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HAS been repeatedly observed of late
that the period we are living in is far
better endowed (l'itically than crea

tively, and it is certainly true that in recent
years we have witnessed an unprecedented
rise in critical activity. Moreover, critics
have become so self-conscious of what they
are about as to engage in intensive examina
tions of their discipline, its uses and abuses,
methods, assumptions, and purposes. This
is all to the good, no doubt, in so far as it
may bring forth a wider and keener ap
preciation of the true nature and proper
employment of the critical medium.

Yet, for all its busyness, contemporary
criticism exhibits certain features, among
which is a peculiar and increasing self
sufficiency setting it apart somewhat from
the literary process as a whole, that cannot
but arouse misgivings. The truth is that
this busyness of criticism has fallen short
of bracing us intellectually or of producing
those tonic qualities the want of which is so
:1cutely felt in our literary situation. For
one thing, though criticism is apparently
thriving, new imaginative writing is for the
most part stricken with a sluggishness of
spirit quite untypicaJ of the modern enter-
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prise in Jetters; and this condition may
well indicate a growing derangement of
the normal relation between the critical
and creative faculties in our literary
economy. For another, criticism in this
period impresses one as being controlled
by rather narrow assumptions. The incen
tive is mainly pedagogic, with far too much
concern with the quasi mysteries of
"methodology" and not nearly enough re
lease of the energy of discovery-the kind
of energy which 'William James once
identified as "the imagination of alterna
tives." My object in this paper is, first, to
explore some of the ways in which that
type of imagination might affect our ideas
of criticism and, second, to inquire into
some of the causes operative in our time
that have exalted criticism to its present
position.

T WO SUCH causal fact~rs suggest them
selves to me. One IS local and the

other more general in character. The local
factor, which surely accounts in part at
least for the present display of critical
energy, arises, I think, from the migration

. of writers into the academy that has oc
curred in the past few decades. This mi
gration is quite as much a socio-esthetic as
it is a socio-economic phenomenon. It is
changing some of the e~sentials of Ameri
can literary life, and among the changes it
has already enforced is a rise in the pres
tige of critici~m. For the ,vriter-teacher is
likely to be concerned bs with the social
and historicd background of literarv crea
tion than with its intrinsic qualiti~s and
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c ffec ts; he is therefore !i1c1incd to insist on 
the di :; tincti ull between the actu:d merit of 
a wurk of literature and its historical im
porunce_ But this :unal gamation of criti
cism \vith teaching is by no means a one
-;ided process_ If criticism changes teaching 
~ t) d()c ~ teaching ch;! nge criticism by pro
viding it with a 
more: ~olid institu
tional basis than it 
disposed of in the 
past. 

yuunger generation d "new critics"-the 
generation, that is, whose career does not go 
so far back as the I 9'20'S and whose experi
ence of literary life is almost entirely re
stricted to the academy-are unmistlkably 
those of an address to students rather than 
to the general reader. The devices most 

hvored hy the 
younger critics in 
orbTalllzlng mate
rial, such as the 
de.liberately slow 
pace, the patient 
concentration on 
textual minutiae, 
the cautious pro
gression from item 
to item, and, above 
all, the avoidance 
of general ideas 
and of the larger 
and m ore contro
versial issues, im
mediately suggest 
the classroom ap
proach rather than 
the synoptic mode 
that forms the tra
ditional resource of 
critical expressIOn 
in its greater mo
ments. 

