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Abstract 

The present paper aims to discuss the views and perspectives reflected by Mathew Arnold and T.S Eliot on the function of 
criticism. Literary criticism is an excellent mode of interpreting literature with its powerful tools- comparing, analysis, evaluation of 
opinions related to themes, style, setting of historical and political facts. Generally, a reader expresses and explains his or her views 
and attitudes on a particular work of literature and paves the way for others to respond to that interpretation. In other words, a critic 
not only criticizes a work of literature or pass his or her judgment, but to present the facts so that other readers may make their 
judgment. It means that a critic confers an opportunity and a space to the readers to develop their own ideas, thoughts, aesthetic sense 
and intellect. Moreover, literary criticism can be used to analyze, to interpret and to see things beyond the text, how the work relates to 
daily life, social community and the relationship within the community.  
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Introduction 
Definition of criticism by Arnold 

Mathew Arnold is acknowledged as the most imposing figure in Victorian criticism. In his own day, and for years afterwards, 
he was venerated and respected almost like Aristotle. After him, the cry for years was “Arnold has said so”. Dover Wilson stated that 
“fashion of criticism may come and go, Arnold’s ideals of both culture and criticism will remain a source of inspiration for all those 
who seek in literature and education of the mind.” It is in his essay on The Function of Criticism at the Present Time (1864), prefixed 
to the first series of his essays in criticism, that Arnold defines criticism, elaborates its functions and also lays down the essentials of a 
competent critic. His views on criticism must be addressed in the context of the degenerated and chaotic state of contemporary 
criticism society. As Arnold himself writes: 

 
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 endeavor, 
in all branches of knowledge, theology, philosophy, 

history, art, science is to see the object as in itself it really is. 
 
Criticism makes creation possible 

In the very beginning of the essay, Arnold admits that critical faculty is lower than the creative one, but it is critical activity 
which makes creation possible. Successful creation requires a current of the best and noble ideas. Such a current is not always 
available, and in such uncongenial times creative activity suffers. This exactly has been the case with Gray. Arnold agrees with Taine 
who says, “for the successful creation both the power of man and the power of the moment must concur.” Criticism is not merely 
‘judgment in literature’, its functions are much more noble, exalted and catholic. 

 
Function of criticism: Tasks of a critic 

Further, Arnold defines criticism as: 
A disinterested endeavor to learn and propagate the best 

that is known and thought in the world and thus to establish 
a current of fresh and true ideas 

 
Here, the term ‘disinterested’ refers to being an impartial and just reader. A critic needs to be free from two prejudices: 

historical and personal. Historical prejudice is when the critic resorts to view through the lens of past and neglects the present in the 
work. Personal prejudice refers to a personal liking that can cloud judgment. 

 
The function of a critic 

We find that the task of critic is threefold in character. First, it is the critic’s duty to learn and understand; he must ‘see things 
as they really are’. Thus equipped, his second task is to hand his ideas to others, to make the best ideas prevail. Thirdly, he is also 
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preparing an atmosphere favourable for the creative genius of the future. R.A. Scott James rightly observes, “the function of Arnold’s 
critic in the broadest sense of the term is to promote culture; his function as literary critic is to promote that part of culture which 
depends upon knowledge of letters.” 

 
One can observe that there is an element of the propagandist in Arnold’s conception of the role of the critic and criticism. 

That is why, he has been criticized as a salesman. The critic must propagate noble ideas, he must repeatedly them, for only then he can 
make them prevail, and it is only in this way that culture can be promoted. 

 
Moreover, Arnold’s use of magic ‘disinterested’ has been the subject of much of hot controversy. Detachment 

disinterestedness: a quality which is much spiritual as it is intellectual, something which brings together Buddha and Shakespeare, 
Burke and Balaam. Our judgment, he tells us, should never be swayed by the prejudices of, ‘the Barbarian’, the aristocrat, who has 
spirit and politeness, but is, ‘a little inaccessible to ideas and light’. R.A. Scott James rightly remarks, “the interests from which he 
would have him to be free are those which militate against intellectual and moral perfection.” 

 
In analyzing the pernicious influence which besets the critic, Arnold has made a great advance and has rendered a great 

service to criticism. He has put before him for their guidance a majestic ideal of intellectual and spiritual excellence in accordance 
with the best that has been known and thought in the world. He has urged that the critic should be free from ignoble interest but in 
doing so, he has asked for his subjection to certain other interest which may be more subtly beguiling, because they are noble. 
Disinterestedness implies that the critic or the artist must be concerned with nothing else but his subject matter. As Rene Wallek 
remarks, “In this way, does the opposite of disinterestedness that prophet of moral perfection.” 

