
 

   
Abstract: Digital application in humanities has 

invigorated the studies of modernist literature, 
giving it new life in the post-modernist scene. 
Following the digital turn in literary studies, 
scholars on modernism began to address an array 
of issues regarding the complex relationship 
between modernism and digitalization, including 
the mining of modernism’s roots in media, the 
impact of digitalization on humanities, the 
pedagogical aspects of digital humanism, the 
changing circumstance of literary critic in the digital 
era and so on. This essay considers three aspects 
of modernism’s interaction with digitalization, 
including the degrees to which modernist writers 
share the democratic notion of knowledge and 
education of the digital era, the means digital 
commentaries and criticism such as online 
journals, Amazon comments, literary blogs, et 
cetera have changed the landscape of 
contemporary literary criticism, rewriting the story 
of the rivalry between the traditional man of letters 
and the professional scholar-critic, and the 
limitations of digital criticism and the future of 
literary criticism.  

Index Terms: modernist writers, literary criticism, 
digital criticism  

1. INTRODUCTION 

igital application in humanities has 
invigorated the studies of modernist literature, 
giving it new life in the post-modernist scene. 

Representative digital projects of modernist 
writers include Woolfonline, the enormous online 
publication of Eliot’s Complete Prose, Modernists 
Journal Projects (MJP), and the ambitious 
Modernist Archives Publishing Project (MAPP), to 
name just a few. All the effort and its outcome 
evidence modernist scholars’ awareness of the 
necessity to bring modernism into close contact 
with new media and technology in digital era. 
Following the digital turn in literary studies, 
scholars on modernism began to address an array 
of issues regarding the complex relationship 
between modernism and digitalization, including 
the mining of modernism’s roots in media, the  
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digital era and so on. For example, in 2017, 
Modernism Archives Publishing Project published 
impact of digitalization on humanities, the 
pedagogical aspects of digital humanism, the 
changing circumstance of literary critic in the its 
project on the Woolfs and the Hogarth Press, 
Scholarly Adventures in Digital Humanities: 
Making the Modernist Archives Publishing Project, 
which opens more than half of its eight chapters 
with direct quotes from Virginia Woolf [1]. 
 

The Digital Critic: Literary Culture Online (2017) 
edited by Houman Barekat, Robert Barry and 
David Winters [2], is also a representative study 
that considered the dissolving frontiers between 
different types of criticism, the fluid identity of the 
critic, the author and the reader, the changed 
nature of criticism, along with acute observations 
on the influence of marketing on digital criticism 
and the empowerment of big tech companies. 
Meanwhile, there are also article-lengthen 
discussion of the current status of literary critic 
under the influence of digitalization and its future 
development in the digital era, as in Daniel T. 
O’Hara’s “The Future of the Literary Critic” (2014) 
[3].  
 

This essay will consider three aspects of 
modernism’s interaction with digitalization, 
including the degrees to which modernist writers 
share the democratic notion of knowledge and 
education of the digital era, the means digital 
commentaries and criticism such as online 
journals, Amazon comments, literary blogs, et 
cetera have changed the landscape of 
contemporary literary criticism, rewriting the story 
of the rivalry between the traditional man of letters 
and the professional scholar-critic, and the 
limitations of digital criticism and the future of 
literary criticism. In the first section, it will consider 
the condition of culture and society in early 
twentieth century featuring with the machine 
culture and that in our current digital age, so as to 
point out the similarities in the concern for the 
health of culture and the intellectual life of the 
public by critics of the two generations. In the 
second section, it will compare three types of 
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critics in the modern and contemporary age, 
namely, the traditional man of letters, the scholar 
critic and the digital critic, with an analysis of their 
nature, strengths and limitations. In the third 
section, it will examine the closeness of the 
modernist writers’ ideal of knowledge and 
information sharing with the open, inclusive 
Internet culture. 

