
TheFunctionofCriticismatthePresent

Time

InhisessayonTheFunctionofCriticismatthePresenttimeprefixedto

thefirstseriesofhisEssaysinCriticismthatArnolddefinescriticism,

elaborateshisfunctions,andalsolaysdowntheessentialsofacompetent

critic.Hisviewofcriticismmustbeassessedinthecontextofthe

degenerateandchaoticstateofcontemporaryCriticism.Hefound

“CulturalAnarchy”everywhere,andhisavowedmissionwastobringabout

culturalregeneration.

TheImportanceoftheCriticandCriticism__Defination.

Intheverybeginningoftheessay,Arnoldadmitsthatthecriticalfaculty

islowerthanthecreativeone,butitiscriticalactivitywhichmakes

creationpossible.Successfulcreationrequiresacurrentofbestandnoble

ideas,butsuchacurrentisnotalwaysavailable,andinsuchuncongenial

timescreativeactivitiessuffer.ThusGray,whohadasoulofapoet

happenedtobebornincongenialtimesandsohispoeticproductionis

meagerandscant.ArnoldagreeswithTainethat,forsuccessfulcreation

both“thepoweroftheman”andthe“powerofthemoment”,mustconcur,

andthepowerofthemomenti.e.,stirandgrowthofnobleideasismade

possiblebycriticism.Criticismisnotmerely,“judgmentinliterature”,its

functionismuchmorenoble,exaltedandcatholic.

Arnolddefinescriticismas,“Adisintegrated

endeavourtolearnandpropagatethebestthatisknownandthoughtin

theworld,andthustoestablishacurrentoffreshandtrueideas.”Thus

thetaskofthecriticisthreefoldincharacter.First,thereisthecritic’s

dutytolearnandunderstand____hemust,“seethingsastheyreallyare.”

Thusequipped,hissecondtaskistohandonhisideastoothers,toconvert

theworld,to“makethebestideasprevail”.Hisworkinthisrespectisthat

ofmissionary.But,thirdly,heispreparinganatmospherefavorableforthe



creativegeniusoffuturebypromoting“acurrentofideasinthehighest

degreeanimatingandnourishingtothecreativepower”.SaysR.AScott

James,“thefunctionofArnold’scriticisminthebroadestsenseofthe

termistopromotethatpartofculturedependsuponknowledgeof

letters”.Thecriticisasmuchconcernedwithmakingthetruthprevailasin

seeingandlearningit.Heaimsat“gettingacceptanceforhisideas”,in

“carryingothersalongwithhiminhismarchtowardsperfection”.

ThusthereisanelementofthepropagandistinArnold’s

conceptionoftheroleofthecriticandcriticism.That’swhyhehasbeen

criticizedasasalesman.Thecriticmustpropagatenobleideas,hemust

repeatedlystressthem,foronlythenhecanmakethemprevail.Itisonlyin

thiswaythatculturecanbepromoted;itisonlyinthiswayacurrentof

nobleideascanbeestablishedandsuccessfulcreationmadepossible.

Thecritic:HisDisinterestedness:

Further,Arnold’suseoftheword,‘disinterested’,hasbeenthesubjectof

muchhotcontroversy,Whatheexactlymeanbysayingthatthecriticmust

be‘disinterested’?SaysR.AScottJames,Theinterestsfromwhichhewould

haveusbefreearethosewhichmilitateagainstintellectualandprejudices

ofthe“Barbarian”,thearistocratwhohasthe“spiritandpoliteness”,but

itisalittleinaccessibletoideasandlight”.Stilllessmustitbeswayedby

theblindimpulsesofthe‘Populace’whichArnoldchoosestospeakofin

termsof“bowling,hustling,smashingandbeer”.Mostofallshallitshun

thatfalsificationofideaswhichmarksthePhilistines,thecomplacent

middleclasseswholikefanaticism,business,money-making,deputations,

comfort,teameetings.Culturewillalwaysworktodisentangleitselffrom

untruthsandhalf-truths,fromvalueswhichareattachedtothe

machineryofliferatherthanspirituallifewhichmachineryshouldsub

serve;itwilldistinguishmeansfromend;andtheenditwillsetbefore

itselfisthatofperfection,spiritualgrowthgovernedby‘sweetnessand

light’.Itmustshunprovincialism,whichmaytaketheformsofexcess,

ignorance,orbathos,andendeavortobe“incontactwiththemainstream



ofhumanlife”.Thecriticmustbedisinterestedinthesensethatheshould

pursueonlytheendsofculturalperfection,andshouldremain

uninfluencedbythecoarserappealsofthePhilistine.

Inanalyzingtheperniciousinfluenceswhichbesetthe

critic.Arnoldhasmadeagreatadvanceandhasrenderedaserviceto

criticism.Hehasputforhisguidanceamajesticidealofintellectualand

spiritualexcellence,inaccordwiththebestthathasbeenthoughtand

knownintheworld.“Butletusfranklyfacehisposition.Hehasurgedthat

thecriticshouldtocertainotherinterests;butindoingsoheaskedfor

hissubjectiontocertainotherinterestswhichmaybethemoresubtly

beguilingbecausetheyarenoble.Hehasemancipatedhimfromcertain

intellectuallyunworthydetermined,howeversweetlyandreasonably,by

themoralandsocialpassionfordoingwell”.Disinterestedimpliesthatthe

criticortheartistmustbeconcernedwithnothingelsebuthissubject

matter.ButArnoldtiesthecritictopreconceivednotionsofmoral

perfectionwhicharelikelytocolourhisjudgmentandmakehimoverpraise

someandunfairtoothers.“Inthiswaydoestheapostleofmoral

perfectionbecausetheprophetofmoralperfection(ScottJames).He

freesthecriticfromcertaininterest,utteredpolitical,practical

considerations,buthetieshimuptootherinterests.