 
Role of criticism 

Arnold’s own criticism vitiated by his moral concerns, as in the case of his appraisal of Chaucer, Shelley, Keats and other. 
Arnold has a high conception of the function of criticism and vocation of critic. The critic is himself cultured as he knows the best that 
has been thought and known in the world, he helps others to become cultured. However, R.A. Scott James criticizes Arnold for over 
emphasizing the majesty of his own calling. No doubt, a powerful critic plays his part in fertilizing the soil and in watering the young 
plants, while a fine breeze of criticism helps literature to grow to its full and enhance the best moral and intellectual ideas in the 
readers.  

 
The criticism performs another important function as it rouses men out of their self-satisfaction and complacency. By shaking the 
complacency of men, it makes the minds dwell upon what is excellent in itself and the absolute beauty and fitness of things. Arnold 
refers to the incapacity of perceiving distinctions as ‘philistinism’ and it is criticizing in the true sense of the word that can save us 
from it. The critic must always have ideal perfection as his aim, for it is only then he can make others rise to it. Arnold himself writes: 
 

The critic must be disinterested in the sense that 
he should pursue only the ends of cultural 
perfection and should remain uninfluenced 

by the coarser appeals to the philistine. 
 
Conclusion 

Mathew Arnold, the first modern critic, is also known as a ‘critic’s critic’. He has a high conception of the vocation of a critic 
and the function of criticism. His demonstration on criticism is a result of the prevalence of cultural anarchy, leading him to take up 
the mission to bring about cultural regeneration in the literary world through means of objective criticism. Arnold presents the epochs 
of Aeschylus and Shakespeare as the one which are ‘the true life of literature’. To him, “there lies (in such epochs) the promised land 
towards which criticize can only beckon.”  No doubt, in his work ‘The Function of Criticism at the Present Time’ (1865), he offered 
an objective method in the field of criticism, through comparison and analysis.  He knows that the realization of such an ideal is not 
quite within reach. But that limitation is not a reason for that desiring such an ideal, which is the true function of criticism. 

 
Eliot’s views on the function of criticism 

T.S Eliot wrote The Function of Criticism (1923) to silence Middleton Murry, who in his essay Romanticism and the 
Tradition, had refuted Eliot’s theory of impersonality contained in his famous essay Tradition and Individual Talent. Eliot strictly 
rejects Murry’s idea of ‘inner voice’ by saying that it is nothing but whiggery. He adds that only those who have no principles to 
adhere to, show faith in inner voice. Eliot maintains that perfection in art is possible only when we honour tradition which represents 
the accumulated wisdom and experience of the ages. T.S Eliot himself states: 
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From time to time, every hundred years or so, it is 
desirable that some critic shall appear to revive the past 
of literature and set the poets and poems in new order 

 
The first part of the essay covers the opinions expressed by T.S Eliot in his essay Tradition and Individual Talent which was 

published a few years earlier in 1919. 
 

Eliot’s rejection to Murry’s views 
Eliot reflects his views by giving the concept of inner voice like doing as per one’s liking. It sounds remarkably as it signifies 

the indiscipline leading to vanity, fear and lust. He does not agree with Murry’s views. He says that the difference between classicism 
and romanticism is like the difference between the complete and fragmentary, the orderly and the chaotic. In other words, he does not 
consider the English as romantics and the French as ‘naturally’ classic. 

 
In the last part of the essay, Eliot describes the problem faced by a critic. He explains the meaning of the terms ‘critical’ and 

‘creative’. Eliot reflects Arnold’s criticism and explains that creative activity and critical ability are two different things. Eliot says 
that a judicious critic must have a highly devoted sense of art. He says that an author is also a critic in the sense that while composing 
he indulges in critical labour: “the labour of sifting, combining, constructing, expunging, correcting, testing.” 
 

T.S Eliot says that comparison and analysis are the two tools of a critic. He says in this essay that the professed end of 
criticism is “the elucidation of works of art and the correction of taste”. He avers that a critic should have the qualities of analysis and 
comparison, catholicity and sensitiveness, intelligence, curiosity, intensity of passion and infinite knowledge. However, in Frontiers of 
Criticism, he goes a little ahead and says that the function of literary criticism is to promote the understanding and enjoyment of 
literature. According to Eliot, criticism is- “The commentation and exposition of work of art by means of written word.”  

 
Conclusion 

Eliot considers that the sense of fact is a rare gift and the foremost qualification of a critic. It develops slowly and gradually. 
He is of the view that a critic has to give insight into the work under study which seeks to interpret an author and his work. Thus, The 
Function of Criticism is an earth breaking and thought-provoking little classic which helps Eliot to elevate himself as the father of 
modern criticism. 
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