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“Sweetness and Light” (1869)

Matthew Arnold

The disparagers of culture make its motive curiosity;
sometimes, indeed, they make its motive mere exclu-
siveness and vanity. The culture which is supposed to
plume itself on a smattering of Greek and Latin is a
culture which is begotten by nothing so intellectual as
curiosity; it is valued either out of sheer vanity and
ignorance or else as an engine of social and class dis-
tinction, separating its holder, like a badge or title,
from other people who have not got it. No serious
man would call this culture, or attach any value to it, as
culture, at all. To find the real ground for the very dif-
ferent estimate which serious people will set upon
culture, we must find some motive for culture in the
terms of which may lie a real ambiguity; and such a
motive the word curiosity gives us.

I have before now pointed out that we English do
not, like the foreigners, use this word in a good sense
as well as in a bad sense. With us the word is always
used in a somewhat disapproving sense. A liberal
and intelligent eagerness about the things of the
mind may be meant by a foreigner when he speaks
of curiosity, but with us the word always conveys a
certain notion of frivolous and unedifying activity
[...].

But there is of culture another view, in which not
solely the scientific passion, the sheer desire to see
things as they are, natural and proper in an intelligent
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being, appears as the ground of it. There is a view in
which all the love of our neighbour, the impulses
towards action, help, and beneficence, the desire for
removing human error, clearing human confusion,
and diminishing human misery, the noble aspiration
to leave the world better and happier than we found
it,— motives eminently such as are called social,— come
in as part of the grounds of culture, and the main and
pre-eminent part. Culture is then properly described
not as having its origin in curiosity, but as having its
origin in the love of perfection; it is a study of perfection.
It moves by the force, not merely or primarily of the
scientific passion for pure knowledge, but also of the
moral and social passion for doing good. As, in the
first view of it, we took for its worthy motto
Montesquieu’s words: “To render an intelligent being
yet more intelligent!” so, in the second view of it,
there is no better motto which it can have than these
words of Bishop Wilson:“To make reason and the will
of God prevail!”"

Only, whereas the passion for doing good is apt to
be over-hasty in determining what reason and the will
of God say, because its turn is for acting rather than
thinking and it wants to be beginning to act; and
whereas it is apt to take its own conceptions, which
proceed from its own state of development and share
in all the imperfections and immaturities of this, for a
basis of action; what distinguishes culture is, that it is
possessed by the scientific passion as well as by the pas-
sion of doing good; that it demands worthy notions of
reason and the will of God, and does not readily suffer
its own crude conceptions to substitute themselves for
them. And knowing that no action or institution can



be salutary and stable which is not based on reason and
the will of God, it is not so bent on acting and institut-
ing, even with the great aim of diminishing human
error and misery ever before its thoughts, but that it
can remember that acting and instituting are of little
use, unless we know how and what we ought to act
and to institute.

The moment this view of culture is seized, the
moment it is regarded not solely as the endeavour to
see things as they are, to draw towards a knowledge of
the universal order which seems to be intended and
aimed at in the world, and which it is a man’s happi-
ness to go along with or his misery to go counter to, —
to learn, in short, the will of God,— the moment, I say,
culture is considered not merely as the endeavour to
see and learn this, but as the endeavour, also, to make it
prevail, the moral, social, and beneficent character of
culture becomes manifest. The mere endeavour to see
and learn the truth for our own personal satisfaction
is indeed a commencement for making it prevail, a
preparing the way for this, which always serves this,
and is wrongly, therefore, stamped with blame abso-
lutely in itself and not only in its caricature and
degeneration. But perhaps it has got stamped with
blame, and disparaged with the dubious title of curi-
osity, because in comparison with this wider endeav-
our of such great and plain utility it looks selfish, petty,
and unprofitable.

And religion, the greatest and most important of
the efforts by which the human race has manifested its
impulse to perfect itself, — religion, that voice of the
deepest human experience, — does not only enjoin
and sanction the aim which is the great aim of culture,
the aim of setting ourselves to ascertain what perfec-
tion 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 cul-
ture, — culture seeking the determination of this ques-
tion through all the voices of human experience
which have been heard upon it, of art, science, poetry,
philosophy, history, as well as of religion, in order to
give a greater fulness and certainty to its solution, —
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. It places it in the ever-increasing
efficacy 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.

