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Authors, Books and Readers: The Construction of Literary

Public Sphere in the 18th Century Europe
Hu Zhenming

(School o f International Studies, University of International Business and

Economics, Beijing 100029, China)

Abstract; Literary public sphere is a good perspective through which the Enlightenment
Movement in the 18th century Europe can be fully studied. On the one hand, the Enlightenment
Movement lays emphasis on the personal subjectivity which is rooted in the spirit of humanism;
on the other hand, it indicates the expectation for the publicness of the ideal society. Personal
subjectivity and social publicness, two key elements of the Enlightenment have seeped into the
practices of authors’ textual production, the readers’ personal reading and the circulation of
literary works. The practical discourse in which authors, literary works and readers are involved
is dominated by the interaction between personal subjectivity and social publicness. The
communicative action through language is the basis for the development of public opinions, and
the formation of the public sphere as well. This article aims to explicate the nature of literary
public sphere and the process of its formation through an analysis of the interaction between
authors, literary works and readers. The interaction between the textual production of authors
and literary works and the literary criticism of authors and readers has created a practical
discourse of public opinions. It is in this communicative action through language that literary
public sphere comes into being. By virtue of literary works, namely the practice of communicative
action through language in the form of aesthetic representation, literary public sphere motivates
people to form the consensus on the basis of presentation of personal subjective ideas, and
develop the social publicness, in which the political reform is actualized. The formation of literary

public sphere with the literary works as the media is the joint efforts between authors and
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readers. Authors’ personal ideas are published as books, whose value is realized in the process of
dissemination. Henceforth, social consciousness is formed. Readers’ personal reading practice
lays the foundation for the social enlightenment and consensus. People of the 18th Century built
personal subjectivity, and constructed social consensus through literary works. Literary works
become the convergence of various relationships between authors, readers, marketplace and
society, which is presented to the modern scholars in the form of literary public
sphere.

Key words: authors; books; readers; 18th Century; Europe; literary public sphere
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