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matthew arnold culture and anarchy summary provides an insightful overview of
one of the most influential works in Victorian literary and social criticism.
This essay collection, written by Matthew Arnold in the late 19th century,
explores the concepts of culture and societal disorder, contrasting the
ideals of cultural development against the fragmentation of modern society.
Arnold’s reflections on culture, anarchy, and the role of intellectual
leadership continue to resonate within discussions of education, morality,
and social cohesion. This article will offer a detailed summary of Matthew
Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy, analyze its key themes, and explain its lasting
impact on cultural criticism and social thought. The exploration will also
cover Arnold’s definition of culture, his critique of Victorian society, and
the recommendations he made for overcoming social anarchy through cultural
improvement.
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Background and Context of Culture and Anarchy

Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy was originally published in 1869 as a
series of essays addressing the social and cultural challenges of Victorian
England. At a time when industrialization, urbanization, and political reform
were rapidly transforming British society, Arnold sought to address the
resulting moral and social fragmentation. His work responded to what he saw
as the rise of anarchy—-a state of disorder and conflict—-within society due to
the breakdown of traditional authorities and values. The essays were
initially published in the journal Cornhill Magazine before being compiled
into a book. Arnold’s intellectual background as a poet, critic, and educator
shaped his approach, blending literary analysis with social critique.



Core Themes in Matthew Arnold’s Work

The core themes of Matthew Arnold’'s Culture and Anarchy revolve around the
ideas of culture as a civilizing force and anarchy as a symptom of societal
decay. Arnold juxtaposes culture with various forms of anarchy-social chaos,
class conflict, and intellectual disarray. He emphasizes the importance of
culture in promoting harmony, moral development, and intellectual growth
among individuals and society at large. Other important themes include the
role of education, the dangers of utilitarianism and materialism, and the
need for leadership by intellectual elites to guide society towards higher
ideals.

Culture as a Unifying Force

Arnold views culture as the antidote to anarchy, a means of uniting diverse
social groups through shared values and knowledge. He argues that culture
fosters self-improvement and social cohesion, helping individuals transcend
narrow self-interest and class divisions.

Criticism of Social Fragmentation

He identifies various social groups in conflict, such as the “Philistines”
who prioritize material success, the “Barbarians” representing the
aristocracy, and the “Populace” or working class. This fragmentation leads to
social anarchy, which culture aims to remedy.

Arnold’s Definition of Culture

One of the most significant contributions of Culture and Anarchy is Arnold’s
precise definition of culture. He famously describes culture as “the best
that has been thought and said,” emphasizing its role in intellectual and
moral development. For Arnold, culture is not merely an accumulation of
knowledge or artistic achievements but a pursuit of human perfection through
continuous learning and self-discipline.

Culture as Pursuit of Perfection

Arnold believes culture cultivates the mind and spirit, leading individuals
toward an ideal of completeness and harmony. This ideal encompasses moral
sensitivity, critical thinking, and appreciation for beauty and truth.

Culture Versus Education

While education is a tool for acquiring culture, Arnold distinguishes between



the two. Education can be mechanical or utilitarian, but culture involves
deeper intellectual engagement and a commitment to personal growth.

Critique of Victorian Society

Matthew Arnold’s analysis in Culture and Anarchy includes a sharp critique of
Victorian society, focusing on its moral confusion, class divisions, and
materialistic tendencies. He criticizes the dominant ethos of the time, which
often prioritized economic success and social status over intellectual and
ethical values.

The Problem of Philistinism

Arnold uses the term “Philistinism” to describe the middle-class obsession
with practical success and conformity. He sees this attitude as a barrier to
true cultural development and a cause of social anarchy.

Class Conflict and Social Division

The Victorian era’s rigid class structure contributes to social unrest and
misunderstanding. Arnold argues that without a common cultural foundation,
these divisions deepen, resulting in conflict and instability.

Utilitarianism and Its Limitations

Arnold critiques the utilitarian philosophy that dominated Victorian thought,
which emphasizes utility and material well-being over moral and aesthetic
values. He warns that such a focus undermines the deeper human needs that
culture addresses.

Proposed Solutions to Social Anarchy

In response to the social anarchy he diagnosed, Arnold advocates for the
cultivation of culture as a remedy. He calls for a more inclusive and
elevated cultural education that reaches beyond elite circles to influence
broader society. His proposals emphasize intellectual leadership and the
promotion of critical thinking and moral awareness.

Role of the “Best” or Intellectual Elite

Arnold believes that society’s leading intellectuals and cultural figures
have a responsibility to guide others. He envisions a cultural aristocracy
that promotes education and moral improvement across social classes.



Education Reform

Reforming education to emphasize cultural literacy and critical thinking is
central to Arnold’s strategy. He advocates for an education system that
transcends vocational training and fosters a lifelong engagement with
culture.

Emphasis on Moral and Intellectual Development

Arnold stresses the importance of developing individual character and
intellectual capacity to create a more harmonious and stable society. This
involves nurturing qualities such as humility, openness, and a commitment to
truth.

Summary of Key Solutions

Promote culture as “the best that has been thought and said”

Encourage moral and intellectual self-improvement

Combat materialism and narrow utilitarianism

Foster leadership by educated intellectual elites

Reform education to include cultural literacy for all classes

Legacy and Influence of Culture and Anarchy

Culture and Anarchy has had a lasting impact on cultural criticism, education
theory, and social thought. Matthew Arnold’s ideas continue to inform debates
about the role of culture in society, the importance of intellectual

leadership, and the challenges posed by social fragmentation. His work laid
the groundwork for later cultural theorists and remains a foundational text
for understanding Victorian intellectual history and the relationship between
culture and social order.