2. FROM THE MACHINE AGE TO THE DIGITAL AGE: 
MASS PRINTING AND THE READING PUBLIC  

The modernist writers lived in a time called “the 
machine age” that witnessed the rise of mass 
culture: mass-production through print, audio and 
cinema, and mass market advertising and 
consumerism, et cetera. Despite of the fact that 
material and technological advancement have 
greatly contributed to the welfare of society, 
modernist writers like Virginia Wolf and T. S. Eliot 
have attacked the ills of different aspects mass 
culture, including the side effect of advertising and 
marketing on the health of culture and the reader. 
In an essay titled “The Decay of Essay-Writing” 
(1905), Virginia Woolf, for example, referred the 
“British public” as “a monster” whose “stale palate” 
needs to be “tickle[d]” with new “feedings”, yet 
against the spread of education she questioned 
the habit of “impart[ing] what we have acquired” 
while pointed out that essay writing “is primarily an 
expression of personal opinion” [4]. She also 
noted that “individual likes or dislikes” has become 
a “burden” of modern criticism, which resonates 
with the surplus of online reviews and 
commentaries on Amazon, YouTube, et cetera [4]. 
In the essay, we can sense Woolf’s complicated 
attitude towards the reading public. On the one 
hand, she doubted about the general public’s taste 
and judgment, on the other hand she is against 
any kind of criticism for educational purposes, 
believing that every person should read for 
himself/herself.  

 

Later in a broadcast talk in 1927, which was 
later published as “Are Too Many Books Written 
and Published?”, Woolf became more optimistic 
on the public’s literary judgment and ability for self-
cultivation, thinking that maturity could direct the 
readers from “sweets and pastries” to “good beef 
and mutton” [5]. Therefore, Woolf thought the price 
of books could be cheaper to create a larger and 
more experienced reading public. Her husband 
Leonard, who joined her on the broadcast talk, 
however was more pessimistic about the effect 
mass printing and advertising, with its diluted 
quality of cultural products, could brought about on 
the readers, good rated writers and the health of 
culture: he lamented the “unhealthy condition” of 
the book-making industry, which not only 
published the gifted writers, but the ungifted 

writers as well, which in the long run would 
undermine the cultural health of the country; he 
dismissed the best-sellers as “a much-advertised 
but shoddy brand of article” [5] which has a bad 
consequence for the publishers, the good books 
and the readers. When more and more inferior 
books flooded into the market, there would be less 
space and rarer chance for the first-rate books, as 
readers would have no time and more difficult to 
spot the good ones out. What is more, the public’s 
appetite for good books is “deplorably feeble”, not 
to mention “nowadays the reading habit has to 
compete with so many other habits” [5]. He ended 
the broadcast by quoting a remark from the 
Ecclesiastes by a wise man 2500 years ago that 
“of making books there is no end; and much study 
is a weariness of the flesh” [6] to bolster his 
perception of the way history turned out to be in 
his time, and to prophesy the situation of the 
future. 

 
        Eliot, for example, once condemned 

advertising’s enticing tongue of persuading people 
“to buy what they do not want, and to want what 
they should not buy” [7]. Elsewhere in The Rock 
[8], he showed similar doubt with Leonard Woolf 
on the discrimination of readers and the mass 
production of books. As he wrote in the chorus 
section of The Rock that “all our knowledge brings 
us nearer to our ignorance”. It is for the same fear 
that knowledge might lost in information and 
people might mistake information for wisdom that 
Eliot reminded in “Education in a Christian 
Society” that education “only of the mind” would 
lead to “scholarship” rather than wisdom [9]. Now 
we are in the heyday of digital age, which means 
the internet has carried mass production, mass 
market, and all in all, the mass culture to an 
unprecedent stage. The quantity of books and 
contents published online on a single day is at a 
speed unimaginable to our twentieth-century 
predecessors. When we recast the points, these 
modernist writers made in their writings and public 
discussions, and compare them with the current 
situations in aspects like publishing, reading and 
the cultural wholesomeness in the digital age, we 
can find both the circumstances and people’s 
perspectives on these relevant matters are more 
than just a replica of the machine age. 

 