Certainly the 
emergence of the 
movement known 
as the "new criti
cism" is scarce 1 y to 
be understood 
apa,-t from this mi
gration of writers 
into the universi
ties and the conse
quent clash that 
has ensued between 
old and new meth
ods of imparting 
literary know ledge. 
Thus on one side at 
least the "new crit
icism" essenti:t11y 
represents an effort 
to redefine the re
lationship between 
literature and the 
academy, or, more 
specifically,to meet 
the need that has 
:lrisen to replace 
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\Ve would do 
well to distinguish 
between the liter
ary character of 
such older writers 
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past methods of teaching literary texts with 
a more adequate method, taking full ac
count of the critical function. Inevitably this 
has exposed the «new criticism" to a double 
attack coming on the one hand from old
rime ~ro fe:::so rs of English, prone to dismiss 
it as mere literature, and on the other from 
n ld-time literarY men ",,-ho make out that it 
amounts to no 'more than " the simple an
no t:1 t ion of ch5sroom text::." Exaggerated 
as th is htter charge m:1y be, it is certainly 
true that the typietl tone and style of the 

as Eliot, Pound, 
Richards, Empson, Tate, Ransom, Black
mllr, \Vinters, Austin \Varren, and Robert 
Penn \Varren (the founding fathers, so to 
~peak, of the "new criticism") and that of 
their younger disciples. The former, coming 
out of a different and more seminal cultural 
period, are all intractably their own men and 
possessed of richly dinrsified interests_ It 
is the younger generati on rea llv who at 
present compose a ~chool of "ne'w critics" 
tout court_ This school has now settled 
down to its tasks, and what it appears to 
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stand for mainly is the academic consoli
dation of the "revolution in poetry" which 
took place in the English-speaking world 
between 19IO and 1930 approximately 
and which is principally linked in our 
minds with the names of Eliot and Pound. 
The "new criticism" is thus a meaningful 
term historically in so far as it refers to a 
grouping of critics formed some decades 
ago, most of them also practicing poets, 
who were predominantly concerned with 
demonstrating the significance of modern 
poetry by revaluating the order of English 
poetry as a whole. That mission has been 
triumphantly accomplished. But in the 
"new criticism" as currently expounded 
there is another element, and that is the 
traditionalist ideology taken over almost 
exclusively from Eliot. This element 
strikes one as problematical, to say the 
least, and for my part I cannot see that its 
connection with the central poetic doctrine 
with which it is usually combined is more 
than fortuitous. Traditionalism is after 
all but one ideology among many, and as 
such its degree of truth or falsity is not 
to be determined on literary grounds 
alone. 

Clearly, the partnership that enticism 
has newly effected with teaching has in
fluenced it in ways both positive and nega
tive. The positive aspect is to be noted in 
the distinct gains that criticism has made 
in prestige, morale, and productivity. The 
negative aspect is that, in becoming overtly 
pedagogic, criticism runs the risk of cutting 
itself off from the creative writer as well 
as from the general reader, who not unex
pectedly is seldom in a mood to go back 
to school. "Criticism is the very education 
of our imaginative life," as Henry James 
so handsomely defined it; in the Jamesian 
context, however, the word " education" 
must be taken in a sense more honorific 
than literal. Education is primarily a 
matter of instituti onal practice, while criti
cism has by and large functi oned as a free 
medium of literary expression and judg
ment. 

I n a notable essay in T he Sacre<l vVood 

T. S. Eliot once defined ,,·hat he named as 
"the essenti:dly uncriti cal state"; and 
among the ways of reaching that state he 
sing led out that of regarding literature as 
:l.I1 institution-"accepted, that is to say, 
with the same g ravity as the establishments 
of Church and State." ~ow thi s is an un
fortunate state of mind which criticism in 
its present mood can scarcely be said to 
resist with sufficient force. Indeed, not a 
few of our critic-teachers have lately taken 
to celebrating the institutional aspects of 
literature. But the sense in which literary 
art can be described as an institution is at 
bottom no more than a paltry truism. In
stitutions are not only inevitable but neces
sary. Art too cannot escape the bonds they 
impose; nor would we want it to escape 
such bonds and attain a condition of un
qualified liberty. Yet to j oin in solemniz
ing the institutional aspects of art is 
gratui to us at best. I t is far more refreshing 
to attest to the fact that art has nearly al
ways been much too restive to have ac
quired very reliable institutional manners 
and uses; that in a certain sense art is 
actually the great counterforce to institu
ti ons, in that it cannot without self-betrayal 
be ultimately reconciled to their rigidity 
and impersonality. 

