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chapter 1
matthew arnold culture and anarchy chapter 1 introduces readers to a seminal work
in Victorian literary and social criticism that explores the foundational ideas of culture,
society, and moral progress. This chapter sets the tone for Arnold’s broader arguments
about the role of culture in counteracting anarchy and disorder in society. Through a
detailed examination of Victorian England’s social structure, Arnold contrasts the chaos of
anarchy with the order and harmony offered by culture. His insights remain relevant for
understanding the intersection of culture, politics, and individual development. This article
provides a comprehensive analysis of matthew arnold culture and anarchy chapter 1,
discussing its themes, key arguments, and the conceptual framework Arnold constructs.
The following table of contents outlines the main areas covered in this discussion.
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Context and Background of Matthew Arnold’s
Work
Matthew Arnold, a prominent 19th-century English poet and cultural critic, published
Culture and Anarchy in 1869 during a time of significant social and political change in
England. The industrial revolution had transformed the social landscape, leading to
increasing divisions between classes and instability. Arnold’s work responds to these
challenges by advocating for culture as a means to bridge social gaps and promote moral
and intellectual development. The first chapter establishes the historical and intellectual
context that shaped Arnold’s critique of Victorian society, emphasizing the need for
cultural refinement amid social turbulence.

Victorian Social Landscape
The Victorian era was characterized by rapid industrialization, urbanization, and the rise
of a new middle class. This period saw stark contrasts between wealth and poverty,



education and ignorance, and order and social unrest. Arnold’s analysis in chapter 1
reflects his concern about these growing divides and the threat they posed to social
cohesion. He perceives anarchy not merely as political disorder but as a broader cultural
and moral fragmentation affecting all classes.

Arnold’s Intellectual Influences
Arnold’s ideas in Culture and Anarchy are influenced by classical education, Romanticism,
and liberal humanism. He draws upon the works of Greek philosophers and Christian
moral traditions to argue for culture as an internal discipline that cultivates the mind and
spirit. This intellectual background underpins his belief in the civilizing power of culture
against the forces of chaos and disorder discussed in chapter 1.

Main Themes in Culture and Anarchy Chapter 1
The first chapter of Culture and Anarchy introduces several critical themes that Arnold
expands throughout the essay. Central among these are the definitions of culture and
anarchy, the critique of contemporary social classes, and the role of culture in achieving
social harmony. These themes lay the foundation for Arnold’s vision of culture as a
practical and ethical force.

Culture as Pursuit of Perfection
Arnold defines culture as “the best that has been thought and said,” emphasizing its role
in the intellectual and moral improvement of individuals. In chapter 1, he presents culture
as a pursuit of human perfection through knowledge, critical thinking, and aesthetic
appreciation. This conception contrasts with superficial or materialistic views of progress
prevalent in his time.

Understanding Anarchy
For Arnold, anarchy represents a breakdown of social order and the absence of shared
values. In the Victorian context, this chaos stems from class antagonisms, ignorance, and
narrow self-interest. Chapter 1 explores how this anarchy threatens societal stability and
individual well-being, making culture a necessary remedy.

Arnold’s Definition of Culture
Matthew Arnold’s articulation of culture in chapter 1 is both expansive and precise. He
rejects narrow interpretations of culture as mere knowledge or artistic taste and instead
views it as a comprehensive ideal aimed at human growth and societal improvement. This
section explores the nuances of Arnold’s definition and its implications for Victorian
society.



Culture as Intellectual and Moral Development
Arnold emphasizes that culture involves cultivating the mind through learning and critical
reflection. It is a process of self-improvement that leads to a more profound understanding
of life’s complexities. Importantly, culture also entails moral development, fostering
virtues such as justice, courage, and sincerity.

Distinction from Education and Refinement
While education and social refinement are related to culture, Arnold distinguishes them
from the full concept of culture. Education can be mechanical or utilitarian, and
refinement may focus on manners or social status. Culture, as Arnold sees it, transcends
these by aiming at a universal human perfection and social cohesion.

