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Culture and Anarchy by Matthew Arnold: A Deep Dive into Victorian Thought

culture and anarchy by matthew arnold stands as one of the most influential
works in Victorian literature and social criticism. Written in the late 19th
century, this collection of essays explores the role of culture in society
and the tensions that arise from social divisions, which Arnold famously
terms as "anarchy." As a literary critic, poet, and cultural commentator,
Arnold’s insights into the nature of culture and its potential to unify
fractured societies continue to resonate even today. In this article, we’ll
explore what culture and anarchy by Matthew Arnold truly means, its
historical context, key themes, and why it remains relevant in contemporary
discussions on culture, education, and society.

Understanding Culture and Anarchy by Matthew
Arnold

To appreciate culture and anarchy by Matthew Arnold, it’s important to
understand the Victorian era’s social landscape. The Industrial Revolution
had transformed Britain, bringing rapid urbanization, technological progress,
and profound economic changes. Yet, these advancements also fueled social
unrest and deep class divisions.

Arnold’s work responds to this backdrop, addressing the chaos he perceived in
society — the “anarchy” — and proposing “culture” as a remedy. But what did
Arnold mean by culture? He wasn’t simply talking about art or literature as
highbrow tastes; for him, culture represented a pursuit of human perfection
and moral improvement.

Culture as an Ideal of Human Perfection

Arnold famously defined culture as “the best that has been thought and said.”
This phrase encapsulates his belief that culture embodies the collective
intellectual and moral achievements of humanity. It’s not about snobbery or
elitism but about striving for personal and societal betterment through
education, critical thinking, and appreciation of beauty and truth.

In culture and anarchy by Matthew Arnold, culture serves as a counterbalance
to the destructive tendencies of social anarchy — chaos, selfishness, and
fragmentation. Arnold believed that by embracing culture, individuals and
societies could rise above their immediate self-interests and work towards a
harmonious, well-ordered existence.

The Meaning of Anarchy in Arnold’s Context

Arnold’s concept of anarchy wasn’t political revolution or violent upheaval
but a social disorder caused by the breakdown of shared values. He observed
that Victorian England was divided into distinct social classes — the
“Philistines” (the middle class), the “Barbarians” (the aristocracy), and the
“Populace” (the working class). Each group had its own mindset and culture,



and the lack of a unifying cultural ideal led to social fragmentation.

Anarchy, in Arnold’s view, was the absence of a guiding principle that could
unify these classes. Without culture as a common ground, society risked
falling into selfishness, conflict, and a loss of moral direction.

Key Themes in Culture and Anarchy by Matthew
Arnold

Arnold’s essays cover a range of themes that reflect his concerns about
society and culture. Let’s explore some of the most significant ideas he
presents.

The Role of Education and Criticism

One of Arnold’s strongest convictions was that education and criticism were
essential tools for cultivating culture. He believed that education should
not merely transmit knowledge but also develop the capacity for critical
thought and moral judgment.

Criticism, for Arnold, wasn’t about fault-finding but about discerning what
is truly valuable and beautiful in human achievement. By engaging in
thoughtful criticism, individuals could refine their tastes and deepen their
understanding, thus contributing to a more cultured society.

Harmony Between Classes Through Culture

Arnold’s analysis of Victorian society led him to argue for a cultural ideal
that transcends class divisions. He hoped that culture, understood as a
pursuit of human perfection, could bridge the gaps between the Barbarians,
Philistines, and Populace.

This vision was radical for its time because it suggested that social reform
was not just about economic or political change but about cultivating shared
values and intellectual growth. Culture could function as a social glue,
fostering mutual respect and understanding.

Critique of Materialism and Utilitarianism

In culture and anarchy by Matthew Arnold, there is also a clear critique of
the rising materialism and utilitarian ethos of the Victorian age. Arnold was
wary of a society focused solely on economic success and practical utility,
warning that such a mindset ignored the deeper spiritual and intellectual
needs of humanity.

For Arnold, culture was a response to this limited worldview. It invited
people to appreciate beauty, morality, and intellectual pursuits beyond mere
material gain.



The Structure and Style of Culture and Anarchy

Arnold’s work is composed of a series of essays originally published in the
journal “Cornhill Magazine.” His writing style is both accessible and
eloquent, combining rigorous intellectual argument with poetic sensibility.
This blend makes culture and anarchy by Matthew Arnold not only a
philosophical treatise but also a work of literary art.

Use of Social Typologies

One of the distinctive features of Arnold’s approach is his use of social
typologies — the Barbarians, Philistines, and Populace — to illustrate the
fragmented nature of English society. These categories are less rigid classes
and more representations of different cultural attitudes.

- The Barbarians represented the aristocracy, who valued tradition and honor
but were often resistant to intellectual growth.
- The Philistines embodied the middle class’s pragmatism, commercial spirit,
and materialism.
- The Populace referred to the working class, whose culture and education
were often neglected.