SO F AR I have touched only upon the 
local or national circumstances affect

ing the status of criticism. The other factor 
involved is far more general in character. 
I have in mind the enormous growth in 
self-consciousness that we have been wit
ness ing for many years now in the practice 
of all artistic media, and our increasing and 
well-nigh irresistible inclination to achieve 
a rational, that is, a critical understanding 
of all artistic means, com -entions, rules, 
and traditions. \Vhat this comes to, of 
course, is a kind of historical loss of inno
cence, making for an incursion of critique 
into the creative act itself. In an essay 
written soon after the last war, Ernst 
R obert Curtius, the outstanding German 
critic :l1ld scholar, spoke in glowing terms 
of th is growing se lf-consciousness and ex-
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p:lllsion of the criticd faculty, for in his 
opinion this exp:ln ~ ion was bringing about 
a union of crnti ve i ntui tion and analyrica 1 
intelligence. 

\Ve must throw off [he wrot-;: ] the superstition 
that poets must be simple-minded, that literary 
men are necessarily uneducated .... T. S. Eliot 
interests me all the more for combining critique 
and poetry in his own person. He reinforces my 
conviction ... that in the twentieth century 
criticism has become a leading component of alI 
higher spiritual and intellectual prodl:ction. You 
ask for examples? Here they are: Glde, Proust, 
Valery, Joyce, Larbaud, Ayala, Ortega .... 
All are artists of intellectualism, all makers of 
consciousness. The capacity to shape material 
into artistic form ... has ceased to be enough. 

As an account of what has actually been 
happening in modern literature this is 
accurate enough. Still, I must confess that 
for me that last remark of Herr Curti us', 
namely that the capacity to shape material 
into artistic form has ceased to be enough, 
strikes a rather portentous note. To con
sider intellectualism as a positive good 
and nothing else is manifestly one-sided. 
There is another side to the equation, and 
that is the loss of spontaneity and conse
quent danger of sterility which is so often 
the unlooked-for outcome of the victorious 
investment of the creative act by the spirit 
of critique with its painful deliberateness 
and rationalizing of the imaginative grasp 
of experience. From another point of view, 
that of Thomas Mann, for instance, in his 
novel Doctor Faustus, this very growth of 
self-consciousness and proficiency in analy
sis is regarded as a symptom of decadence, 
imperiling the artist's chances of bringing 
his creative powers to full realization. The 
protagonist of Mann's novel, the composer 
Adrian Leverkuehn, sells his soul to the 
devil precisely because he stands in need 
of demonic assistance if he is to break 
through the control of his art by reason and 
thus find his way back to what he calls 
crt he old primeval enth lIsiasm, the divine 

raptus, genuine inspiration, immediate, ab
so lute, unquestioned, ravishing." Kno\v
ingly or not, Leverkuehn is here invoking 
the ancient theory of artistic creation as an 
act of inspiration to which consciousness has 
no access, the very theory which Socrates 
invoked when he contended that poets 
write poetry not by wisdom but by "a sort 
of genius and inspiration" that reminded 
him of diviners and soothsayers, who also 
say many fine things without understand
ing their meaning. It is curious to find 
Thomas Mann making the most of this 
ancient idea of art in depicting a modern 
predicament; and even if he may be said to 
have overdramatized it in his novel, his 
version of it will nevertheless do very 
well as a foil to Herr Curti us' contrary 
notion. 

I have wanted to place the present-day 
workings of the critical faculty in a broad 
enough perspective to allow us to perceive 
what is at stake in its bid for influence and 
authority. For the more we become aware 
of the importance of criticism in our age, 
the more urgent the necessity of discrimi
nating between the true and false alterna
tives open to it. 

