
T H E  N E C E S S I T Y  O F  C R I T I C I S M  

c 1-1 A I< A c r E R s: T h e  Poet. T h c  Plain Man.  

1'h Ploirt Alnrr. I-Iullo! W h y  so g l u m ?  I'ricc of 
wool affecting  you^. o u t p u t ?  

Thr l'ocl. W h y  the  deuce shouldn't 1 be g lum? H o w  
can n mnn produce good work  in this countl-y? No 
feeling f o r  tradition, n o  standards, nothing b u t  slack- 
ness and complacency. It's in  the air - you breathe it 
in  evcn if you don' t  w a n t  to. 

P . M .  Well, w h y  not d o  your  par t  t o  set us r ight?  
When's your  novel coming o u t ?  

Pop / .  It's not.  I've t o m  t h c  dnmn thing up. W h a t  
thir c o u n t r y  wants  isn't anothcr  second-class, guaran-  
teed all Australian, noucl. It's spiritual standards: somc- 
th ing  t o  tighten u p  its lifc: a mental tonic, o r  a purge, 
o r  both. If we  kncw w h a t  w e  were aiming a t ,  and 
braced ourselves t o  attain i t ,  w e  might  get there, instcad 
of dr i f t inn cheerfully t o  pcrdition. Price of wool, In- 
deed!  ah! 

P.M. Come,  colne, old fellow. W h y  not leave our  
spiritual standards t o  somc parson? It's nonc of your  
business. You're a literary c h a p  . Y o u r  job is t o  esprcss 
things as they are, not t o  g o  round w i t h  a long facc and 
play the  mental  physician t o  a c o m m u n i t y  \vhosc only 
sickness is low wholesale prices. 

PO('/. That's just i t .  I a m  a literary chap,  and f o r  
that  very reason t o  be a mental  physician t o  the com- 
m u n i t y  is m y  business. I'm only just coming t o  see it ,  
though,  and it's hard - danln hard. It's not wholesale 
priccs t h a t  are wrong  w i t h  this count ry ,  o r  with t h e  
world. It's loosc thinking,  n o  thinking a t  all, chnos d u c  
t o  the  discrediting of old standards and  the  absence of  
new - result, spiritual slackness and deadness. 

P.M. I seem t o  have hcard t h a t  before. B u t  still, 
where d o  you literary johnnies come in?  

I'oce/. Litcraturc is t h c  vchiclc of thinliing. I t  is also 
tllc vchiclc of fccling, of  sensibility, and of thc  blcnd 
o i  311 ~ l lcsc  which is t h c  characteristic of t h c  highest 
In;lll. I2ircrar l~rc is thc  embodimcnr of ideas. 2nd \vherc 
.I nation's Iircraturc mcawrcs  u p  LO a t r u e  s tandard 
111crc won't  be rnuch wrong  with irs lifc. \Yrc nccd a 
new sct o f  ~ a l u c s  f o r  a11 o u r  Iifc, and  this is a t  Icast as 
much  a challcngc t o  t h e  m a n  of  letters as t o  t h e  Arch-  
bishop o t  Sydney. I f  w e  could gct order in our  o w n  
housc, it might  be some hell- t o  others. 
P.M. I think I see whnt  you mean. You mcan t h a t  

thc man  w h o  i5 trained in lcttcrs. and has access t o  t h c  
I~terntilrc of t w o  or  three countries, can  cxamine the  
c ~ p c r i e n c c  of t ! ~  past a n d  judge what  is good and what  
bad, and so see w h a t  is lacking now t h a t  the  past can  
supply? 

l'ocl. Part ly ,  though  you p u t  it rather  crudely. 
P.M.  But ~ s n ' t  t h a t  all w r o n g ?  Surely thc prcscnt is 

unique. It's not  the  past,  and  you can't comparc  them. 
It's o d y  waste of t lme  rummaging  in the  past f o r  solu- 
tions t o  o u r  special problems, and mislcadlng and per- 
nicious LO palm o B  old ansnvers t o  superficially similar 
questiolrs as  II  thcp wcrc  adcquatc now. You know 
about old wine in new bottlcs. 

1'0~1. But  you surely don' t  mean t h a t  the  present is 
wholly separable f r o m  t h e  past. Wouldn ' t  you rather  
53); tha t  it grows o u t  of it  and is largely conditioned by  
it. though it  is 3t t h e  same t ime different? 

