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Matthew Arnold: The Function of Criticism at the Present Time Matthew Arnold’s essay, The
Function of Criticism at the Present Time, remains a foundational text in literary theory and cultural
criticism. Written in 1865, Arnold’s insights continue to resonate today, offering a profound
understanding of the role criticism plays in society, literature, and individual development. This article
explores Arnold’s key ideas, their relevance in contemporary contexts, and the enduring importance
of criticism as a guiding force in cultural and intellectual life.

Introduction to Matthew Arnold’s Criticism

Matthew Arnold was a Victorian poet and cultural critic whose writings aimed to elevate the
standards of literary and cultural appreciation. His essay, The Function of Criticism at the Present
Time, addresses the purpose and nature of criticism, emphasizing its moral and civilizing role.
Arnold’s central thesis is that criticism is an essential activity that helps society discern genuine
excellence, promotes intellectual growth, and fosters moral values. Unlike mere subjective opinion,
Arnold advocates for criticism rooted in objective standards and a deep understanding of artistic and
cultural works.

The Core Ideas of Arnold’s Criticism

The Critical Spirit as a Moral Force

Arnold believed that criticism should serve as a moral compass. It is not merely about ranking or
judging works of art but about cultivating a critical spirit that:

1. Enhances moral and spiritual awareness
2. Encourages individuals to seek truth and beauty
3. Promotes moral progress within society

He argued that criticism has a civilizing influence, guiding society toward higher ideals by fostering a
taste for excellence and integrity.

Distinction Between Criticism and Judgment

Arnold draws a clear line between criticism as a formative, interpretive activity and judgment as a
final, evaluative act. He emphasizes that criticism:

1. Is an ongoing process aimed at understanding and appreciating works
2. Serves to deepen our insight and refine our taste
3. Should be objective and anchored in knowledge rather than personal bias

This distinction underscores criticism’s role in education and cultural development rather than mere
verdicts of worth.
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The Importance of Standards

Arnold stresses that criticism must be based on established standards — criteria rooted in the
aesthetic and moral qualities of works. Without standards, criticism risks becoming arbitrary or
subjective. He advocates for:

1. Recognizing genuine excellence through a cultivated taste
2. Understanding the historical and cultural context of works
3. Developing a critical method that is disciplined and informed

In this way, criticism becomes a disciplined pursuit aimed at elevating cultural life.

Relevance of Arnold’s Ideas in the Present Time

Despite being rooted in Victorian England, Arnold’s insights remain highly relevant in today’s rapidly
changing cultural landscape.

The Role of Criticism in a Consumer Society

Modern society is inundated with a flood of cultural products—from books and movies to social media
content. Arnold’s call for informed and standards-based criticism is vital in helping audiences:

1. Navigate the overload of information and entertainment
2. Distinguish between superficial and meaningful works
3. Develop refined taste and cultural literacy

Contemporary critics and reviewers serve as moral and aesthetic guides, echoing Arnold’s view that
criticism helps uphold standards and promote genuine artistic achievement.

The Moral and Ethical Dimensions of Criticism

In the age of globalized media, criticism also plays a crucial role in fostering ethical awareness.
Arnold’s emphasis on morality in criticism highlights that:

1. Critics should assess the moral implications of works
2. Art and literature can influence societal values
3. Critical engagement can challenge cultural injustices and promote social progress

Thus, criticism becomes a tool not just for aesthetic judgment but also for moral reflection and
activism.

The Educative Function of Criticism

Arnold believed criticism has an educational purpose — guiding individuals to develop their
appreciation of art and culture. Today, this role is fulfilled through:

1. Educational programs and academic scholarship
2. Media reviews and cultural commentary
3. Online critiques and social media discussions

These platforms help cultivate an informed and discerning public, fulfilling Arnold’s vision of criticism
as a moral and intellectual discipline.



Challenges Facing Criticism Today

While Arnold’s ideals remain influential, contemporary critics face several challenges:

The Rise of Subjectivism

In the digital age, opinions often overshadow informed judgments. The proliferation of user-generated
content can lead to:

1. Subjective preferences dominating critical discourse
2. Loss of authoritative standards
3. Evaluation based on popularity rather than quality

Addressing this requires a conscious effort to uphold Arnold’s call for standards and objectivity.