2 

O NE OF the major alternatives proposed 
to criticism is that it convert itself 

into a science of literature or at any rate 
into a discipline rigorous enough to justify 
its advancement to near-scientific status. Is 
this a meaningful ambition presenting criti
ci sm with a viable alternative? I think not. 
T o be sure, there is a whole array of facts 
about literature that can be studied in a 
scientific manner more or less. But such 
studies belong chiefly to scholarship rather 
than to literary criticism properly speak
ing. Since criticism deals more with ques
tions of value than with questions of fact, 
it is unlikely that it will ever be able so to 
transform itself in essence as to acquire 
C\'en so much of objectivity as the social 
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sciences lay chim tu. Criticism seems 
inextricably bound up \vith issues of ":llue, 
of belief :lnd ideological conflict; and if we 
are not deluded by purely theoretical 
models of criticism but look to its actual 
practice in the past as in the present, \ve 
realize soon enough that the greater part 
uf the criticism of consequence that we 
know is shot through and through with 
ideological motives and postulations that 
remain for the most part unanalyzed and 
unacknow ledged. 

Of course, once a given criticism has 
been completed in the sense of having been 
brought to its historical consummation, the 
student of it may well undertake to sort 
out the ideology it contains from other 
components that appear to him to have 
permanent validity. In fact, this sorting 
out is an activity that we pursue continu
ally in our inspection of past criticism, and 
we may al so attempt to cope in the same 
way with our contemporaries. However, 
this sorting out is essentially an ex post 
fa cto operation, performed nut by the critic 
himself but by those coming after him; nor 
is there any certain method available to us 
insuring that such latecomers go about 
their task free of ideological presupposi
tions of their own. 'liVe may think that, for 
example, we have by now sorted out to our 
complete satisfacti on Dr. Johnson's ideas 
concerning metaphysical poetry; yet in the 
future critics may conclude that our altered 
estimate of this poetry was not quite the 
act of superior critical discernment that we 
take it to be, but was fully as subject as 
Dr. J ohnson's estimate was to the varying 
ideological pressures and provocations of 
th e historical process . This does not neccs
~a ri ly mean that our judg ment of meta
physical poetry will not be vindicated in 
th e future. All it means, r:1th er, is that the 
histor ical process may either \veaken or 
strengthen our critical judgment, that it 
may work in our favor or against us; in 
other words, that as critics we never exer-

"ise uur j udgll1en t in the pe rfection uf sclf
dctermi n:t ti on but w-ithin :1n historically 
cu nd iti ullc'd framework of cultural need 
:l nd response. 

T lf E DE\L\:-<D that is being made nowa
d:lYs fur a radical purification of criti

cism implies something quite unreal, 
Il:tmely that the liter:1ry interest can be 
advantageously divorced from other inter
ests. Mr. F. R. Lcavis has very effectively 
hit at this notion in remarking that "one 
cannot seriously be interested in literature 
:1nd remain purely literary in interests." 
This he said in the course of questioning 
Ezra P ound's proposal that poetic tech
nique be studied by itself, impersonally 
and in splendid iso lation :1S it were, apart, 
that is, from th e se nsibility, with its varied 
and manifold content, engaged in applying 
that technique. Pound had proposed study
ing ((h ow the P9uring is done," and Leavis' 
retort was that "how the pouring is done 
ca nnot be studied apal·t from the thing 
poured .... 'liVe have to speak of technique 
as something distinct from sensibility, but 
technique can be studied and judged only 
ill terms of the sensibility it expresses. The 
technique not studied as the expression of 
a particular sensibility is an unprofitable 
abstraction." Surel y Leavis is entirely in 
the righ t in this matter. And, indeed, if we 
accept the premise that criticism is ever 
closely attendant upon sensibility, then we 
must give due weight to the fact that it 
invariably resists the effort to systematize 
it and to predict its dev'elopment; and 
there is no science without system and pre
diction. For that matter, sensibility also 
resists the effort to institutionalize it. In 
thi s respect it has an affinity with love, of 
which Nietzsche once said that it is the 
one thing in the world which cannot be 
i nstitlit ional i zed. 