IJ.hI.  Yes. 1 would aeree t o  that .  " 
i'oct. And if we  a rc  t o  deal understandingly wi th  tile 

prcsent, we  must  understand the past, as affecting i t ?  
T h e  sctting of our  lives is, if you will excuse the mcta-  
phor, a c o n ~ i n u o u s  s t ream. T h e  past and thc  prcscnt 
are continuous - o u r  actions are parc of the  s t rcam of 
tradition. Tradi t ion,  bclicve me, is no t  something dead, 
di \orccd,  and different in  kind f r o m  the reality of the 
prcscnt. I t  is alive, a con t inuous  and unending process. 
W'c can ignore the past - a t  o u r  peril. If we  d o  not  
live hy the tradition, w e  cannor  hclp living in i ~ ,  and  
sure l~ .  it  is bet ter  t o  k n o w  what  w e  are  doing than  t o  



act  hlintlly, by i n t ~ i t i o n .  If wc  \ v ; I I : ~  t o  a l ~ c r  ~ I I C  C C ) L I ~ S ~  

oi t h e  stream in some rcspcct, and ~ h n t  I suppose is 
w h a t  the  rcvolutionnry and the  modernist w a n t  t o  do, 
surely wc shall cflect a more successful and more dul-ahlc 
changc if wc  first understand thc  na turc  of w h a t  wc  
w a n t  t o  alter,  so f a r  as it  may  bc apprchcnsiblc to us? 

l'.hI. Yes. 7'11at sounds all right,  b u t  arcn't you ratller 
get t ing away f r o m  thc  litcrary cr i t ic?  

Port .  I th ink  this is relevant t o  our  qucst io:~.  Litcra- 
tu rc  gives us a n  impor tan t  par t  of o u r  knowledge of  
the  past, and a n  index of  prcscnt tcndcncies. By taking 
f o r  analysis this p r t i c u l a r  portion of the s t ream of 
human espcricncc, R'C m a y  llopc t o  gct  w m c  light on  
the  whole. O n l y  w e  mus t  remcmber t h a t  i t  is a living 
process, and mus t  avoid the sin of the  professors, who  
c u t  off a dead slab f r o m  the past i o r  dissection in the  
Iccture-room, like a corpse in an anatonly class. W e  
must  always scc the past in the present and thc prescnt 
in  the  past, and  life and living lnovement  in  and 
through all. 

P.M. Ycs. Qui te ,  b u t  m-here docs your  cr i t ic  come i n ?  
Par/. T h e  business of  tile li terary cr i t ic  is t o  discover 

and set f o r t h  as clearly as m a y  bs thc  standards by  which 
literature is t o  be judged, t o  vcrify a n d  escmplify t h e m  
f r o m  thc past, and to show their application t o  t h e  prc- 
scnt and t h s  f u t u r e  - tha t  is, they mus t  be capable of 
intelligent application and yield significant results when  
applied t o  thc  literature of any  c o u n t r y  and any  age. 
l ' hc rc  cannot  bc onc  law f o r  onc worlr and  one f o r  
another  - his law m u s t  makc sc~isc f o r  all o r  i t  maltcs 
n o  sensc a t  all. B u t  it will not  ncccssxily be tlie salnc 
as t h a t  which o ther  ages have p u t  fo rward  o r  wliich 
critics of o thcr  nations may work  o u t .  Hcrcin lies the  
necd for  a n  A u s t v n l i u ~ ~  litcrary critic.  f l i s  scalcs of 
values r n i ~ s t  be founded in Australian tradition ( w h i c i ~  
has behind i t  the immeasurably greater  ricliness o l  
British cul turc,  o r  rather, the cxperiencc of Western 
Europe, of which t h a t  cu l tu re  is a localized expression) 
and in Australian expcricncc. I3csides, it is no t  good f o r  
a c o u n t r y  t o  i m p o r t  all i ts serious opinions ready made. 

\\"c cannot  he n nation, in an!. t rue  sense, till w c  hnvc 
\vorkcd o u t  o u r  s tsndards for ourselves, in  o u r  o w n  
idiom. 
P.M. \ Y h t  then d o  you mean by saying thc  standard 

must bc universal? I f  it  is t o  be in t e rms  of Australian 
lifc. w o l ~ l d  it not bc bet ter  to takc simply i . 1 ~  1iter.lturc 
that  dcals wich that  lifc, and apply t o  it ,  a n J  t o  it  only, 
t l ~ c  spccinl standards derived f r o m  i t ?  Resides, critical 
stnndards arc relative. O u r  litcratul-c is still in its in- 
fancy, a d  it is no t  fair  t o  cornparc it with t h a t  of 
oltlcr countrics. A book might  be a very good Austra-  
lian novcl, cvcn if wc nroulrl not hnvc thouglit  n ~ i ~ c h  
of It had it  come f r o m  Englnn:!. 