And because men are all members of one great
whole, and the sympathy which is in human nature
will not allow one member to be indifferent to the
rest or to have a perfect welfare independent of the
rest, the expansion of our humanity, to suit the idea of
perfection which culture forms, must be a general
expansion. Perfection, as culture conceives it, is not
possible while the individual remains isolated. The
individual is required, under pain of being stunted and
enfeebled in his own development if he disobeys, to
carry others along with him in his march towards per-
fection, to be continually doing all he can to enlarge
and increase the volume of the human stream sweep-
ing thitherward. And here, once more, culture lays on
us the same obligation as religion, which says, as
Bishop Wilson has admirably put it, that “to promote
the kingdom of God is to increase and hasten one’s
own happiness.”

But, finally, perfection, — as culture from a thorough
disinterested study of human nature and human expe-
rience learns to conceive it, — is a harmonious expan-
sion of all the powers which make the beauty and
worth of human nature, and is not consistent with the
over-development of any one power at the expense of
the rest. Here culture goes beyond religion, as religion
is generally conceived by us.

If culture, then, is a study of perfection, and of har-
monious perfection, general perfection, and perfec-
tion 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 circum-
stances, — it is clear that culture, instead of being the
frivolous and useless thing which Mr. Bright, and
Mr. Frederic Harrison, and many other Liberals are
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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
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 civili-
sation 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. The idea of
perfection as an inward condition of the mind and
spirit is at variance with the mechanical and material
civilisation in esteem with us, and nowhere, as I have
said, so much in esteem as with us.The idea of perfec-
tion as a general expansion of the human family is at
variance with our strong individualism, our hatred of
all limits to the unrestrained swing of the individual’s
personality, our maxim of “every man for himself.”
Above all, the idea of perfection as a harmonious expan-
sion of human nature is at variance with our want of
flexibility, with our inaptitude for seeing more than one
side of a thing, with our intense energetic absorption
in the particular pursuit we happen to be following.
So culture has a rough task to achieve in this country.
Its preachers have, and are likely long to have, a hard
time of it, and they will much oftener be regarded, for
a great while to come, as elegant or spurious Jeremiahs
than as friends and benefactors. That, however, will not
prevent their doing in the end good service if they
persevere. And, meanwhile, the mode of action they have
to pursue, and the sort of habits they must fight against,
ought to be made quite clear for every one to see,
who may be willing to look at the matter attentively
and dispassionately.

Faith in machinery is, I said, our besetting danger;
often in machinery most absurdly disproportioned to
the end which this machinery, if it is to do any good
at all, is to serve; but always in machinery, as if it had a
value in and for itself. What is freedom but machin-
ery? what is population but machinery? what is coal
but machinery? what are railroads but machinery?
what is wealth but machinery? what are, even, reli-
gious organisations but machinery? Now almost every
voice in England is accustomed to speak of these

things as if they were precious ends in themselves, and
therefore had some of the characters of perfection
indissolubly joined to them. I have before now noticed
Mr. Roebuck’s stock argument for proving the great-
ness and happiness of England as she is, and for quite
stopping the mouths of all gainsayers. Mr. Roebuck is
never weary of reiterating this argument of his, so I do
not know why I should be weary of noticing it.“May
not every man in England say what he likes?” —
Mr. Roebuck perpetually asks; and that, he thinks, is
quite sufficient, and when every man may say what he
likes, our aspirations ought to be satisfied. But the
aspirations of culture, which is the study of perfection,
are not satisfied, unless what men say, when they may
say what they like, is worth saying, — has good in it,
and more good than bad. In the same way the Times,
replying to some foreign strictures on the dress, looks,
and behaviour of the English abroad, urges that the
English ideal is that every one should be free to do
and to look just as he likes. But culture indefatigably
tries, not to make what each raw person may like the
rule by which he fashions himself; but to draw ever
nearer to a sense of what is indeed beautiful, graceful,
and becoming, and to get the raw person to like that.

[...] The use of culture is that it helps us, by means
of its spiritual standard of perfection, to regard wealth
as but machinery, and not only to say as a matter of
words that we regard wealth as but machinery, but
really to perceive and feel that it is so. If it were not for
this purging effect wrought upon our minds by cul-
ture, the whole world, the future as well as the present,
would inevitably belong to the Philistines. The people
who believe most that our greatness and welfare are
proved by our being very rich, and who most give
their lives and thoughts to becoming rich, are just the
very people whom we call Philistines. Culture says:
“Consider these people, then, their way of life, their
habits, their manners, the very tones of their voice;
look at them attentively; observe the literature they
read, the things which give them pleasure, the words
which come forth out of their mouths, the thoughts
which make the furniture of their minds; would any
amount of wealth be worth having with the condi-
tion that one was to become just like these people by
having it?” And thus culture begets a dissatisfaction
which is of the highest possible value in stemming the



common tide of men’s thoughts in a wealthy and
industrial community, and which saves the future, as
one may hope, from being vulgarised, even if it cannot
save the present.