Mark Edmundson, a scholar and teacher in 
English literature has discovered that students of 
English literature in the digital age were held back 
by “cognitive impatience” in any reading that 
requires patience, higher level of concentration 
and more complex level of brain activity [10]. Thus, 
they avoid reading classic literature of the 
nineteenth and twentieth century because they 
were longer, denser and more difficult texts than 
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their daily reading feeds on tablets and 
smartphones featuring with short and specific 
clickbait headlines and so on. This phenomenon 
was more radically put by Jennifer Delgado, a 
psychologist, as the “evil of our hyperconnected 
age” [11]. Whilst almost a century ago, Leonard 
Woolf was worried about the competitiveness of 
reading habit with other habits of entertainment, 
like going to the cinema as was mentioned above, 
Maryanne Wolf urged in 2018 that “we need a new 
literacy for the digital age”, because reading was 
much pressurized from and transformed by a 
changing technology [10]. Bolstered by recent 
studies on neuroscience, linguistics, and 
computer science, she argued that digital-based 
mode of reading poses threat to the normal 
processes of how our brain reads, including 
internalized knowledge, analogical reasoning and 
inference; perspective-taking and empathy; critical 
analysis and the generation of insight. As a result, 
we degraded into a “new norm” called skimming 
reading, which no longer incurs any brain activity 
to “grasp complexity, to understand another’s 
feelings, to perceive beauty, and to create 
thoughts of the reader’s own” [10]. In the word of 
Jennifer Delgado, it is “the road to stupidity” [11]. 
This fear of emotional and intellectual 
simplification corresponds with Virginia Woolf’s 
emphasis on the importance of reader sensitivity 
to literary text and Leonard Woolf’s similar 
concerns as above mentioned. 

3. THE MAN OF LETTERS, THE SCHOLAR CRITIC 

AND THE DIGITAL CRITIC 

 
         While modernists tried to attack the 

cultural, intellectual and social ailment through 
writing, institutional organs include the schools, 
universities and board of education began to 
tackle the problems through education. Against 
this background, English Studies rose to power. 
With the establishment of English Schools in 
universities, a group of new literary critics came 
into being, challenging the role of traditional man 
of letters, constituted largely by modernist writers, 
as the middleman of ideas. Traditional man of 
letters like Virginia Woolf and T. S. Eliot, however, 
reacted with strong opposition to the teaching of 
English literature on university level. For example, 
in a lecture given to the Workers Education 
Association which was later expanded into an 
essay titled “The Leaning Tower” [12], Virginia 
Woolf urged literary outsiders/common readers 
that “Let us trespass at once. Literature is no one’s 
private ground; literature is common ground”. For 
Woolf, the institutionalization of English literature 
is an encroachment on the democracy of letters. 
She disagrees with the idea that literature should 
be taught “as a special cult” and educated men 
should be “held in special reverence”, and praises 

those professors who examine literature and send 
their criticisms of it “to the very bottom of the 
class”, as only in this way can the sensitiveness of 
literature be passed down [13]. For the same 
reason, she is against any kind of capitalization. 
As Cuddy-Keane noted [14], “Woof opposes 
small-d democracy to the pretentious, pompous 
style of writing that inflates its own importance by 
literally or metaphorically ‘spelling certain qualities 
with a capital letter’”. 

 
Apart from reservations against putting English 

literature into a minority group of professionals, 
Woolf also doubted about the validity of teaching 
English literature, as “all one can do is to herd 
books into groups” [15]. Similarly, Eliot noted with 
contempt that “nowadays they even teach English 
in England” [16]. Whilst Eliot, believing in 
individual’s latent capacity in appreciate literature, 
places his hope in the regeneration of culture on 
the resurgence of “men of letters” (thus with his 
effort in the quarterly, The Criterion), as I have 
noted elsewhere in [17], Woolf, however, is not 
only doubtful about the possibility of literary 
education and cultural revival through academic 
practices, but finds problem with non-academic 
criticism as well as it might acquire a doctrinaire 
critical strain. Thus, when comparing F. L. Lucas 
with T. S. Eliot, she judged in her diary that the 
latter “is a worse critic than” the former, hence 
hesitated in writing her book of criticism [18]. This 
rivalry between the traditional man of letters and 
the university teacher/the scholar critic as literary 
commentators was captured by John Gross in his 
well-known study titled The Rise and Fall of the 
Man of Letters (1969) [19]. After pointing out that 
the former seems to have lost the battle, Gross 
was alert to the narrowness and dogmatism of 
academic scholarship [19], which was testified as 
Terry Eagleton announced the “death of criticism” 
in his lecture delivered at the University of 
California Berkeley in 2010 [20]. Eagleton began 
his lecture with a concern that “literary critics like 
myself live in a sort of permanent state of dread” 
that one day some government clerk would 
discover the “shameful truth that we are paid for 
reading books” [20]. This imminent concern about 
the legitimacy of literary critic or scholar as a 
profession, and its pragmatic function in the profit-
driven world, forms a stark contrast with the 
uplifting tone of George Gordon, who, being an 
early Professor of English Literature at Oxford, 
glorifies this burgeoning subject as the bearer of a 
triple function (delighting and instructing the 
public, soul redemption and State healing)  when 
English School expanded and English majors 
multiplied in universities within and beyond the UK 
[21]. 