The Commercialization of Culture

Market forces often prioritize profit over artistic integrity, making critical independence difficult.
Critics must navigate:

1. Commercial pressures influencing artistic production
2. The commodification of culture
3. Maintaining critical independence amid commercial interests

Arnold’s emphasis on critical discipline underscores the importance of resisting superficiality and
promoting genuine excellence.

The Need for Moral and Ethical Criticism

In an era of social media outrage and cultural polarization, critics are called to foster dialogue and
understanding. Arnold’s moral dimension reminds us that criticism should aim to:

1. Promote empathy and ethical reflection
2. Counteract superficial judgments
3. Encourage constructive debate

This elevates criticism from mere evaluation to a moral dialogue with society.

Contemporary Criticism: A Revival of Arnold’s Principles

Many modern critics and thinkers draw inspiration from Arnold’s ideals, emphasizing that criticism
should:

1. Be rooted in knowledge and cultural literacy
2. Serve a moral and educational purpose
3. Act as a bridge between art and society

Prominent critics today often advocate for a balanced approach, combining aesthetic appreciation
with social consciousness, echoing Arnold’s holistic view.
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Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of Arnold’s
Criticism

Matthew Arnold’s The Function of Criticism at the Present Time offers timeless insights into the
purpose and responsibilities of criticism. His advocacy for standards, moral engagement, and
educational value remains vital in contemporary cultural discourse. Criticism, as Arnold envisioned, is
not merely about judgment but about nurturing a moral and aesthetic sensibility that elevates society.
In a world overwhelmed by information and superficiality, Arnold’s call for disciplined, morally
grounded criticism encourages us to seek truth, beauty, and goodness in our cultural pursuits. By
doing so, criticism continues to serve as a guiding light, fostering intellectual growth, moral
development, and cultural enrichment—just as Arnold intended over a century ago. Keywords:
Matthew Arnold, criticism, function of criticism, cultural criticism, aesthetic standards, moral
criticism, modern criticism, cultural literacy, critical theory

Matthew Arnold: The Function of Criticism at the Present Time - An Expert Analysis Introduction In
the realm of literary and cultural discourse, few essays have left as profound a mark as Matthew
Arnold’s The Function of Criticism at the Present Time. Originally penned in 1864, Arnold’s work
stands as a cornerstone in the philosophy of criticism, offering a nuanced exploration of the critic's
role in society. Today, more than a century and a half later, Arnold’s insights remain remarkably
relevant, prompting contemporary critics, scholars, and cultural commentators to revisit and
reevaluate his assertions. This article aims to provide an in-depth, comprehensive examination of
Arnold’s essay, dissecting its core ideas, contextual significance, and enduring impact through an
expert lens, akin to a detailed product review that guides readers through its features, strengths, and
limitations.

Understanding the Context: The Cultural Landscape of
19th Century England

Before delving into Arnold’s main arguments, it’s essential to understand the cultural and intellectual
backdrop against which he wrote. Mid-19th century England was marked by rapid industrialization,
societal upheaval, and a burgeoning sense of cultural self-awareness. The Victorian era’s emphasis on
moral earnestness, social progress, and adherence to tradition created both stability and tension. Key
factors influencing Arnold’s perspective include: - The rise of scientific rationalism challenging
traditional religious and aesthetic values. - The expansion of the printing press and literacy,
increasing the dissemination of literature and ideas. - A growing sense of cultural self-consciousness,
as England sought to define its national identity amidst European and international influences. - The
recognition that culture and criticism could serve as tools for moral and intellectual development.
Arnold perceived that society was at a crossroads where the role of criticism could either serve as a
guiding light or become a tool of superficiality and cultural decline. His essay reflects this tension,
positioning criticism as a vital mediator between art, morality, and society.

The Core Thesis: Criticism as a Civilizing Force

Arnold’s fundamental assertion is that criticism holds the key to cultivating a refined, morally and
intellectually healthy society. He famously describes criticism as “the best which has been thought
and said in the world,” emphasizing its role in preserving, interpreting, and elevating culture. Main



aspects of this thesis include: - Criticism as a moral activity: Arnold sees criticism not merely as
aesthetic judgment but as an ethical endeavor that shapes moral sensibilities. - The critic’s role as an
interpreter: The critic must serve as a bridge, translating complex works of art or ideas into
accessible insights that educate and elevate the public consciousness. - Cultivating the 'Sweetness
and Light': Borrowing from classical education, Arnold champions the idea that criticism should aim
at refining taste and promoting moral goodness—what he refers to as “sweetness and light.” -
Guarding against superficiality: He warns against critics who indulge in mere pedantry,
sensationalism, or personal bias, advocating instead for a critic’s impartial pursuit of truth and
beauty. This conception elevates criticism from a merely subjective or decorative activity to a vital
societal function—one that fosters moral growth, cultural coherence, and intellectual progress.

