of nothing more than learning by rote and repeating on command.
Expressing one’s own thoughts and arguments was not trained. Crit-
icism is undesirable in a dictatorship. None of this should be roman-
ticized. Because none of it is romantic. If a language is banned, it dies.
This is evident in modern Turkey, where the authorities even went so
far as to forbid the letters X, W, and Q, because they occur in the
Kurdish but not in the Turkish alphabet. The result is the large num-
ber of Kurdish authors who can no longer read, let alone write, in
their native language. And even if they can, who will be their readers
when whole generations are literate only in Arabic, Turkish, or Per-
sian? And if books are censored, criticism withers as well. The tighter
the screw turns, the more books are censored, publishing houses and
newspapers are closed, writers and journalists are put on trial, the more
emigrate. Mostly to Europe. If I were, this minute, to start listing the
many writers, publishers, and critics have found refuge in Europe in
recent years and decades, I would still be working on that list tomor-
row. At best, new hubs, literary scenes, libraries, literary events, mag-
azines are emerging in the diaspora; people are writing, publishing, and
criticizing again. They are also being translated. In other words, dias-
pora literature is not only read and received by other members of the
diaspora, but also by mainstream society. At best, an exchange takes
place in both directions.

Now another question: What might a literary criticism of today
look like? It seems strange to try to answer this question, when I
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myself only write books that are reviewed by literary critics. And I
criticize a lot in newspapers, just not (with one exception) literature.
This differentiation of professions — writer here, critic there —has not
always and everywhere been as self-evident. It will not be as self-
evident in the future, either. Considering the sometimes negligibly
small rates per line, who can still afford to work full-time as a free-
lance critic? And what happens to criticism when, as in the visual arts,
for example, critics also accept well-paid commissioned texts for ex-
hibition catalogs, galleries, and such? How can the independence of
criticism be guaranteed when, as is happening in Germany right now,
critics also regularly present author readings, and the divide between
these two spheres — that of the author and that of the critic—1is dis-
appearing more and more?

Do we simply need a different understanding? One in which crit-
icism is a form of love, as pathetic as that sounds. Criticizing a text
also means taking it seriously. As an aesthetic entity, in its trinity of
language, form, and content. Criticism that is more than just ‘content’
or a ‘summary with opinion section’. In the end, perhaps criticism is
even a piece of literature itself.

In Germany, there is a widely diversified funding structure for
literature, at the national and communal levels, through private foun-
dations and individual patrons, but there is no such thing as funding
for criticism. There are good reasons for this, including historical ones.
After all, journalism is supposed to be independent. In view of the
many crises, it may seem presumptuous to talk about the crisis—or
rather crises — of literary criticism. And to a certain extent it is. But
we need to speak publicly about literature more than ever. Where
everything is fragmented into partial and even smaller public spheres,
we need a place where all the particularities can be brought together,
in all their plurality. Lively literary criticism is always polyphonic.
And it is universal in a subjective way. It is simultaneously a demo-
cratic practice (no homage to genius), yet in no way democratic in
itself (no consensus). It works solely in the service of literature (what-
ever it may be) and evaluates it (with whatever criteria may be). It
does so to the best of its knowledge and belief. In the end, a crisis of
criticism is always a crisis of democracy and vice versa.

Works Cited

BuchHaus Loschwitz. 2022, December 11. “Aufgeblattert. Zugeschlagen—Mit
Rechten lesen” [Video]. YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch ?v=FIS-

FMytQ37c¢


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FISFMytQ37c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FISFMytQ37c

I20 RONYA OTHMANN

Cavus, Giilin. 2023 (August). Google disinformation an media policies in terms of
freedom of expression and access to accurate information, https://md.teyit.org/
file/googles-disinformation-and-media-policies-in-terms-of-freedom-of-
expression-and-access-to-accurate-information-teyit.pdf

Clark, Janet, Carlos Collado Seidel et al. 2018. Zur Sichtbarkeit von Frauen in
Medien und im Literaturbetrieb. http://www.frauenzahlen.de/docs/Litera-
turkritik % 20und % 20Gender_o8_og_18.pdf

Conrad, Alexandra (2022, May 31). Xinjiang: Wie TikTok die Unterdriickung der
Uignren verschweigt. netzpolitik.org. https://netzpolitik.org/2022/xinjiang-
wie-tiktok-die-unterdrueckung-der-uiguren-verschweigt/

Fifield, Anna. (2019, November 28). TikTok’s owner is helping China’s campaign
of repression in Xinjiang, report finds. Washington Post. https://www.wash-
ingtonpost.com/world/tiktoks-owner-is-helping-chinas-campaign-of-re-
pression-in-xinjiang-report-finds/2019/11/28/98e8dge4-119f-11€2-bf62-
eaddsdrifssg_story.html

internationales literaturfestival berlin. (2022, September 9). Contemporary Arabic
literature — Khaled Khalifa: No one prayed over their graves [Video]. You-
Tube. https://www.youtube.com/watch 2v=ISPpD8hvwQQ

Reich-Ranicki, Marcel. 2002. Uber Literaturkritik. Stuttgart, Munich: Deutsche
Verlagsanstalt


https://md.teyit.org/file/googles-disinformation-and-media-policies-in-terms-of-freedom-of-­expression-and-access-to-accurate-information-teyit.pdf
https://md.teyit.org/file/googles-disinformation-and-media-policies-in-terms-of-freedom-of-­expression-and-access-to-accurate-information-teyit.pdf
https://md.teyit.org/file/googles-disinformation-and-media-policies-in-terms-of-freedom-of-­expression-and-access-to-accurate-information-teyit.pdf
http://www.frauenzählen.de/docs/Literaturkritik%20und%20Gender_08_09_18.pdf
http://www.frauenzählen.de/docs/Literaturkritik%20und%20Gender_08_09_18.pdf
http://netzpolitik.org
https://netzpolitik.org/2022/xinjiang-wie-tiktok-die-unterdrueckung-der-uiguren-verschweigt/
https://netzpolitik.org/2022/xinjiang-wie-tiktok-die-unterdrueckung-der-uiguren-verschweigt/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/tiktoks-owner-is-helping-chinas-campaign-of-repression-in-xinjiang-report-finds/2019/11/28/98e8d9e4-119f-11ea-bf62-eadd5d11f559_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/tiktoks-owner-is-helping-chinas-campaign-of-repression-in-xinjiang-report-finds/2019/11/28/98e8d9e4-119f-11ea-bf62-eadd5d11f559_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/tiktoks-owner-is-helping-chinas-campaign-of-repression-in-xinjiang-report-finds/2019/11/28/98e8d9e4-119f-11ea-bf62-eadd5d11f559_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/tiktoks-owner-is-helping-chinas-campaign-of-repression-in-xinjiang-report-finds/2019/11/28/98e8d9e4-119f-11ea-bf62-eadd5d11f559_story.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ISPpD8hvwQQ