 
In the digital age, with more convenient 

approaches of information transportation, the 
modernist writers’ ideal of republic of letters seems 
to have been to some extent realized. Robert 
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Barry, for example, optimistically wrote in 2017 in 
[22] that “we live in a golden era of literary 
criticism” as the Internet not only “extended the 
popular reach of book culture”, but also “granted 
academics permission to write for audiences of 
non-specialists in salutary and discerning ways”. 
Apart from such online platforms like 
ResearchGate and Academic that allow free share 
of academic papers, there are literary community 
websites and forums like Goodreads, Reddit and 
Douban (in China), commercial websites like the 
Amazon, and the audio and visual organs like 
podcast and YouTube channels, which entitled the 
individual the right to comment on a book or poem. 
In Luke Neima’s words, technology has 
transformed the traditional cannon-making 
hierarchical literary culture into an “open 
inclusive––if occasionally fractious” horizontal 
literary culture resided with a network of online 
critics whose identity fluid between reader, author 
and critic [23]. Thus, to some extent, it could be 
argued that the traditional man of letters who lost 
the battle in the last century seem to have 
regained certain power through its incarnation on 
the public critic (like Amazon book 
reviewer/commentator and literary bloggers) in the 
new print culture. 

While there are such announcements like “in the 
online world, everyone can be a critic” or “online, 
everyone is a critic”, there are continuous doubts 
about the qualification of online criticism, as 
evidenced by the opinions of the conservative 
debaters on the pages of The New York Times in 
October 2012: Godfrey Cheshire warned that “if 
critics go, culture will suffer” [24], and Jeremey M. 
Baker, in a similar tone, urged the readers not to 
“confuse reviews with true criticism” [25]. Neima 
[23] made a thorough and insightful analysis of the 
influence of digitalization and marketing upon 
literary criticism, one aspect of which is that the 
language of literary criticism has been forced to 
replace the traditional dryness and seriousness of 
academic tone with “charm, friendliness, and 
irresistibility” [23]. He further pointed out [23] that 
the driving force behind this inflection of language 
is marketing, “the desire to attract traffic—and to 
be read”, as “the ‘writerly’ or ‘readerly’ voice is 
more accessible than a dryly academic one when 
it’s excerpted for use on Twitter or Facebook”. 

Beside the strength of digital criticism, Neima 
also identified several aspects of its limitations. As 
he pointed out [23], the instantaneous nature of 
online criticism also denotes a lack of deep 
thinking and insight. It is for the same reason that 
online literary critics cannot be counted as “serious 
critic”, or what Scott Esposito called the 
“insiderness” in [26]. Thus, we hear critics like 
Louise Bury reclaiming the thoughtfulness and 
detachment of literary criticism in [27]: “Literature 
prefers—or at least used to prefer—its ideas better 
digested”. Although this doesn’t necessarily 
evidence “a decline in considered critical thought”, 
it postures an urgency in literary criticism’s need 

to refining itself and its intrinsic trouble in 
consensus making, given that digital response has 
accelerated this process of disputation [27]. Apart 
from the above changes, digitalization imposed 
upon literary criticism per se, there is also a fear of 
knowledge monopoly by giant tech companies like 
the Google and the Facebook, in the same nature 
as the modernists’ fear for the establishment. 
Database corporations like ProQuest, Springer, 
the CNKI (in China) and the semi-free JSTOR and 
Wiley have also been accused of knowledge 
monopoly and exploitation of intellectual workers 
including students and scholars in universities and 
research institutions. Esposito’s observation that 
“what once felt like a boundless free-for-all is 
beginning to shape itself into new forms of online 
territoriality” [26] corresponds with Neima’s note of 
the role of aggregator played by big tech 
companies in this pluralistic, post-democratic age 
[23]. 