Pot./.  Critical standards arc / I .J/  relative. T h a t  is prc- 
ciscly what  I mcant ,  and tha t  is just  hat is wrong  with 
o u r  criticisln. Every nation n ~ u s t  v o r k  o u t  its o w n  
standards becaucc evcry nation has, t o  a grcatcr o r  lcss 
cs tcn t ,  its o w n  pcii!lt of view - its o w n  origi11;11 con- 
trib:~tion t o  the  world's lifc. B u t  its standarcl; mus t  
tlifi'cr f r o m  others in  idiom, nor in their range of ap-  
d i c a t i c n .  I am sick of  this idea t h a t  a n v t h i n r  a lit t le 

u 

I)cttcr thnn nrc happen t o  have produced beforc in 
Austl-aiia is t o  bc h;iiled by us as a masterpiece. O n c  
I-csult is Australian l i t e r a t ~ ~ r e  as it  is n o w  - a mass of  
x c o n d - r a t e  stuff masquerading as national macrcr- 
picccs. Anothcr  is Australian life - the  co!lviction 
t h a t  w!c must  be all right,  come n h t  may ,  and  tha t  if 
we arc il-1 a mess it is somebody else's fau l t ,  and somc- 
bodY else's job t o  get  us out .  As long as he  kecps u p  t o  
his o w n  private standards the Aussie can  d o  n o  wrong! 

P.RI. You're rather  harsh, aren't you?  You must  have 
bcen reading the  'Rullctin' lately. 

Por/. That's w h y  I say the  standard mus t  be universal. 
I t  can be as peculiarly Australian as you like, b u t  it 
mus t  be such t h a t  you can  apply it  equally t o  all the  
literatures of the nrorld with intellicible results. T h c  - 
other  thin:; isn't a critical standard - it's the ncgation 
c :  critic;d standards. \Yrhat 1 h a w  described is the  sort 
i)!' ~t2lldnr-d the  world necds toda!,, and every nation 
m u \ t  evolve it  f o r  itself. 



P.M. n u t  I still don't  see tlic connection between 
Iaclc of 1itcr;ll-y s t a n d a r ~ l s  a n d  thc decay of national 
mor;ils. \ V ~ L  is the nnturc of this univcrsnl-nationd 
stnnclard. a n y w a ) ~ ?  

1'or.f. A work  of literature has three elcmcllts: the  
n1.1tte1-,  he inner  fo rm,  and the ou te r  f o r m  o r  tech- 
nique. By t h e  m a t t e r  I mean that  port ion or  aspcct 
of  h u m a n  experience which the work represents; b y  
the  inner  fo rm,  t h e  a t t i tude  o r  responsc of t h c  a u ~ h o r  
t o  the  m a t t e r  - the  mood of presentation; by t l ~ c  tech- 
nique, the  means b y  which this atcitudc 01- rcsponsc is 
communicated t o  the  reader. 

PiM. I think I have got that .  
Porf. T h e  literary critic,  since he is t o  judge a w o r k  

of l i terature o r  enable us t o  d o  so, mus t  in\;cstigatz all 
these and  discover standards of value o r  perfection f o r  
each. T h e y  a re  all important ,  and all equally relevant 
t o  t h e  1iteral.y critic's task, f o r  if a work  f ;~ l l s  short in 
any  one of them it cannot  be really great  li terature - 
certainly not  the greatest. T h e  mat te r  milst be w o r t h y  
of at tent ion - tha t  is, of sonie permanent  significance 
as h u m a n  experience - the  at t i tude of  t h e  a u t h o r  mus t  
be appropriate  t o  it, and last, t h o u ~ h  no t  least, he niust 
t ransmit  t h a t  a t t i tude  t o  his reader, tha t  is, his technique 
n ~ u s t  be adequate. O u r  self-styled critics, in practice, 
too of ten  confine the~nselvcs to  the last element. ?'hey 
regard it as thcir func t ion  t o  tell the  a u t h o r  how t o  
d o  what  he sets o u t  ro do, and thinli their job done wlicn 
they have stopped him splitting infinitives and other-  
wise abusing the  king's English ar,d have appreciated his 
conveyance of 'character' and 'atmosphere'. A n d ,  in- 
deed, I have n o  wish t o  belittle their work  in this res- 
pect.  

P.M. O f  course not.  If the au thor  fails t o  convey 
what  he wishes t o  the reader, we can scnrcely be ex-  
pected t o  bother  about  the  rest. 

