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Extracts from “CULTURE AND ANARCHY: AN ESSAY IN
POLITICAL AND SOCIAL CRITICISM”

(1869) MATTHEW ARNOLD

Preface

The whole scope of the essay is to recommend culture as the great help out of our
present difficulties; culture being a 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, and, through this knowledge, turning a stream of fresh and
free thought upon our stock notions and habits, which we now follow staunchly but
mechanically, vainly imagining that there is a virtue in following them staunchly
which makes up for the mischief of following them mechanically. This, and this alone,
is the scope of the following essay. I say again here, what I have said in the pages
which follow, that from the faults and weaknesses of bookmen a notion of something
bookish, pedantic, and futile has got itself more or less connected with the word
culture, and that it is a pity we cannot use a word more perfectly free from all
shadow of reproach.

Chapter One: Sweetness and Light

And religion...does not only enjoin and sanction the aim which is the great aim of
culture, the aim of setting ourselves to ascertain what perfection is and to make it
prevail; but also, in determining generally in what human perfection consists, religion
comes to a conclusion identical with that which culture ... likewise reaches. Religion
says: The kingdom of God is within you; and culture, in like manner, places human
perfection in an internal condition, in the growth and predominance of our humanity
proper, as distinguished from our animality, in the ever-increasing efficaciousness
and in the general harmonious expansion of those gifts of thought and feeling which
make the peculiar dignity, wealth, and happiness of human nature. As I have said on a
former occasion: "It is in making endless additions to itself, in the endless expansion
of its powers, in endless growth in wisdom and beauty, that the spirit of the human
race finds its ideal. To reach this ideal, culture is an indispensable aid, and that is
the true value of culture." Not a having and a resting, but a growing and a
becoming, is the character of perfection as culture conceives it; and here, too, it
coincides with religion.

If culture, then, is a study of perfection, and of harmonious perfection, general
perfection, and perfection which consists in becoming something rather than in
having something, in an inward condition of the mind and spirit, not in an outward
set of circumstances,—it is clear that culture, instead of being the frivolous and
useless thing which ... liberals are apt to call it, has a very important function to fulfil
for mankind. And this function is particularly important in our modern world, of
which the whole civilisation is, to a much greater degree than the civilisation of
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Greece and Rome, mechanical and external, and tends constantly to become more so.
But above all in our own country has culture a weighty part to perform, because
here that mechanical character, which civilisation tends to take everywhere, is shown
in the most eminent degree. Indeed nearly all the characters of perfection, as
culture teaches us to fix them, meet in this country with some powerful tendency
which thwarts them and sets them at defiance.

It is by thus making sweetness and light to be characters of perfection, that
culture is of like spirit with poetry, follows one law with poetry. I have called religion
a more important manifestation of human nature than poetry, because it has worked
on a broader scale for perfection, and with greater masses of men. But the idea of
beauty and of a human nature perfect on all its sides, which is the dominant idea of
poetry, is a true and invaluable idea, though it has not yet had the success that the
idea of conquering the obvious faults of our animality, and of a human nature perfect
on the moral side, which is the dominant idea of religion, has been enabled to have...

Chapter II: Doing as One likes

For a long time, as I have said, the strong feudal habits of subordination and
deference continued to tell upon the working-class. The modern spirit has now almost
entirely dissolved those habits, and the anarchical tendency of our worship of
freedom in and for itself, of our superstitious faith, as I say, in machinery, is
becoming very manifest. More and more, because of this our blind faith in machinery,
because of our want of light to enable us to look beyond machinery to the end for
which machinery is valuable, this and that man, and this and that body of men, all
over the country, are beginning to assert and put in practice an Englishman's right to
do what he likes; his right to march where he likes, meet where he likes, enter where
he likes, hoot as he likes, threaten as he likes, smash as he likes. All this, I say, tends
to anarchy; and though a number of excellent people ... are kind enough to reassure
us by saying that these are trifles, that a few transient outbreaks of rowdyism signify
nothing, that our system of liberty is one which itself cures all the evils which it
works, that the educated and intelligent classes stand in overwhelming strength and
majestic repose, ready, like our military force in riots, to act at a moment's notice...

Now, if culture, which simply means trying to perfect oneself, and one's mind as part
of oneself, brings us light, and if light shows us that there is nothing so very blessed
in merely doing as one likes, that the worship of the mere freedom to do as one likes
is worship of machinery, that the really blessed thing is to like what right reason
ordains, and to follow her authority, then we have got a practical benefit out of
culture. We have got a much wanted principle, a principle of authority, to counteract
the tendency to anarchy which seems to be threatening us.

But how to organise this authority, or to what hands to entrust the wielding of it?
How to get your State, summing up the right reason of the community, and
giving effect to it, as circumstances may require, with vigour?
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