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Before addressing the role of the literary critic in relation to the creation of poetry, more 

specifically women’s poetry, I would like to begin by posing a few questions regarding 

the role of the critic generally in contemporary cultural discourse: What role does literary 

criticism play in the cultural discourse of today? What is the role of the literary critic? 

Who is the critic aiming to reach? In order to answer some of these questions, it is 

interesting to outline a few general ideas regarding the role of the critic in the history of 

literary criticism.  

 Terry Eagleton, in The Function of Criticism, gives us a comprehensive overview 

of the history of criticism, from the Spectator to Post-Structuralism, raising important 

questions regarding the relationship between language, literature and politics. As he 

points out, modern European literary criticism, as we know it today, emerged at the 

beginning of the eighteenth century in the liberal, bourgeois, public sphere between state 

and civil society, where the literary discussions of the previous era, which revolved 

around the court and the aristocratic salons, gradually gave way to the political 

discussions of the middle classes. In England these discussions took place in clubs, 

reading societies, and the coffee houses, where a new cultural discourse was emerging, to 

replace the authoritarian and judgmental discourse of the court and the aristocracy. The 

emergence of this new cultural force was closely associated with the establishment of 
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Steel’s Tatler and Addison’s Spectator, important periodicals which gave voice to the 

cultural, political, and economic concerns of the emerging middle class.  

The tone of this literary debate was polite and gentlemanly, focusing on ethical 

humanist issues. Addison, in line with the thinking of Hobbes and Locke, was concerned 

with the empirical and affective aspects of literature, posing such general questions as: 

does literature please, and, if so, how does it please? (Eagleton 18). The voice of the critic 

was that of the educated Everyman; he was a cultural commentator of society as a whole, 

one who opened the eyes of his reader to literature, taught him to think, and helped him 

to form judgments about art and life. The critic was not a specialist, but more of a 

“companion” to the reader - in Eagleton’s words, he was “less the castigator of his 

fellows than their clubbable, co-discoursing equal, spokesman rather than scourge” (21).  

In the later part of the eighteenth century, with the growth of capitalism and the 

influence of market forces, which resulted in a wider choice of literary material for the 

general public, we see a movement away from literary patronage and the idea of the critic 

as gentleman amateur to that of the professional critic. This is exemplified in the work of 

Samuel Johnson, who made literary criticism popular for a general reading public. 

Focusing on what he called “common sense,” he saw the role of critic as that of teacher 

and moral dogmatist. “Common sense” was characterized as the acceptance of certain 

commonly shared standards of value which were never called into question, because to 

do so might mean that one was questioning the very fabric of government and society 

(Eagleton 71). Johnson was resistant to any idea of specialization and while the critic 

took on the role of moral dogmatist, there existed a subtle consensus of opinion between 

the critic and the reader. 



 3 

In the early nineteenth century the role of the critic became more political, 

reflecting the revolutionary mood of the developing class struggle in society. The critic 

was not yet a literary “specialist,” but often a political commentator whose criticism was 

informed by ideological interests. The editor of the radical Examiner, Leigh Hunt, 

commenting on the state of literary criticism at the time, and what he saw as the absence 

of a disinterested pursuit of philosophical truth, a pursuit which he considered to be the 

goal of literary criticism, proclaimed: “The truth is that criticism itself, for the most part, 

is a nuisance and an impertinence: and no good-natured, reflecting men would be critics” 

(Leigh Hunt 387, qtd in Eagleton 38). This dissatisfaction with the prevailing state of 

criticism led to the advent of the critic as “sage,” as exemplified by Coleridge and 

Carlyle, whose task, as Eagleton suggests, was to rescue criticism and literature from 

“squalid political infighting” (39), and return it to the higher pursuit of knowledge. Thus 

in the Romantic period the function of criticism turns to poetry itself, placing criticism 

beyond its traditional role of passing judgment on publicly shared norms, focusing 

instead on the idea of art, and on the act of poetic creation, as a response to life and a way 

of teaching us how to live our lives. 