Critici sm, I t:1.ke it, is a reflexive di s
course of the literary mind, and it is very 
much a mixed di scourse besides. And 
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though the good critic knows that the mix
ing is inevitable, he is also possessed of 
sufficient intellectual tact and sense of rele
vance to know just how to mix and what 
to mix. Yet at the same time he is under 
no illusions that criticism can be subjected 
with any real hope of success to a strict 
delimitation of function and to a purge of 
its allegedly "extraliterary" interests. He 
cannot but regard any such notion as a 
Utopia of rationalism, growing out of the 
division of labor and the mania for spe
cialization which are among the least at
tractive features of modern culture. 

BUT IF criticism is not a science, is it 
proper, then, to speak of it as a liter

ary medium? I would say that it is exactly 
that in the strict sense of being a depart
ment of letters. It is not an artistic medium, 
however, and for my purpose the distinc
tion between a literary and an artistic 
medium is worth stressing. A critical essay 
is not a work of art but neither is it a piece 
of purely objective writing, entirely in
formative or utilitarian in character. Being 
involved with the objects of sensibility, 
criticism necessarily adopts some of its 
means of expression, such as style and 
symbolic reference. 

Having brought criticism so close to 
some of the primary processes of literature, 
I am tempted to proceed even further 
along the same lines. Is it not possible to 
maintain that the function of criti cism is 
best understood in conceiving of it as a 
superstructu ral form of l iterature, its gen
eralization into consciousness, or, to put it 
more directly, as a form of literature about 
literature? It depends on literature not 
only for its subject matter but al so for its 
fundamental experience, and if it deals 
with life, as it is often brought to do, it 
does so at the rem ove of its esthetic in
carnation in the basic literary genres. I 
am offering this idea of criticism not as a 
rigorous definiti t)11 or conclusive theory of 
it but simply as a provi:3 ional approach and 

as a corrective to the feti shism of method 
to \vhich the criti cal intelligence has lately 
been yielding. 

The principal objection that presents 
itself is that in conceiving of criticism as a 
form of literature, even if only as a form 
of literature about literature, we are in 
effect abolishing its cognitive function. The 
critic is, after all, concerned for the most 
part with discovering and verifying truths 
about the literary process, while the crea
tive writer is concerned with the invention 
and formal elaboration of fictions. To th is 
ob j ection the rejoinder would be that it is 
chiefly in the popular view that the fiction 
embodied in the poem, novel, or play is 
something wholly feigned or imagined 
which offers us the possibility of pleasura
ble identification at the price of untruth. 
If we reject, however, this vulgar view of 
the nature of the imaginative fiction, recog
nizing that it has a measure of cognitive 
value peculiar to itself and gained through 
its own proper means, then we can see our 
way clear to retaining the truths of criti
cism. F or we can then put it that criticism 
has cogniti ve value in relation to literature 
to the deg ree, no more and no less, that 
literature can be said to have cognitive 
value in relation to life. 

This conception of criticism has, to be 
sure, little to do with formal esthetic 
theorizing . It derives rather from the em
pirical observation of the behavior of criti
ci sm, its actual performance in the sphere 
of letters, and of the demeanor of the critic 
as a man of letters. M oreover this concep
ti on has in its favor the appeal of economy 
in that it reforges the unity of the literary 
mind, bringing its creative and critical 
fa.culties into close accord instead of dis
connecting and driving them apart, as is 
being done nowadays by most theorists of 
the critical task. 