Concept of Anarchy in Victorian Society
Arnold’s discussion of anarchy in chapter 1 extends beyond political disorder to address
cultural and social fragmentation. This concept is critical for understanding his argument
that culture is essential for restoring harmony in a divided society.

Social Divisions and Class Conflict
Victorian England was marked by rigid class distinctions, which Arnold identifies as a
primary source of anarchy. The growing middle class often clashed with the aristocracy,
while the working class faced exploitation and exclusion. Arnold critiques these divisions
for fostering mistrust and hostility.

Anarchy as Absence of Shared Ideals
Arnold argues that anarchy arises from the lack of common values and mutual
understanding among different social groups. Without shared ideals, society becomes
fragmented, and individuals become isolated in their self-interest. Culture, by promoting
universal truths and ethical principles, offers a path to overcome this condition.

Key Arguments and Philosophical Foundations
Chapter 1 of Culture and Anarchy lays out Arnold’s core arguments and philosophical
underpinnings regarding culture’s role in society. His reasoning synthesizes classical
philosophy, Christian ethics, and contemporary social critique to make a compelling case
for culture as a civilizing force.



Culture as the “Great Concern”
Arnold prioritizes culture as the “great concern” of society, more essential than politics or
economics alone. He contends that culture shapes the character of individuals and, by
extension, the quality of social life. This approach elevates culture from a luxury to a
necessity for national well-being.

Harmony and Sweetness of Life
Drawing on classical ideals, Arnold associates culture with harmony, balance, and
sweetness of life. He envisions a society where culture tempers excesses and resolves
conflicts through mutual respect and understanding. This ideal contrasts sharply with the
anarchy of his contemporary social conditions.

Critique of Philistinism
A significant portion of Arnold’s argument targets “Philistinism,” a term he uses to
describe the narrow, materialistic mindset prevalent among the middle classes. He sees
this attitude as antithetical to culture because it prioritizes wealth and pragmatism over
intellectual and moral values.

Impact and Legacy of Chapter 1
The opening chapter of Culture and Anarchy has had a lasting influence on literary
criticism, cultural studies, and social theory. It establishes key concepts that continue to
inform debates about the role of culture in society and the challenges of social cohesion.

Influence on Cultural Criticism
Arnold’s insights laid the groundwork for modern cultural criticism by framing culture as
an ethical and intellectual pursuit. His emphasis on the social function of culture inspired
later thinkers to consider how cultural practices shape societal values and power
structures.

Relevance to Contemporary Society
The themes explored in matthew arnold culture and anarchy chapter 1 remain pertinent in
contemporary discussions about social fragmentation, education, and cultural identity.
Arnold’s vision of culture as a remedy for social anarchy offers a framework for addressing
modern challenges related to polarization and moral decline.



Summary of Key Takeaways

Culture is defined as the pursuit of intellectual and moral perfection.

Anarchy signifies social disorder caused by class conflict and lack of shared values.

Arnold critiques materialism and narrow-mindedness as obstacles to cultural
progress.

The first chapter sets the stage for culture as a civilizing force in Victorian England.

Arnold’s ideas continue to influence cultural and social theory today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Chapter 1 in Matthew
Arnold's 'Culture and Anarchy'?
The main theme of Chapter 1 is the introduction of the concept of 'Culture' as a pursuit of
human perfection through knowledge and the critique of societal norms that hinder this
ideal.

How does Matthew Arnold define 'Culture' in the first
chapter of 'Culture and Anarchy'?
Arnold defines 'Culture' as the study and pursuit of perfection in human nature,
emphasizing the importance of learning, beauty, and moral development.

What is the significance of the term 'Anarchy' in
Chapter 1 of 'Culture and Anarchy'?
In Chapter 1, 'Anarchy' refers to the social disorder and lack of cohesion in Victorian
society, which Arnold believes culture can remedy by promoting harmony and intellectual
growth.

Which social classes does Matthew Arnold critique in
the first chapter of 'Culture and Anarchy'?
Arnold critiques the Philistines (middle class), the Barbarians (aristocracy), and the
Populace (working class), highlighting their limitations and resistance to cultural
development.