4. PUBLIC LIBRARY, WORLD BRAIN AND THE 

INTERNET  

Against the professionalization of literary 
criticism or criticism in general, the modernist 
writers like Woolf and Wells tried to tackle the 
issue through identifying the maldevelopments in 
the cultural practice, clarifying the purpose of 
(literary) criticism, and redefining the responsibility 
of public intellectuals. While Eliot tended to be 
more conservative in his planning for the literary 
and cultural regeneration, other modernists like 
Virginia Woolf and H. G. Wells were more of the 
world, nothing like the former’s recoil to some 
medieval “monastic teaching orders” [16]. Woolf 
rested her hope on opening up more public 
libraries and getting more people out of illiteracy. 
She celebrated the public library in many of her 
writings, such as in Three Guineas, where it is 
referred admirably as a place “where nothing is 
chained down and nothing is locked up” [28]. 
Moreover, in her diary she recorded how delighted 
she was to have found that her Common Reader 
was “all spotted with readers at the Free Library” 
[18]. As Hermione Lee states in [29], “all her life 
[Woolf] celebrated the democratic function of the 
public library as the university of the non-
specialist, uninstructed reader; it is the reading 
room for the common reader”. Cuddy-Keane also 
thinks that Woolf saw the library, specifically the 
public library, “as the link between writing and a 
democratic social goal”, and “opposed to the 
circulating library, with its subscription method, or 
the British Museum, with its reader’s ticket”, the 
public library is totally free, “required no payment 
of fees, no letters of introduction, no 
accompanying Fellow of the College” [14]. 

 
        While Woolf’s idea of the free, public library 

aims at a more democratic idea of education, 
Wells’s scheme of the world brain, or the world 
encyclopedia can be regarded as a modified 
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version of Woolf’s public library. His world 
encyclopedia, or world library is a “scheme for the 
reorganization and reorientation of education and 
information throughout the world”, see in [30]. 
Wells bestowed the pivotal role of this intellectual 
powerhouse to a group of specialized men, who, 
as Wells’s hoped, could “bring all the scattered 
and ineffective mental wealth of our world into 
something like a common understanding, and into 
effective reaction upon our vulgar everyday 
political, social and economic life” [30]. However, 
it is worthy pointing out that Wells’s “specialized 
men” are not to be seen as Eliot’s “men of letters” 
or Woolf’s common-reader type of intellectuals, as 
the former are of a science type than the literary or 
artistic ones. In Wells’s plan, the World 
Encyclopedia takes the form of volumes of up-to-
date knowledge of all fields in all languages, and 
is made easily accessible to ordinary people, such 
as in public libraries, private copies, schools and 
colleges [30]. This brings us to the idea of the 
world wide web with its platforms like the 
Wikipedia, Google scholar, et. cetera. Indeed, the 
Wikipedia is considered as a version of Wells’s 
World Brain as shown on the Wikipedia page. A 
more concrete evidence of the influence of the 
idea of World Brain in the real world is that he had 
been invited to elaborate his idea of “world brain” 
on the international conference called The World 
Congress of Universal Documentation which was 
held in Paris in August 1937. The conference was 
convened to discuss means by which all of the 
world’s information, both in print, manuscript and 
other forms, could be efficiently organized and 
made accessible. 

 
The influence of Wells’s idea of “world brain” is 

way down into modern life, if not contributing 
directly to such inventions as the Science Citation 
Index, the world wide web, the Google scholar, the 
Wikipedia, et cetera, at least by inspiring and 
prophesying a possible future world as we are 
having now. There is even a documentary titled 
“Google and the World Brain” produced by Ben 
Lewis in 2013, which begins with historical footage 
of Wells’s describing the “world brain” as a 
“complete planetary memory for all mankind” [31]. 
In the documentary, you can find copyright and 
privacy protection are controversial issues, as one 
of the interviewees said, Google could have the 
whole world as “hostage”. On the other hand, 
Wells’ “specialized man” is comparable to what 
Luke Neima termed as the content aggregator, as 
both filters, summaries and categorizes 
knowledge and information for the readers [23]. 

 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

This essay is only an attempt at investigating the 
corresponding features between modernist 
writers’ democratic ideal of intellectual life of the 
society and that of the digital dimension. While to 

some extent digital culture has realized certain 
aspects of modernist writers’ ideas of intellectual 
communion, as the public library versus open 
access online archives and journal, and the world 
brain versus the Wikipedia for example, online 
critics today seem to face with a different situation 
from the modernist writers. With the invasion of 
deconstructionism and liberalism, the internet 
culture has carried pluralistic ideal unscrupulously, 
which could be easily taken advantage of by the 
territory-hunting technological empires as Neima 
noted in his essay discussed above [23], thus an 
urgent task is to re-establish critical consensus, 
otherwise literary criticism would go down in 
fragmentation and aggregation.  
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