To see criticism in its literarv character 
is to realize that an exclusi~ely valid 
method of work can no more be prescribed 
in its fi eld than in poetry or the drama. 
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Not that all methods are equ:lUy good. 
Some are obviously more rewarding than 
others, but this truism hardly comes to the 
same thing as the idea of sal vation through 
method-a method single, strict, a11-
pertinent, and alone leg itimate. Though 
this idea may appear to resol ve some of the 
quandaries of criticism by normalizing it, 
in the long run it leaves it in a worse 
quandary than ever. In its way this idea 
is in itself an admission that th e imagination 
of alternatives has fail ed us, that we are 
prepared to embrace a narrow specialization 
that may perhaps satisfy our sense of pro
fessional status and enhance our pride in it 
but only at the expense of th e living man 
in us. In the present literary si tuation what 
the critic needs above all is to recover the 
role of participant in the literary event-a 
role that can again belong to him if he 
seizes it; and if nowadays he more often 
than not prefers to play the part of a dis
engaged spectator and analyst of the liter
ary event, the reasons for such unheroic 
renunciation are not to be sought in the 
nature of criticism per se but in other 
spheres altogether. 

The conception of criticism as a literary 
medium is a difficult one to sustain. I have 
discussed one major objection to it. An
other one, not quite so telling, is that it 
makes criticism into a medium that has its 
end within itself. N ow the dominant view 
has been that criticism, unlike the basic 
literary media, has no such autonomy; only 
a small minority of critics have maintained 
that in this respect too it differs hardly 
at all from literature in general. Th llS J ohn 
Middleton Murry contends that criticism 
performs the same functi on as literature 
itself, that of providing the critic with a 
means of expression ; and Remy de Gour
mont speaks of criticism as a subjective 
literary form, a perpetual con fession on the 
critic's part. "The critic may think," he 
writes, "that he is judg ing the work of 
other people, but it is himself that he is 
revealing and exposing to the public." 

~eedless to say, thi s is a notion I JI) Il ut 
subscribe to. In my under~tanding of crit i
ci sm, it is a medium first and foremost of 
the critic's response to literature and only 
indirectly, by refraction as it ,-'.' ere, of his 
response to J i fe. 

It s~ems possible to transce nd these con
trary views of criticism by going beyond the 
particular formulations g iven them. May 
we not say that subjectively the critic can
not help but rega rd his work as an end in 
itself, for in reacting to art he is expressi ng 
his own ideas, elaborating his own mean
ings and in fact projecting a vi sion of life, 
even if only in an indirect and piecemeal 
fashion, by actively absorbing and pro
nouncing upon the visions of the artists that 
engage him ? It is nevertheless true that in 
the economy of literature as a wh ole criti
cism is, objectively speaking, seldom an 
end in itself but mostly a means toward 
an end. \ Vhat that ultimate end is we can 
define, after acknowledging its immediate 
ends of elucidating and evaluating works 
of art, under the d oubJe aspect of assimila
tion and mediation. To elucidate and evalu
ate a work of art is to assimilate it, and 
assimilation is in essence an act of mediat
ing-mediating between art and the indi
vidual artist, between tradition and novelty, 
between the parts and the wh ole, and, in 
the long run, between art and life. This 
is culturally a func tion of the highest value, 
an indispensable one in fact; but it is in the 
main a function of cultural service and 
utility. Criticism exhausts itself in accom
pl ish ing it, which explains why it has so low 
a survival value in comparison wi th other 
genres of writing. It would seem as if in 
the very act of using criticism as liberally 
as we do we make and unmake it. 

3 

I W OL'LD like to propose a d isti nction be
tween types of criticism, a distinction 

that has little to do with the ar id issues uf 
methodology but is ce ntered rather on the 
quality and import of the critic's interest 
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in the liter3.ry process. I n Illy view, there 
3.re chiefly two approach es that critics fol
low, one ki ng prospecti\'e :llld the other 
retrospecti\'e. An excellent though some
what one-sided eX3.mple of the prospective 
attitude is \Vordsworth's famolls Preface. 
It is an attitude that asserts itself whenever 
the critic conceives of literature as some
thing actml and alive in his own time and 
relates himself to it by trying to affect its 
course of development here and now. Both 
Eliot and Pound had this 3.pproach in mind 
when they first made their influence felt, 
as when Pound s3.id th3.t criticism is at its 
best when it is "definitely shot at new crea
tion, at a reinvigoration of writing." In 
The Sacred Wo od Eliot put it that "the 
important critic is the person who is ab
sorbed in the present problems of art, 3.nd 
who wishes to bring the forces of the past 
to bear upon the solution of these prob
lems." \\That is indispensable, he argued 
in another essay in the same volume, is "a 
creative interest, a focus upon the immedi
ate future" j and it was exactly that focus, 
of course, adj usted with beautiful calcu
lation, that made for the extraordinary co
gency of Eliot's reassessment of the order 
of English poetry. 