The Function of Criticism at the Present Time: Arnold’s
Perspective

In his essay, Arnold discusses the specific functions that criticism should fulfill in contemporary
society, emphasizing its role in education, moral guidance, and cultural preservation. The Educational
Function Arnold believed criticism should serve as a form of education, guiding individuals toward a
deeper appreciation of culture and fostering intellectual maturity. Features of this educational role
include: - Discipline of taste: Helping individuals develop refined aesthetic sensibilities. - Historical
consciousness: Contextualizing works within their cultural and historical milieus. - Moral
development: Using literature and art to inspire moral reflection and virtue. The Moral and Ethical
Function Arnold contended that criticism must uphold moral standards and serve as a moral compass.
This involves: - Promoting moral truth: Highlighting works that exemplify virtue and ethical integrity. -
Challenging harmful trends: Criticizing art or ideas that may undermine societal morals. -
Encouraging moral reflection: Using criticism as a tool for fostering societal moral consciousness. The
Preservation of Culture Criticism, in Arnold’s view, acts as a guardian of cultural heritage, ensuring
that valuable ideas and artistic achievements are preserved and appreciated. Key points include: -
Selection and curation: Identifying works of lasting worth. - Interpretation and explanation: Making
complex or obscure works accessible. - Cultural continuity: Connecting generations through shared
cultural values. The Critical Spirit in Society Arnold advocates for an active, independent critical spirit
that resists the influence of mass media, commercialism, and superficial trends. Essential qualities
include: - Impartiality: Avoiding personal biases. - Intellectual independence: Criticizing for truth, not
for popularity. - Humility: Recognizing the limits of one’s knowledge.

Features of Arnold’s Critical Philosophy: Strengths and
Innovations

Arnold’s approach to criticism introduces several features that distinguish it from preceding or
subsequent theories. The Cultivation of Taste Arnold emphasizes that taste is not innate but cultivated
through education and exposure to great works. Implications: - Encourages a systematic approach to
reading and cultural engagement. - Recognizes the importance of moral and aesthetic refinement. The
Balance Between Art and Morality Unlike critics who focus solely on aesthetic criteria, Arnold insists
that art serves moral purposes, aligning aesthetic judgment with ethical considerations. The Critical
Function as a Moral Anchor Arnold’s idea that criticism sustains moral and cultural vitality remains
influential, underscoring criticism’s societal importance beyond mere taste. The Critic as a Moral and
Intellectual Guide He positions critics as moral philosophers who interpret and uphold the highest
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standards of human achievement.

Contemporary Relevance: Applying Arnold’s Principles
Today

While Arnold’s essay was written in a Victorian context, its principles resonate profoundly with
modern criticism. Modern Criticism and Arnold’s Legacy - Educational Role: Today’s critics continue
to serve as educators, guiding audiences through complex works via essays, reviews, and multimedia
commentary. - Moral and Ethical Dimensions: Critics often grapple with the moral implications of art,
media, and culture, echoing Arnold’s emphasis on morality in criticism. - Cultural Preservation: The
critical task of curating cultural heritage persists in fields such as archiving, museum curation, and
literary anthologies. - The Critical Spirit: Independence, integrity, and a commitment to truth remain
core virtues for critics navigating an era dominated by social media, sensationalism, and commercial
interests. Challenges in the Modern Context However, critics today face new challenges that Arnold
did not envision: - Information Overload: The vast volume of content makes selective criticism more
crucial yet more difficult. - Commercialization and Popularity: Critics often struggle with balancing
artistic integrity against commercial pressures and audience preferences. - Digital Media: The
democratization of criticism via blogs, social media, and user reviews introduces both opportunities
and risks for superficiality and bias. Applying Arnold’s Principles To adapt Arnold’s philosophy to
contemporary criticism, critics should: - Strive for impartiality and independence. - Emphasize the
educational and moral functions of criticism. - Cultivate taste through informed engagement with
diverse cultural works. - Recognize their role as custodians of cultural heritage. - Maintain humility
and acknowledge their limits.

