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Directions: Read carefully the following excerpts from Matthew Arnold’s “THE FUNCTION OF
CRITICISM AT THE PRESENT TIME,” then write a critical response in English to this passage with

approximately 800 words. 100%

MANY objections have been made to a proposition which, in some remarks of mine on translating Homer, I
ventured to put forth; a proposition about criticism, and its importance at the present day. I said: "Of the
literature of France and Germany, as of the intellect of Europe in general, the main effort, for now many years,
has been a critical effort; the endeavour, in all branches of knowledge, theology, philosophy, history, art,
science, to see the object as in itself it really is." I added, that owing to the operation in English literature of
certain causes, "almost the last thing for which one would come to English literature is just that very thing
which now Europe most desires——criticism;" and that the power and value of English literature was thereby
impaired. More than one rejoinder declared that the importance I here assigned to criticism was excessive, and
asserted the inherent superiority of the creative effort of the human spirit over its critical effort. And the other
day, having been led by an excellent notice of Wordsworth published in the North British Review, to turn again
to his biography, I found, in the words of this great man, whom I, for one, must always listen to with the
profoundest respect, a sentence passed on the critic's business, which seems to justify every possible
disparagement of it. Wordsworth says i one of his letters:— "The writers in these publications” (the Reviews),
nwhile they prosecute their inglorious employment, can~ not be supposed to be in a state of mind very favour—
able for being affected by the finer influences of a thing so pure as genuine poetry.” And a trustworthy reporter
of his conversation quotes a more elaborate judgment to the same effect:— "Wordsworth holds the critical
power very low, in— finitely lower than the inventive and he said to—day that if the quantity of time consumed
in writing critiques on the works of others were given to original com— position, of whatever kind it might be, it
would be much better employed; it would make a man find out sooner his own level, and it would do infinitely
less mischief. A false or malicious criticism may do much injury to the minds of others; a stupid invention,
either in prose or verse, is quite harmless." It is almost too much to expect of poor human nature, that a man
capable of producing some effect in one line of literature, should, for the grea{er good of society, voluntarily
doom himself to impotence and obscurity in another. Still less is this to be expected from men addicted to the
composition of the "false or malicious criticism," of which Wordsworth speaks. How— ever, everybody would
admit that a false or malicious criticism had better never have been written. Every— body, too, would be willing
to admit, as a general proposition, that the critical faculty is lower than the inventive. But is it true that criticism
is really, in itself, a baneful and injuﬁous employment; is it true that all time given to writing critiques on the
works of others would be much better employed if it were given to original composition, of whatever kind this
may be? Is it true that Johnson had better have gone on prodﬁcing more Irenes instead of writing his Lives of
the Poets; nay, is it certain that Wordsworth himself was better employed in making his Ecclesiastical Sonnets,
than when he made his celebrated Preface, so full of criticism, and criticism of the works of others?
Wordsworth was himself a great critic, and it is to be sincerely regretted that he has not left us more criticism;
Goethe was one of the greatest of critics, and we may sincerely congratulate ourselves that he has left us so
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much criticism, Without wasting time over the exaggeration which Wordsworth's judgment on criticism clearly
contains, or over an attempt to trace the causes,—not difficult I think to be traced,—which may have led
Wordsworth to this exaggeration, a critic may with advantage seize an occasion for trying his own conscience,
and for asking himself of what real service, at any given moment, the practice of criticism either is, or may be
made, to his own mind and spirit, and to the minds and spirits of others. The critical power is of lower rank than
the creative. True; but in assenting to this proposition, one or two things are to be kept in mind. It is undeniable
that the exercise of a creative power, that a free creative activity, is the true function of man; it is proved to be
so by man's finding in it his true happiness. But it is un— deniable, also, that men may have the sense of
exercising this free creative activity in other ways than in producing great works of literature or art; if it were
not so, all but a very few men would be shut out from the true happiness of all men; they may have it in
well—doing, they may have it in learning, they may have it even in criticising. This is one thing to be kept in
mind. Another is, that the exercise of the creative power in the production of great works of literature or art,
however high this exercise of it may rank, is not at all epochs and under all conditions possible; and that
therefore labour may be vainly spent in attempting it, which might with more fruit be used in preparing for it, in
rendering it possible. This creative power works with elements, with materials; what if it has not those materials,
those elements, ready for its use? In that case it must surely wait till they are ready. Now in literature,—1 will
limit myself to literature, for it is about literature that the question arises,—the elements with which the creative
power works are ideas; the best ideas, on every matter which literature touches, current at the time; at any rate
we may lay it down as certain that in modern literature no manifestation of the creative power not working with
these can be very important or fruitful. And I say current at the time, not merely accessible at the time; for
creative literary genius does not principally show itself in discovering new ideas; that is rather the business of
the philosopher; the grand work of literary genius is a work of synthesis and exposition, not of analysis and
discovery; its gift lies in the faculty of being happily inspired by a certain intellectual and spiritual atmosphere,
by a certain order of ideas, when it finds itself in them; of dealing divinely with these ideas, presenting them in
the most effective and attractive combinations, making beautiful works with them, in short. But it must have the
atmosphere, it must find itself amidst the order of ideas, in order to work freely; and these it is not so easy to
command. This is why great creative epochs in literature are so rare; this is why there is so much that is
unsatisfactory in the productions of many men of real genius; because for the creation of a master—~work of
literature two powers must concur, the power of the man and the power of the moment, and the man is not
enough without the moment; the creative power has, for its happy exercise, appointed elements, and those
elements are not in its own control. Nay, they are more within the control of the critical power. It is the business
of the critical power, as I said in the words already quoted, "in all branches of know— ledge, theology,
philosophy, history, art, science, to see the object as in itself it really is." Thus it tends, at last, to make an
intellectual situation of which the creative power can profitably avail itself. It tends to establish an order of
ideas, if not absolutely true, yet true by comparison with that which it displaces; to make the best ideas prevail.