This quality of absorption in the present 
problems of literary art, this sense of it as 
continuous and open to the incursions of 
the sensibility in its dynamic changes and 
responses to new experience, is missing in 
the retrospective critic, who tends to take 
literature as something gi\'en once and for 
all, secure in its pastness and unopen toward 
the future. Retrospective criticism may be 
good or bad of its kind, it may be extremely 
useful or nearly use less, but it is always 
marked by t3.king for g ranted that what 
matters are not the potentialities of li tera
ture but its norms. This type of cri t icism 
may be wri t ten by professo rs, by free-lance 
critics, or by liter2ry jourllli is ts ; it is the 
lack of a creative and intentio nal concern 
th :lt makes it re tros pective. N or is it in the 
lC3.st a question of the critic's subject mat-

ter. Prospective CrttlCISI11, th oug h preoccu
pied with present problems, is hardly lim
ited to contemporary literature. It may deal 
with the literature of the past or of the 
present or both. But in dealing with the 
past it does so with a certain intention-so 
well illustrated, for instance, in Eliot's es
s3.]'s on the Elizabethan dramatists and 
seventeenth-century poetry-the intention 
plainly being that of mobilizing the master
pieces of th e past 3.S a means of re3.ctivating 
the cre3.tive imagination of its own time. 
Both Coleridge and Arnold shared this 
particular intention, if not in all then surely 
in a good part of their work. It is this rela
tion to the past th3.t makes the literary 
heritage come alive for us, whereas the 
retrospecive critic makes it available to us 
as 3.n object of study, of intense professional 
curiosity or 3.ntiquarian pleasure, but sel
d om as a Jiving experience. 

Of present-day criticism one might say 
many things but scarcely that its impact is 
of a prospective character. In the work of its 
finer representatives this criticism displays 
many assets, such as erudition, eloquence, 
virtuosity i:1 the selecting and present
ing of literary evidence, and intellec
tual brilliance; but it is quite clear that 
it is incapable of serving even in part as 
the motive power of new creation. It is 
much too self-contained and safely adjusted 
to its limited role to undertake the com
mitments th3.t a programmatic appro3.ch to 
writing exacts from its partisans. As for 
((the forces of the past" invoked by Eliot, 
criticism is now marvelously aware of those 
forces and has no end of traffic with them) 
th ough by and large this is ,1 one-way traffic 
tha t gets us past rather than into the present 
problems of art. T o be sure, ;l p lea mi g ht 
be entered in defence of contemporary 
criti cism on the g round that, in the absence 
of a powerful new impulse among creati ve 
\\Ti te rs, it can be hardly expected to strike 
out on its own to perform a functi on which 
the hi story of literature shows to be more 
naturally and confidently performed in pe-
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riods witnessing a renew:ll of imaginative 
energy and the emergence of insurgent 
tendencies in the national culture. It should 
be recalled, too, that the criticism of the 
generation of Eliot and Pound that might 
be described as "definitely shot at new crea
tion" W:lS produced not apart from but in 
conjunction with its literary practice, the 
sensibility and techniques of which needed, 
first, to be defined with precision and then 
justified in the light both of the rediscovery 
of tradition and of the revolt against it. 