Limitations and Critiques of Arnold’s View

While Arnold’s The Function of Criticism offers a compelling vision, it is not without limitations or
critiques: - Elitism: His emphasis on moral and aesthetic standards may seem exclusionary or elitist,
privileging certain tastes and cultural artifacts. - Subjectivity of Taste: Critics argue that Arnold
underestimates the subjective nature of aesthetic judgment. - Idealism: His moral idealism might
overlook the political or social dimensions of art and criticism. - Lack of Diversity: Arnold’s framework
reflects Victorian values, potentially marginalizing voices outside that cultural milieu. Despite these
critiques, Arnold’s core ideas continue to serve as a foundational reference point for thoughtful
criticism.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of Arnold’s
Critical Philosophy

Matthew Arnold’s The Function of Criticism at the Present Time remains a vital text in understanding
the moral and educational purpose of criticism. Its emphasis on cultivating taste, preserving culture,
and serving moral ends provides a template for critics across eras. While the context has evolved, the
fundamental principles Arnold champions—independent judgment, moral responsibility, cultural
stewardship—are as crucial today as they were in the Victorian age. In an age inundated with
information and influenced by commercial interests, the critic’s role as an ethical guide and cultural
custodian gains renewed importance. Arnold’s vision reminds us that criticism, at its best, can elevate
society, foster moral integrity, and ensure that the cultural heritage endures for future generations.



Final Verdict: Arnold’s The Function of Criticism is not merely a historical document but a living

manifesto for critics committed to truth, morality, and cultural enrichment. It challenges

contemporary critics to uphold these ideals amid modern complexities, reaffirming criticism’s vital

role as a civilizing force in society.

Questions & Answers About matthew arnold the

function of criticism at the present time

No Question Answer

1 What is the main argument of Arnold argues that the primary role of criticism is to serve
Matthew Arnold in 'The Function | as a guide to moral and cultural improvement by
of Criticism at the Present Time'? | discerning and promoting high standards in literature and

art.

2 How does Arnold differentiate Arnold advocates for disinterested criticism, which is
between 'disinterested' and objective and focused on aesthetic and moral values, as
'interested' criticism? opposed to interested criticism driven by personal,

political, or commercial motives.

3 Why does Arnold emphasize the He believes that criticism should aim to uplift and refine
importance of 'sweetness and the human spirit, fostering a sense of beauty and
light' in criticism? goodness—embodied in the phrase 'sweetness and

light'—to cultivate moral and cultural progress.

4 In what way does Arnold see He views criticism as a means to develop moral sensibility,
criticism as a 'moral discipline'? encouraging individuals to appreciate higher ideals and to

strive towards moral excellence through engagement with
great works of art and literature.

5 What relevance does Arnold's Arnold's emphasis on disinterested, morally guided
concept of criticism have in criticism remains relevant as a call for thoughtful,
today's digital and social media objective analysis amid the noise of opinion-driven social
landscape? media, encouraging users to seek higher standards and

deeper understanding.

6 How does Arnold view the He believes that criticism plays a vital role in guiding
relationship between criticism society towards moral and cultural improvement by
and the progress of society? elevating standards and fostering an appreciation for true

greatness in art and literature.

7 What criticisms or limitations Some critics argue that Arnold's ideal of disinterested
have modern scholars identified criticism can be overly idealistic or detached from diverse
in Arnold's view of criticism? cultural perspectives, potentially limiting its applicability

in pluralistic or politically engaged contexts today.

8 How does Arnold’s notion of While Arnold emphasizes moral and aesthetic judgment,
criticism as a moral force contemporary theories often incorporate social and
compare to contemporary critical | political critique, broadening the scope but sometimes
theories? risking the loss of the moral discipline Arnold advocates.

9 Can Arnold’s ideas about Yes, his principles encourage evaluating popular works
criticism be applied to the based on their aesthetic and moral qualities, advocating for
evaluation of popular or mass a critical approach that appreciates genuine artistic merit
entertainment today? rather than solely commercial success.

10 | What is the enduring significance | The essay remains a foundational text that underscores the
of Arnold’s 'The Function of importance of critical judgment rooted in moral and
Criticism at the Present Time' in | aesthetic values, inspiring ongoing debates about the role
literary and cultural studies? of criticism in shaping cultural standards and fostering

moral development.
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literature criticism, aesthetic theory, Victorian poetry, cultural criticism, literary analysis, moral
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