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matthew arnold culture and anarchy is a seminal work in Victorian literary criticism and social
philosophy that explores the relationship between culture, society, and individual development. This
essay, written by the 19th-century poet and critic Matthew Arnold, delves into the tensions between
the forces of culture and those of anarchy, representing disorder and social fragmentation. Arnold’s
reflections in "Culture and Anarchy" offer a nuanced critique of his contemporary society,
emphasizing the role of culture in achieving personal and social harmony. The essay addresses key
themes such as the definition of culture, the nature of anarchy in society, and the moral and
intellectual growth necessary for progress. This article will provide an in-depth analysis of Matthew
Arnold’s ideas, the historical context of "Culture and Anarchy," and its lasting impact on cultural
criticism. The discussion will also include Arnold’s concept of culture as the pursuit of human
perfection and his critique of the social classes of his time. To guide the exploration, the following
sections outline the main areas of focus.

Historical Context of Matthew Arnold’s "Culture and Anarchy"

Core Themes in "Culture and Anarchy"

Definition and Role of Culture

The Concept of Anarchy in Society

Arnold’s Critique of Victorian Society and Social Classes

The Impact and Legacy of "Culture and Anarchy"

Historical Context of Matthew Arnold’s "Culture and
Anarchy"
Understanding the historical background of Matthew Arnold’s "Culture and Anarchy" is crucial to
grasping the essay’s significance. Written between 1867 and 1869, the work emerged during a
period of rapid social change in Victorian England. Industrialization, urbanization, and political
reform were reshaping society, creating new social classes and tensions. The rise of the middle class
and the increasing prominence of democracy challenged traditional aristocratic values. Arnold, a
product of the Victorian elite and a civil servant, was deeply concerned about the fragmentation and
unrest these changes brought. His essay reflects an attempt to reconcile the need for social order
with the demands for individual freedom and equality. "Culture and Anarchy" was originally
published as a series of essays in the journal *Culture and Anarchy*, aimed at promoting a balanced
and enlightened approach to cultural and social issues.



Core Themes in "Culture and Anarchy"
Matthew Arnold’s "Culture and Anarchy" revolves around several central themes that explore the
tension between disorder and the pursuit of cultural ideals. These themes include:

The nature of culture as a civilizing force that promotes intellectual and moral growth.

Anarchy as a metaphor for social disintegration and moral confusion.

The role of education in shaping individuals and society.

The critique of social classes and their influence on cultural development.

The ideal of human perfection as a goal for cultural advancement.

These themes form the backbone of Arnold’s argument and provide a framework for analyzing the
interplay between culture and social dynamics.

Definition and Role of Culture
In "Culture and Anarchy," Matthew Arnold defines culture as “the best which has been thought and
said in the world.” For Arnold, culture is not merely an accumulation of knowledge or artistic
achievements but a guiding principle for human development. It represents the pursuit of
intellectual and moral perfection through the study of the humanities and engagement with great
ideas. Culture, according to Arnold, serves as a corrective to the chaos and superficiality prevalent
in society, fostering self-improvement and social cohesion.

Culture as a Means of Self-Improvement
Arnold emphasizes that culture enables individuals to refine their tastes, broaden their
understanding, and cultivate a sense of responsibility. It encourages critical thinking and empathy,
which are essential for personal growth and ethical behavior.

Culture as Social Harmony
Beyond personal development, culture functions as a unifying force that bridges social divisions.
Arnold argues that culture promotes mutual understanding and respect among different social
groups, helping to reduce conflict and anarchy.

The Concept of Anarchy in Society
Matthew Arnold uses the term “anarchy” metaphorically to describe a state of social disorder
characterized by fragmentation, selfishness, and a lack of shared values. In the context of Victorian
England, anarchy referred to the growing tensions between social classes and ideological factions
that threatened societal stability.



Anarchy as Social Fragmentation
Arnold identifies anarchy with the absence of cultural unity and moral consensus, which leads to
chaos and conflict. He sees anarchy as the consequence of neglecting culture’s civilizing role and
succumbing to narrow self-interest.

The Threat of Anarchy to Progress
Anarchy undermines social progress by fostering division and preventing the collective pursuit of
higher ideals. Arnold warns that without culture to guide society, anarchy will lead to moral decay
and political instability.

Arnold’s Critique of Victorian Society and Social
Classes
In "Culture and Anarchy," Matthew Arnold critiques the social structure of his time, focusing on the
behaviors and attitudes of three dominant classes: the Aristocracy, the Philistines, and the Populace.
His analysis highlights the cultural deficiencies he perceives in each group.

The Aristocracy
Arnold criticizes the aristocracy for resting on inherited privilege and failing to engage with culture
meaningfully. He sees them as disconnected from the realities of modern society and resistant to
change.

The Philistines
The Philistines, representing the middle class, are characterized by Arnold as materialistic and
narrow-minded, prioritizing economic success over intellectual and moral development.

The Populace
The working-class populace is often portrayed as lacking education and cultural refinement, which
Arnold believes limits their ability to participate fully in social and cultural life.

Arnold’s Call for Cultural Integration
Arnold advocates for a cultural synthesis that transcends class boundaries. He envisions a society
where culture acts as a common ground to overcome social divisions and promote collective
advancement.

The Impact and Legacy of "Culture and Anarchy"
Matthew Arnold’s "Culture and Anarchy" has had a profound influence on cultural criticism,
education, and social thought. Its ideas continue to resonate in discussions about the role of culture
in society and the challenges of social cohesion.



Influence on Cultural Criticism
The essay established culture as a central concept in literary and social criticism, inspiring later
thinkers to explore the relationship between culture and society.