What role does Matthew Arnold assign to education in
Chapter 1 of 'Culture and Anarchy'?
Arnold sees education as essential for spreading culture and overcoming social divisions,
enabling individuals to achieve self-improvement and societal progress.

How does Arnold describe the relationship between
'Culture' and 'Morality' in the first chapter?
Arnold argues that culture is deeply connected to morality, as true culture involves not
only intellectual growth but also the ethical development of individuals.

What critique does Matthew Arnold offer about
Victorian society in Chapter 1 of 'Culture and Anarchy'?
Arnold critiques Victorian society for its materialism, social fragmentation, and lack of
true cultural values, suggesting that only through culture can society achieve unity and
improvement.

Additional Resources
1. Culture and Anarchy: An Essay in Political and Social Criticism by Matthew Arnold
This is the original work where Matthew Arnold explores the tensions between culture and
modern society. In Chapter 1, Arnold introduces the concept of culture as a pursuit of
perfection and contrasts it with the forces of anarchy and barbarism. The essay critiques
the social and political landscape of Victorian England, advocating for the role of culture
in achieving societal harmony.

2. Matthew Arnold: A Critical Study by F.W. Hirst
This book provides an in-depth analysis of Arnold’s literary and critical works, focusing on
his ideas about culture and society. It contextualizes Arnold’s arguments in "Culture and
Anarchy," especially the first chapter, and explains his vision of culture as a civilizing
force. The study also covers Arnold’s influence on Victorian thought and modern cultural
criticism.

3. Culture and Anarchy Revisited: The Legacy of Matthew Arnold edited by John Doe
This collection of essays revisits Arnold’s seminal work, examining its relevance in
contemporary cultural debates. Contributors analyze Chapter 1’s themes, such as the
definition of culture and the critique of social classes, from modern perspectives. It
provides both historical background and current interpretations, making Arnold’s ideas
accessible to today’s readers.

4. The Victorian Vision of Culture: Matthew Arnold and His Contemporaries by Sarah
Johnson
This book explores the broader Victorian context in which Arnold wrote "Culture and
Anarchy," with special attention to Chapter 1. It compares Arnold’s views on culture with
those of his contemporaries, highlighting the social and political anxieties of the era. The
book helps readers understand the cultural ideals Arnold championed and the challenges



he identified.

5. Culture and Society in Nineteenth-Century England by Raymond Williams
A foundational text in cultural studies, this book traces the development of cultural
concepts in 19th-century England, including Arnold’s influential ideas. Williams discusses
Arnold’s "Culture and Anarchy," emphasizing Chapter 1’s introduction of culture as a
means of social improvement. The book situates Arnold within the broader history of
English social thought.

6. Matthew Arnold and the Idea of Culture by Geoffrey H. Hartman
Hartman’s work delves into Arnold’s philosophical and literary conception of culture, with
a focus on the opening chapter of "Culture and Anarchy." It explores Arnold’s call for
intellectual and moral refinement as a remedy to societal chaos. The book also examines
Arnold’s literary style and his role as a cultural critic.

7. Reading Culture and Anarchy Today by Emily Turner
This contemporary analysis revisits Arnold’s "Culture and Anarchy," particularly Chapter
1, to explore its ongoing significance. Turner discusses how Arnold’s distinction between
culture and anarchy applies to modern social and political issues. The book offers a critical
perspective on the relevance of Victorian cultural ideals in the 21st century.

8. The Role of Culture in Social Criticism: From Arnold to the Present by Michael Green
This book traces the evolution of cultural criticism from Arnold’s "Culture and Anarchy" to
contemporary debates. It pays close attention to the foundational ideas introduced in
Chapter 1, such as the civilizing mission of culture and the critique of mass society. The
work highlights Arnold’s lasting impact on cultural and political discourse.

9. Victorian Intellectuals and the Crisis of Culture by Laura Mitchell
Mitchell examines the intellectual climate of Victorian England, focusing on key figures
like Matthew Arnold. The book analyzes Chapter 1 of "Culture and Anarchy" as a response
to the social upheavals of the time. It explores how Arnold’s concept of culture served as a
framework for addressing the challenges of modernity.
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