By highlighting these groups, Arnold was able to diagnose the “anarchy” and
propose culture as a unifying ideal.

The Dialectic Between Culture and Anarchy

Arnold’s essays often present a dialectical tension between the forces of
anarchy (disorder) and culture (order and refinement). This dynamic creates a
compelling narrative that challenges readers to consider how society might
evolve.

His balanced tone avoids harsh condemnation; instead, he advocates for a
compassionate and inclusive approach to cultural development.

Why Culture and Anarchy by Matthew Arnold Still
Matters Today

More than a century after its publication, culture and anarchy by Matthew
Arnold continues to offer valuable insights into the role of culture in
social cohesion and personal growth. In an age marked by political
polarization, social fragmentation, and debates about the meaning of culture,
Arnold’s ideas feel surprisingly contemporary.

Relevance to Modern Cultural Debates

Today, discussions about “culture wars,” identity politics, and education
reform echo Arnold’s concerns about social division and the need for shared
values. His notion of culture as a pursuit of the “best that has been thought



and said” encourages us to look beyond tribalism and seek common ground
through learning and dialogue.

Implications for Education and Critical Thinking

Arnold’s emphasis on education as a means of cultivating not just knowledge
but critical and moral faculties is especially pertinent in the information
age. Encouraging critical thinking and appreciation of diverse perspectives
remains essential for building tolerant and informed societies.

Balancing Material Progress with Human Values

In a time dominated by technological advancement and economic focus, Arnold’s
critique of materialism serves as a reminder to nurture the deeper dimensions
of human life — art, ethics, and intellectual curiosity. Balancing progress
with cultural enrichment can help create more meaningful and cohesive
communities.

Exploring Further: How to Approach Culture and
Anarchy Today

If you’re interested in diving into culture and anarchy by Matthew Arnold,
here are some tips to enrich your reading experience:

Contextualize the essays: Familiarize yourself with Victorian history
and social conditions to better understand Arnold’s references and
concerns.

Reflect on the typologies: Consider how the social categories Arnold
describes might manifest in modern society and what that means for
social cohesion.

Engage with criticism: Try to apply Arnold’s idea of criticism —
thoughtful evaluation rather than mere judgment — to contemporary
culture and media.

Discuss and debate: Share your thoughts with others to explore different
perspectives on culture, education, and societal values.

Taking this approach can transform reading culture and anarchy by Matthew
Arnold from a purely academic exercise into a meaningful dialogue about how
culture shapes our world.

---

Exploring culture and anarchy by Matthew Arnold opens a window into Victorian
intellectual life while offering timeless reflections on society’s
challenges. It’s a call to cultivate not just knowledge but wisdom and
empathy — qualities that remain essential for navigating the complexities of



any era. Whether you’re a student of literature, history, or social
philosophy, Arnold’s work invites you to ponder what culture means and how it
can serve as a beacon amid the turbulence of human affairs.

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 and counteract the chaos and disorder (anarchy)
resulting from industrialization and social divisions 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 human perfection through the study of literature,
art, and moral development.

What are the three social classes Arnold discusses in
'Culture and Anarchy'?

Arnold discusses the 'Barbarians' (the aristocracy), the 'Philistines' (the
middle class), and the 'Populace' (the working class), analyzing their
distinct values and attitudes in Victorian society.

Why does Matthew Arnold criticize the Victorian
middle class in 'Culture and Anarchy'?

Arnold criticizes the Victorian middle class for their materialism, narrow-
mindedness, and lack of appreciation for culture, which he sees as
contributing to social fragmentation and moral decline.

What solution does Arnold propose in 'Culture and
Anarchy' to address social divisions?

Arnold proposes the cultivation of culture through education and intellectual
engagement as a means to bridge social divides and promote social harmony and
moral improvement.

Additional Resources
Culture and Anarchy by Matthew Arnold: An Analytical Review

culture and anarchy by matthew arnold stands as a seminal work in Victorian
literary criticism and social philosophy. Published originally as a series of
essays between 1867 and 1869, Arnold’s exploration of culture in the context
of societal chaos remains influential in understanding the interplay between
art, education, and morality. This article delves into the core themes,



philosophical underpinnings, and lasting impact of Arnold’s reflections,
while situating the work within the broader discourse of Victorian England
and modern cultural studies.

Understanding Culture and Anarchy: Context and
Overview

Matthew Arnold wrote Culture and Anarchy during a period marked by rapid
industrialization, social upheaval, and political change in 19th-century
England. The work addresses the growing tensions between the emerging middle
classes and established aristocracy, highlighting an “anarchy” born from
conflicting values and a lack of shared cultural ideals. Arnold’s thesis
pivots on the belief that culture—defined as “the best that has been thought
and said”—can serve as a remedy to social fragmentation and moral decay.