Impact on Literary and Cultural Criticism

Arnold’s emphasis on high culture and moral seriousness influenced subsequent
generations of critics and writers. His work helped establish culture as a
serious subject of intellectual inquiry beyond mere aesthetics.



Relevance to Modern Social Issues

Many of the concerns Arnold raised-about social division, the role of
education, and the need for cultural cohesion-remain relevant in contemporary
discussions about identity, community, and the purpose of education.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Matthew Arnold's 'Culture
and Anarchy'?

The main theme of 'Culture and Anarchy' is the exploration of culture as a
means to improve society and counteract the chaos and disorder of the time,
which Arnold describes as 'anarchy.' He emphasizes the importance of culture
in achieving a harmonious and balanced society.

How does Matthew Arnold define 'culture' in 'Culture
and Anarchy'?

Arnold defines culture as 'the best that has been thought and said in the
world.' He views culture as a pursuit of human perfection through knowledge,
arts, and moral development.

What is the significance of 'anarchy' in Arnold's
work?

In 'Culture and Anarchy,' 'anarchy' refers to the social disorder and lack of
moral and intellectual guidance in Victorian England. Arnold criticizes the
dominance of materialism and class conflicts that lead to this 'anarchy'.

Who are the 'Barbarians,' 'Philistines,' and
'Populace’ according to Arnold?

Arnold categorizes Victorian society into three classes: 'Barbarians' (the
aristocracy, who have manners but lack culture), 'Philistines' (the middle
class, practical but narrow-minded), and 'Populace' (the working class,
lacking refinement). These groups represent different social attitudes that
hinder cultural progress.

What solution does Arnold propose for overcoming
‘anarchy'?

Arnold proposes that the cultivation of culture, through education and
intellectual engagement, can overcome social anarchy by promoting sympathy,
understanding, and moral development among all classes.



How is 'Culture and Anarchy' relevant to modern
society?

'"Culture and Anarchy' remains relevant today as it addresses the tensions
between materialism, social divisions, and the need for cultural and moral
growth. Arnold's call for a balanced, thoughtful society resonates in
contemporary discussions about education and social cohesion.

What literary style does Matthew Arnold use in
‘Culture and Anarchy'?

Arnold uses a series of essays written in a conversational and accessible
style, combining cultural criticism with philosophical reflections. His
approach is both analytical and persuasive, aiming to engage a broad
audience.

Why is 'Culture and Anarchy' considered an important
work in Victorian literature?

‘Culture and Anarchy' is important because it critiques Victorian society and
offers a vision for cultural improvement amid rapid industrial and social
change. Arnold's ideas influenced educational reform and literary criticism,
marking a significant contribution to Victorian intellectual thought.

Additional Resources

1. Culture and Anarchy: An Essay in Political and Social Criticism

This is the original work by Matthew Arnold that explores the role of culture
in society. Arnold contrasts "culture," which he sees as the pursuit of human
perfection through knowledge and beauty, with "anarchy," representing
disorder and lack of moral direction. The essay critiques the social and
political conditions of Victorian England and advocates for culture as a
means to improve society.

2. Matthew Arnold: A Critical Biography

This biography delves into the life and works of Matthew Arnold, providing
context for his ideas in *Culture and Anarchy*. It explores his career as a
poet, critic, and cultural commentator, highlighting how his personal
experiences shaped his views on culture, education, and society. The book
offers insight into the Victorian era’s intellectual climate.

3. The Victorian Crisis of Faith and Matthew Arnold

This book examines the religious and philosophical challenges faced by
Victorian intellectuals, focusing on Arnold’s response. It discusses how
*Culture and Anarchy* reflects Arnold's attempt to reconcile faith, culture,
and modern skepticism. The work provides an in-depth analysis of Arnold’s
cultural criticism as part of a broader Victorian search for meaning.



4. Culture and Anarchy in the Age of Modernity

This text situates Arnold’s ideas within the context of modern social and
political thought. It compares Arnold’s vision of culture with contemporary
issues such as globalization, social fragmentation, and political unrest. The
book argues for the continued relevance of Arnold’s call for culture as a
unifying and civilizing force.

5. Matthew Arnold and the Uses of Culture

Focusing on Arnold’s conceptualization of culture, this book explores how his
ideas influenced later cultural criticism and education theory. It discusses
the practical applications of Arnold’s thought in shaping public culture and
moral education. The book also addresses criticisms and reinterpretations of
Arnold’s work.

6. Reading Matthew Arnold: Culture and Anarchy Revisited

This collection of essays offers contemporary perspectives on *Culture and
Anarchy*. Contributors analyze Arnold’s arguments in light of current debates
about culture, politics, and society. The volume highlights both the
strengths and limitations of Arnold’s cultural criticism.

7. Social Criticism and Cultural Theory: From Arnold to the Present

Tracing the development of cultural criticism, this book places Arnold’s
*Culture and Anarchy* at its starting point. It examines how Arnold’s ideas
influenced later thinkers in sociology, cultural studies, and literary
criticism. The work provides a broad overview of the evolution of cultural
theory.

8. Matthew Arnold’s Poetry and Prose: A Critical Edition

This edition includes *Culture and Anarchy* alongside Arnold’s major poems
and essays, providing a comprehensive view of his literary and critical
output. The introduction and annotations help readers understand the
historical and intellectual background of Arnold’s work. It is a valuable
resource for students of Victorian literature and culture.

9. The Ethics of Culture: Matthew Arnold and Contemporary Society

This book explores the ethical dimensions of Arnold’s cultural criticism. It
discusses how Arnold’s idea of culture as “sweetness and light” serves as a
moral ideal for society. The text also considers how Arnold’s ethical
concerns resonate with modern debates about cultural identity and social
responsibility.
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