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Enlightenment as Criticism, Criticism as Polemics:
Lessing’s Literary Criticism

Klaus L. Berghahn

Abstract: Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s contributions to literary criticism are comparable with the
contributions of Immanuel Kant to philosophy. Enlightenment as criticism, criticism as polemics,
characterizes his method best, or as he once stated his maxim: First recognize falsehood and then set it
straight for truth’s sake. Lessing based his criticism on the function of each genre and he argued in the
interest of the audience. He fought for the freedom of genies of the Storm and Stress period, but when
they threatened the order of things which he had just established, he polemiced against them too. His
polemic criticism was soon replaced by the more understanding criticism of Herder and the hermeneutics
of Friedrich Schlegel.
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