Porf. Q ~ ~ i t e  so. B u t  o u r  critics d o  n o t  see tha t  they 
niust g o  far ther .  T h e y  must  go on  f r o m  thcir con-  
sideration o f  technique t o  take account  o f  thc  o thcr  
clrments also. These nowadays nrc are too r e d y  t o  ovcr- 

I ~ o l i .  Yet it litrlc mat te r s  if a th ing  is perfccrly done 
\vI~icll  is not wor th  doing, o r  ii nn nutilor 11.1s succcss- 
i l~ll!~ c o n ~ c y c d  his a t t i tude  t o  a sul>jcct if it is n w r o n g  
njlc - if i'ol instnnce I?c treats a s c r i o ~ ~ s  subject in a 
flippant o r  trivi.11 manner ,  o r  mi~ltes an inadequate o r  
h .~ckncycd  responsc l o  a great  and  lo f ty  issue, as is too 
oftc!i t h e  way of  o u r  journalists and popular  novelists 
nl l~cn these things en te r  their ken. A p i n s t  these faul ts  
loo t h e  literary cr i t ic  mus t  pro\lidc a touchstone, if lie 
ic  r ~ n l l y  t o  give uc stnndnrds by which \i7c m ; ~ y  j u t l p  
li~er.;iturc, as we said hc must ,  t o  discern the  t rue  f r o m  
thc countcrfci t ,  the  impor tan t  and u n i ~ e r s a l  fro111 the 
n i c l d y  trivial and ephcmeral. 

P.M. You will have hard work  t o  find such a man  
a m o n g  those w h o m  w e  now style critics. 
Po['/. W e  s!iall, indecd, and perhaps m~.?cli o f  o u r  present 
confusion comes f r o m  this tha t  thc c r i ~ i c  in hic conccn- 
trarion on techniq i~c  omits  t o  judge the  cnd t o  n ~ h i c h  
t h a ~  tcclinique is upplied. For  in iudging liter.lture o r  
h u m a n  thought ,  o r  indecd m y t h i n g  else, we  canriot 
~ b s t r x t  one element in  it and  t reat  it as if i t  were  the  
whole. O u r  Iitera'ry cr i t ic  mus t  be a cr i t ic  of  life too, 
if his cnnon.; are  t o  h a w  any  real value. A n d  so f a r  f r o m  
singing tha t  old song ' A r t  f o r  Art's sake' which f o r  
all its merits has led astray so m a n y  good men,  and has 
provided many more w i t h  a specious cloak f o r  thcir 
idlencsz, I?e will realize that  in the end he 2nd t h r  
moralist 3 r d  the metaphysician are all engaged in thc  
same task;  that  they mus t  pool their results and  t h a t  
ezch m u s t  have in him something of  t h e  na ture  of  thc  

, 

others, t h a t  he may  a t ta in  sonie glimrnerings of  t h a t  
whole in relation t o  which  alone has his w o r k  a n y  real 
significance. I t  is f o r  lack of the vision of  this ul t imate 
synthesis tha t  our  life is sicli today. T o  rccover it  o u r  
first need is hard,  clear thinliing. honest and uncom- 
promising, as well in the  literary sphere as i n  any  other. 
I t  m a y  be  tha t  the  m a n  o f  lcrters is destined in this t o  
give a lead t o  t h e  rest of  the  communi ty .  

P.M. Y o u r  literary critic,  I see, has a n  csaltcd f u n c -  
lion, and 1 sce the point  of your  theory tha t  sound 



T H E  NECESSITY OF CRITICISM 

canons of litcrnry j l~dgc~nent ,  once discove~-cd and ap- 
plied, will go far  to  remove the evils of ou r  nationa! 
lift -- which, goodness knows, need some remedy since 
this wretclwi depression settled on us. 

Pot./. I d o  not think we shall havc a healthy national 
literaturc till we have a healthy school of criticism, fac- 
ing these problems in honesty and s)lmpathy, and evolv- 
ing somc such canons as we have suggested. And I be- 
lieve that if we had discorered a sound critical basis for  
ou r  literature, we might not have so far  t o  seek for the 
critical basis we  require for  our national life. I t  would 
a t  least clear the air of somc of the muddle-headed 
conceit which seem? to  be our  chief national charactcr- 
istic in  the eyes of the world. 

PM. I am with you enrirely. I don't see why we 
don't do  something about it. Couldn't we collect a 
group of clever and learned persons and set them to  
work at this problem, not letting them rest day or 
night till they havc discovered and propounded to  us 
these universal-national standards which we require? 

Pop/. Don't be in too much of a hurrv. mv  friend. ,, , 
You may find you havc taken 01: a harder job than 
vou thinlc. For  it is one thine t o  decide tha t  we must 
I-rave standards, and  quite another to  determine pre- 
cisely where they lie and to  expound them in 3 form 
capable of definite application, That  are must worlt on 
these lines I am sure. \Vhctl;er or  nor we  s11;lll reach a 
positive solution for immediate application to  the die- 
cases of the world is another and, t o  my mind, less im- 
portant question. But I muht be off, o r  I shall miss the 
Ixt  boat. 
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