Contributions to Educational Philosophy
Arnold’s emphasis on the humanities and moral development shaped educational reforms aimed at
cultivating well-rounded individuals capable of contributing to social harmony.

Enduring Relevance
"Culture and Anarchy" remains relevant today as societies worldwide grapple with issues of social
fragmentation, cultural identity, and the pursuit of shared values. Arnold’s vision of culture as a
means to overcome anarchy offers valuable insights into the challenges of modern life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Matthew Arnold's 'Culture and
Anarchy'?
The central theme of 'Culture and Anarchy' is the exploration of culture as a means to improve
society by promoting moral and intellectual development, countering what Arnold saw as the chaos
and disorder ('anarchy') in Victorian England.

How does Matthew Arnold define 'culture' in 'Culture and
Anarchy'?
Arnold defines culture as 'the best that has been thought and said,' emphasizing the pursuit of
knowledge, beauty, and moral refinement to create a well-rounded and harmonious society.

What does Matthew Arnold criticize in 'Culture and Anarchy'?
Arnold criticizes the social divisions and materialism of Victorian society, particularly targeting the
Philistines—middle-class individuals focused on wealth and practicality at the expense of intellectual
and cultural values.

How does 'Culture and Anarchy' address the concept of
'anarchy'?
In the book, 'anarchy' refers to social disorder and the lack of cultural cohesion caused by class
conflicts and the neglect of cultural and moral education, which Arnold believes culture can remedy.



What role does Matthew Arnold assign to education in
'Culture and Anarchy'?
Arnold views education as essential for cultivating culture, helping individuals develop critical
thinking and moral sensibility, which in turn fosters social harmony and progress.

How did 'Culture and Anarchy' influence Victorian society and
later cultural criticism?
The work influenced Victorian society by challenging prevailing social norms and encouraging the
integration of culture into everyday life. It also laid groundwork for later cultural criticism by linking
culture with moral and social improvement.

What is the significance of the term 'Philistines' in 'Culture
and Anarchy'?
Arnold uses 'Philistines' to describe the middle class who prioritize material success and practical
concerns over intellectual and cultural values, embodying the cultural anarchy he critiques in
Victorian England.

Additional Resources
1. Culture and Anarchy by Matthew Arnold
This is the original work by Matthew Arnold, published in 1869, which explores the tensions
between culture, society, and politics in Victorian England. Arnold argues for the importance of
culture as a means of achieving social harmony and individual fulfillment, contrasting it with the
forces of anarchy and chaos. The book is foundational in cultural criticism and remains influential in
discussions about education and society.

2. Matthew Arnold: A Critical Study of His Works by Frederick W. Roe
This comprehensive study delves into Arnold’s major works, with a significant focus on "Culture and
Anarchy." Roe examines Arnold’s ideas on culture, religion, and social criticism, providing context
for his arguments and their impact on Victorian thought. The book is valuable for understanding
Arnold’s intellectual legacy and his role in shaping cultural discourse.

3. The Victorian Crisis of Faith and Culture: Matthew Arnold and His Contemporaries by John R.
Strachan
This book places Arnold’s "Culture and Anarchy" within the broader Victorian context, exploring how
faith and culture intersected during a time of social upheaval. Strachan analyzes Arnold's response
to the challenges of modernity and the decline of traditional religious belief. The study highlights
Arnold’s efforts to reconcile cultural progress with spiritual and moral concerns.

4. Culture and Anarchy Revisited: Essays on Matthew Arnold edited by Bernard G. Crick
A collection of essays by various scholars re-examining Arnold’s "Culture and Anarchy" in light of
contemporary cultural theory. The contributors discuss the relevance of Arnold’s ideas on culture,
education, and social order in today’s world. This volume offers diverse perspectives on Arnold’s
enduring influence and the continuing debate over culture’s role in society.



5. The Idea of Culture in Victorian England by Raymond Williams
Williams’ seminal work traces the development of the concept of culture during the Victorian era,
with substantial attention to Arnold’s contributions. The book contextualizes Arnold’s "Culture and
Anarchy" within the broader intellectual history of the 19th century. It provides insights into how
Arnold’s vision of culture shaped British social and political thought.

6. Matthew Arnold and the Politics of Culture by James M. Cahalan
This book explores Arnold’s political and cultural philosophy, focusing on how "Culture and Anarchy"
addresses issues of power, authority, and social cohesion. Cahalan argues that Arnold’s work is as
much a political treatise as a cultural critique, aiming to guide society toward a more harmonious
future. The analysis sheds light on the interplay between culture and politics in Arnold’s thought.

7. Victorian Culture and the Idea of the Gentleman by Dennis Walder
Walder discusses the Victorian ideal of the gentleman, a concept closely related to Arnold’s notion of
culture and moral refinement. The book examines how Arnold’s "Culture and Anarchy" influenced
Victorian attitudes toward class, education, and social responsibility. It provides a nuanced
understanding of how culture functioned as a marker of social identity.

8. Education and Culture in the Victorian Era by Barbara C. Morden
Focusing on education’s role in shaping culture, this book highlights Arnold’s advocacy for a broad,
liberal education as outlined in "Culture and Anarchy." Morden explores how Arnold believed
education could counteract social fragmentation and promote intellectual and moral development.
The book situates Arnold’s ideas within the educational reforms of the 19th century.

9. Reading Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy Today by Sarah J. Sloane
This contemporary analysis revisits Arnold’s text to assess its relevance in the 21st century. Sloane
discusses how the themes of culture, anarchy, and social order resonate with current debates on
multiculturalism, globalization, and education. The book offers a critical perspective on the enduring
challenges Arnold addressed and their implications for modern society.
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