The role of the literary critic in the nineteenth century was closely related to 

education, where literature and literary criticism taught people how to live, by showing 

them ethical values in the texts and relating them to the lives and experiences of the 

individual. The Victorian poet and critic, Matthew Arnold, in 1865 in his essay “The 

Function of Criticism at the Present Time,” called for universal standards of taste and 

judgment, based on the classical ideas of ancient Greece. He considered literature as a 

substitute for religion, and in his poem “Scholar-Gipsy” refers to the spiritual dilemma of 
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the Victorian age, with the individual caught between “two worlds, one dead / the other 

powerless to be born.” Thus against a background of religious uncertainty and ideological 

turmoil, the role of the Victorian critic, or “man of letters” as he was called, was, in the 

words of Eagleton, “to instruct, consolidate and console – to provide a disturbed, 

ideologically disorientated readership, with the kind of popularizing summaries of 

contemporary thought, all the way from geological discoveries to the Higher Criticism, 

which might stem the socially disruptive tides of intellectual bemusement” (Eagleton 48).   

The classical public sphere of the eighteenth century was a thing of the past, and, as a 

literary critic, it was no longer possible to believe that one’s readership held the same 

commonly held beliefs, as in the time of Addison and Steele, when ruling class interests 

and reason were what was important.   

The poet and critic, T.S. Eliot, in the twentieth century, echoing Arnold’s idea of 

the poet as moral guide and instructor, sees the role of the critic as an upholder of public 

morals, and in The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism writes that “every serious critic 

of poetry is a serious moralist as well” (qtd. Kirsch 66). Eliot, in his early writing, 

understood the roles of the poet and the critic to be closely related, concerned with the 

task of uniting the divided sensibilities of the modernist age; and in “Professionalism, 

Or…” he expresses the idea that the poet was in fact a professional literary critic. The 

main task of New Criticism, which was closely associated with Eliot, was to search for 

the underlying unity in a literary text, and the New Critics placed their importance as a 

profession on providing a systematic method of analyzing the text. Eliot, however, in his 

later work, came to believe that literary criticism should not be burdened with the task of 
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providing a reunifying sense of order to heal the dislocation and fragmentation of the age, 

and resolve the crisis of modernity (Kaiser 94).  

The role of literary criticism has changed dramatically since the time of Eliot. 

Criticism today is seen either as part of the public relations work of the literary industry, 

or an internal matter for academics. As Eagleton claims, having started out as a struggle 

against the absolutist state in the seventeenth and eighteenth century, criticism “has ended 

up, in effect, as a handful of individuals reviewing each others books” (Eagleton 107). 

Accordingly, criticism today “lacks all substantive social function” (7), having lost the 

social role it once had, for instance, in the time of Addison and Steele. But, as Eagleton 

argues, this need not be the case, and he calls for a return of literary criticism to its 

traditional role of engagement in the cultural politics of the public sphere. In a similar 

vein, Rónán McDonald, in his book entitled The Death of the Critic, laments the passing 

of the high-profile critic, such as Eliot, who has become a rarity in the twentieth century, 

and he claims that this comes at a time when the critic is needed more than ever to shape 

public taste. The popular widening of criticism today, where everyone can be critic, and 

where every blogger can express an opinion on literature and the arts, has meant the death 

of the critic and the voice of informed authority, to be replaced by a proliferation of 

voices of mediocrity. What then is the role, if any, of the literary critic in today’s society? 

What is the role of the critic in relation to the creation of poetry, and in our particular 

case, the creation of women’s poetry? If the critic is dead, why then are we still writing? 

Are we just a “handful of individuals reviewing each others books”? Who is it who is 

reading what we write? Does literary criticism today have any substantive social function 

at all, and if so, what is its function in relation to women’s poetry? 
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