BUT THERE is another type of prospec
tive criticism, in its way quite as valu

able, I think, as that aimed at the im
mediate reinvigoration of writing, to which 
contemporary critics might profitably ad
dress themselves. This is the type of which 
Matthew Arnold gave classic definition in 
his essay "The Function of Criticism at the 
Present Time." In that essay Arnold was 
of course mainly concerned with the rela
tionship between the critical and the crea
tive power, and in particular with the op
erative meaning of that relationship in 
uncreative periods; and it is by reason of 
that emphasis that the argument of Ar
nold's celebrated essay seems to me to bear 
closely upon our situation. In his view, 
literary talent mostly manifests itself not 
in the unfolding of new ideas, not in "syn_ 
thesis and exposition" but in ('analysis and 
discovery," its great faculty being that of 
becoming "happily inspired by a certain 
intellectual and spiritual atmosphere, by a 
certai n order of ideas, when it finds itself 
in them." Arnold had a far broader and 
more flexible notion of the relevance of 
ide;ts to the imaginative life than that pre
vailing in our liter;:ry world, where ideas 
~re commonly assumed to exert a devitaliz
ing influence on creative effort. Arnold, 
on the other hand, perceived that ideas, 
in his rich ly suggestive and socially viable 
sense of the term, composed the very ele
ment with which "the creative power 
.. ..,orks," and he held it as certain that in 

modern literature especially no display of 
the creative power in disengagement from 
that element could prove to be "important 
or fruitful." The fine concreteness of his 
historical insight is shown in this last ob
servation, no less than in his further obser
vation that the ideas literature works with 
cannot be those that are accessible at any 
time but only those that are "current at 
the time," that is to say, only those which 
historical development has made actually 
and directly available to the imagination. 
Now the creative power, for its effective 
exercise, must have the requisite atmos
phere, it must dispose of itself amidst an 
order of fructifying ideas. But this atmos
phere and order are not within its control. 
"This is why the great epochs in literature 
are so rare ... for the creation of a master
work two powers must concur, the power 
of the man and the power of the moment, 
and the man is not enough without the 
moment." It is that "moment" that the 
applied vigor of criticism can help to bring 
about through its own means of prefigure
ment and preparation, since, potentially at 
least, its aptitudes are scarcely so meager 
as not to be able to contribute to the making 
of an intellectual situation of which the 
creative power can avail itself. 

That this account of the interaction that 
sometimes occurs between the critical and 
creative faculties is substantially correct can 
be demonstrated from numerous examples 
from literary history. It is unnecessary to 
go far afield into foreign literatures to il
lustrate this interaction. Consider, for in
stance, the ferment of ideas that occurred in 
this country in the 1830's and '40's, a fer
ment which can only partially be identified 
with Transcendentalism and the inner 
meaning of which is now lost on us. The 
point is that it is this ferment of ideas 
wh ich instigated changes in the literary con
sciousness, without which such masterworks 
as The Scarlet Letter, A-10by Dick, and 
Leaves of Crass might conceivably never 
have been written. Or consider the seminal 
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influence in this century, again in Arnold's 
sense of establishing a new atmosphere 
and a new intellectual situation, of critics 
like Menck:en, the early Van Wyck Brooks, 
Randolph Bourne on the one hand and 
the group of poetry-critics taking their cue 
from Eliot and Pound on the other. How
ever much those critics differed among 
themselves, they were alike in the immense 
stimulus they provided to the national lit
erature by striking boldly, openly, and with 
exhilarating success, at the forces that had 
long inhibited its growth. 

The type of prospective criticism of 
which Arnold speaks in his essay is patently 
criticism only in the broadest sense of the 
term. Being educative and preparative in 

intent, it is as much a criticism of the larger 
context of literature as of its specific texts. 
Still, that is no reason for belittling it; we 
misunderstand the critical task if we con
ceive of it as unvarying from age to age; 
the changing needs of literature are the 
goad of criticism. In this period we have 
gone so far in specificity and formalistic 
detachment as to neglect the wider and 
more vital interests of American writing. 
The impulse that animated this writing in 
the first half of the century is apparently 
exhausted. A fresh impulse can arise only 
from a new quickening of thought reaching 
out from the life within literature toward 
the greater life by which it is encompassed 
on all sides. 
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