Unlike many of his contemporaries, Arnold did not view culture merely as a
collection of artistic achievements but as a guiding force for individual and
societal improvement. His essays critique the dominance of utilitarianism and
materialism, advocating instead for a liberal education that fosters critical
thinking, self-discipline, and ethical development.

Key Themes in Culture and Anarchy

Definition of Culture: Arnold famously defines culture as “the pursuit
of our total perfection by means of getting to know, on all the matters
which most concern us, the best which has been thought and said in the
world.” This holistic view encompasses literature, philosophy, and moral
thought.

Critique of Victorian Society: The book identifies three dominant social
types—Barbarians (the aristocracy), Philistines (middle class), and
Populace (working class)—each embodying different cultural attitudes and
limitations.

Role of the State and Education: Arnold argues for a state that supports
cultural education as a means to bridge social divides and foster
national unity.

Culture as an Antidote to Anarchy: The “anarchy” in the title refers to
social disorder and moral confusion, which Arnold believes can be
countered by cultivating a shared cultural consciousness.

Philosophical Foundations and Literary Style

Arnold’s approach in Culture and Anarchy is deeply influenced by classical
humanism and Romantic ideals. He channels the spirit of thinkers like Plato
and Goethe, emphasizing the formative power of classical literature and
ethical philosophy. This intellectual backdrop distinguishes Arnold’s work
from more pragmatic or economic analyses of culture.



Stylistically, the essays blend rigorous argumentation with poetic eloquence,
reflecting Arnold's dual identity as a critic and a poet. His prose is
measured and contemplative, inviting readers to engage in a reflective
dialogue rather than dictating prescriptive solutions. This tone enhances the
persuasive power of the text and has contributed to its enduring relevance.

The Social Typologies: Barbarians, Philistines, and
Populace

One of the most discussed aspects of Culture and Anarchy is Arnold’s
categorization of English society:

Barbarians: Representing the ruling aristocracy, Arnold characterizes1.
them as culturally refined but often lacking in intellectual curiosity
and moral seriousness.

Philistines: The burgeoning middle class, pragmatic and industrious but2.
typically narrow-minded and resistant to cultural pursuits beyond
material success.

Populace: The working masses, often deprived of educational3.
opportunities, whose cultural engagement is minimal in Arnold’s view.

Arnold’s analysis here is both a critique and a call to action, urging for a
blending of virtues from these groups through cultural education to overcome
societal fragmentation.

Relevance and Criticism in Contemporary Context

While Culture and Anarchy was rooted in Victorian concerns, its exploration
of culture’s role in social cohesion has sparked ongoing debate in cultural
studies and education theory. Arnold’s idealistic vision of culture as a
unifying force contrasts sharply with postmodern critiques that question the
universality of “the best” and highlight the plurality of cultural
expressions.

Critics have pointed out that Arnold’s framework can be seen as elitist,
privileging canonical Western literature and sidelining diverse voices.
Moreover, his reliance on a somewhat rigid social hierarchy has been
challenged by more egalitarian and multicultural perspectives in modern
scholarship.

Nonetheless, the work’s emphasis on critical education, moral reflection, and
the dangers of cultural fragmentation resonates with contemporary discussions
about the role of humanities in society, identity politics, and social
integration.

Impact on Cultural Criticism and Education



Culture and Anarchy has influenced generations of thinkers concerned with the
relationship between culture and governance. Its call for cultural literacy
as a cornerstone of citizenship echoes in modern educational reforms that
emphasize critical thinking and ethical reasoning.

Furthermore, Arnold’s nuanced understanding of social types anticipates
sociological studies on class dynamics and cultural capital, prefiguring
later theorists like Pierre Bourdieu. His insistence that culture transcends
mere entertainment to become a moral and intellectual endeavor remains a
touchstone in debates over curriculum and public policy.

Exploring the Pros and Cons of Arnold’s
Cultural Vision

Pros:

Advocates for a holistic education that nurtures intellectual and
ethical growth.

Highlights the potential of culture to mend social divides and
promote harmony.

Offers a timeless critique of materialism and utilitarianism in
society.

Cons:

Can be perceived as elitist, privileging certain cultural forms over
others.

Overlooks the complexity and diversity of modern cultural
identities.

Relies on somewhat fixed social categories that may not hold in
contemporary contexts.

The balance of these strengths and weaknesses makes Culture and Anarchy a
rich text for ongoing analysis rather than a definitive blueprint.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Culture and
Anarchy by Matthew Arnold

Engaging with culture and anarchy by matthew arnold allows readers to grapple
with fundamental questions about the purpose of education, the role of art
and literature, and the nature of social harmony. Although some of Arnold’s
assumptions reflect the limitations of his era, his insistence on culture as



a force for individual and collective betterment continues to inspire
scholarly and public discourse alike. As societies face new forms of
fragmentation and cultural conflict, revisiting Arnold’s insights provides
valuable perspectives on how culture can function not merely as ornamentation
but as a vital agent of cohesion and enlightenment.
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