FunctionOfCriticism:Arnold’sExaltedConception:

Arnoldhasahighconceptionofthevocationofacriticandthefunctionof
criticism.Thecriticishimselfcultured¬¬¬¬__heknowsthebentthathas
beenthoughtandknown__hehelpsotherstobecomecultured,andhe
makesliteraryactivitypossiblebyestablishingacurrentofnobleideas
whensuchacurrentinwaiting.R.AScottJamescriticizesArnold,forover
-emphasizingideas,hepropagatesthemandnothingremainsforthe
literarygeniusbuttowalkinandundertakethegrandworkof“synthesis
andexposition”.Nodoubtthepowerfulcriticplayshispartinfertilizing
thesoilandinwateringtheyoungplant.“andifitbetrue,asIhave
suggested,thatthecritichimselfisanartistwhosechosensubject
matterliesinthelifeofliterature,thenhe,toomustplayhispartinthe



tossingtoandfroofideasbetweenartistthanoneofthemanyvoices
whichfilltheairandsettheechoesringing,stirringthecreativeimpulse
ofthepotentialpoetsinourmidst.”Thisartimpulsedoesnotnecessarily
springfromformallycorrectideas¬_itisstartedbynotionsofanyand
everykindhurtlingfromsidetoside.Itisnotreleasedonlybytheforceof
culture,thoughculturewillkeepitinthestraitandnarrowpath.

Thecriticperformsanotherimportantaswell.Herousesmenoutoftheir
self-satisfactionandcomplacency,forsuchcomplacencyisvulgarizingand
retarding.Byshakingcomplacencyofmen,hemakestheirminddwellupon
whatisexcellentinitself,andtheabsolutebeautyandfitnessofthings.
Heraisesthemabovepracticalconsiderationbymakingthemcontemplate
theideallyperfect.Practicalconsiderationsarevulgarizing,theymake
menincapableofperceivingfinedistinctions.Arnoldreferstosuch
incapacityasphilistinism,anditiscriticism,inthetruesenseoftheworld,
thatcansaveusfromit.Thecriticmustriseabovepractical
considerations,forsuchconsiderationsimpoverishthesoul;hemust
alwayshaveidealperfectionashisaim,foritisonlythenthathecanmake
othersrisetoit.

Indeed,Arnoldmakestooexactingademandonthecritic.Hemust
knowthebestthatisknownandthoughtintheworld:“intheworld”and
notmerelyinhisowncountryorinoneortwocountries.Andhemustknow
thebestnotinliteraturealone,butinothersubjectsaswell.Hemustbea
manstupendousknowledgeandunderstanding,onewhorisesabovethe
personalconsiderationsandwithmissionaryzeal,trytomakethebest
ideasprevail.Itisonlythroughsuchcatholicityofreadingthatthecritic
cancombatthesinsofparochialismandprovincialism.Thenagainhemust
havetactenoughtoseethingsastheyareinthemselves,andtoapplyto
lifethenobleideashehasdiscovered.

FalseStandardsOfJudgment__PersonalAndHistorical:

Butthenhowisthecritictofindout,howishetodiscover,whatisthe
bestandthenoblest,andhowishetoperformhismission?First,as
alreadypointedoutabove,hemusthave‘tact’whichisunfailingtoguideto
theexcellent.Secondly,hemustfreehimselffromcertainfalsestandards
ofjudgments,whichcomeinthewayofrealestimate.Suchfalse
standardsarethepersonalandthehistorical.Bytheformerhemeansan



intrusionofthecritic’sownlikesanddislikesinhisjudgmentofliterature.
“Ourpersonalaffinities,liking,andcircumstances”,hesays“havegreat
powertoswayoutestimateofthisorthatpoet’swork,andtomakeus
attachmoreimportancetoitaspoetryrisesabovepersonalpredilections
andprejudices.”Personalestimatesresultinthehistorical,eruptive,and
aggressivemannerinliterature.

Thehistoricestimateisequallyfallaciousandmisleading.
Apoemmaybevaluablehistorically,butitmaynotofmuchvalue,“asitis
initself.”Hewrites,“thecourseofthedevelopmentwemayeasilybring
ourselvestomakeitofmoreimportanceaspoetrythaninitselfIsreallyis,
wemaycometousealanguageofquitexaggeratedpraiseincriticizingit;
inshorttooverrateit.Soarisesinourpoeticjudgmentsthefallacy
causedbytheestimateswhichwemaycallhistoric.”However,Arnold
agreeswithTainethatknowledgeofthelifeofpoet,knowledgeofhis
characterandcircumstances,aswellasofhissocialmilieu,isessentialfor
correctmisunderstanding.