[...] The point of view of culture, keeping the mark
of human perfection simply and broadly in view, and
not assigning to this perfection, as religion or utili-
tarianism assigns to it, a special and limited character,
this point of view, I say, of culture is best given by
these words of Epictetus: —“It is a sign of ddvia,” says
he, — that is, of a nature not finely tempered,—“to give
yourselves up to things which relate to the body;
to make, for instance, a great fuss about exercise, a great
fuss about eating, a great fuss about drinking, a
great fuss about walking, a great fuss about riding.
All these things ought to be done merely by the way:
the formation of the spirit and character must be
our real concern.” This is admirable; and, indeed, the
Greek word ed¢via, a finely tempered nature, gives
exactly the notion of perfection as culture brings us to
conceive it: a harmonious perfection, a perfection in
which the characters of beauty and intelligence are
both present, which unites “the two noblest of
things,” — as Swift, who of one of the two, at any rate,
had himself all too little, most happily calls them in his
Battle of the Books, — “the two noblest of things, sweet-
ness and light” The gd¢viig is the man who tends
towards sweetness and light; the ddvrg, on the other
hand, is our Philistine. The immense spiritual signifi-
cance of the Greeks is due to their having been inspired
with this central and happy idea of the essential
character of human perfection; and Mr. Bright’s mis-
conception of culture, as a smattering of Greek and
Latin, comes itself, after all, from this wonderful sig-
nificance of the Greeks having affected the very
machinery of our education, and is in itself a kind of
homage to it.

Nothing is more common than for people to con-
found the inward peace and satisfaction which follows
the subduing of the obvious faults of our animality
with what I may call absolute inward peace and satis-
faction, — the peace and satisfaction which are reached
as we draw near to complete spiritual perfection, and
not merely to moral perfection, or rather to relative
moral perfection. No people in the world have done

more and struggled more to attain this relative moral
perfection than our English race has. For no people in
the world has the command to resist the devil, to over-
come the wicked one, in the nearest and most obvious
sense of those words, had such a pressing force and
reality. And we have had our reward, not only in the
great worldly prosperity which our obedience to this
command has brought us, but also, and far more, in
great inward peace and satisfaction. But to me few
things are more pathetic than to see people, on the
strength of the inward peace and satisfaction which
their rudimentary efforts towards perfection have
brought them, employ, concerning their incomplete
perfection and the religious organisations within
which they have found it, language which properly
applies only to complete perfection, and is a far-off
echo of the human soul’s prophecy of it. Religion
itself, I need hardly say, supplies them in abundance
with this grand language. And very freely do they use
it; yet it is really the severest possible criticism of such
an incomplete perfection as alone we have yet reached
through our religious organisations.

The impulse of the English race towards moral
development and self-conquest has nowhere so pow-
erfully manifested itself as in Puritanism. Nowhere has
Puritanism found so adequate an expression as in the
religious organisation of the Independents.’* The mod-
ern Independents have a newspaper, the Nonconformist,
written with great sincerity and ability. The motto, the
standard, the profession of faith which this organ of
theirs carries aloft, is: “The Dissidence of Dissent and
the Protestantism of the Protestant religion.” There is
sweetness and light, and an ideal of complete harmo-
nious human perfection! One need not go to culture
and poetry to find language to judge it. Religion,
with its instinct for perfection, supplies language to
judge it, language, too, which is in our mouths every
day.“Finally, be of one mind, united in feeling,” says St.
Peter. There is an ideal which judges the Puritan ideal:
“The Dissidence of Dissent and the Protestantism of
the Protestant religion!” And religious organisations
like this are what people believe in, rest in, would give
their lives for! Such, I say, is the wonderful virtue of
even the beginnings of perfection, of having con-
quered even the plain faults of our animality, that the
religious organisation which has helped us to do it
can seem to us something precious, salutary, and to be
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propagated, even when it wears such a brand of imper-
fection on its forehead as this. And men have got such
a habit of giving to the language of religion a special
application, of making it a mere jargon, that for the
condemnation which religion itself passes on the
shortcomings of their religious organisations they
have no ear; they are sure to cheat themselves and to
explain this condemnation away. They can only be
reached by the criticism which culture, like poetry,
speaking a language not to be sophisticated, and reso-
lutely testing these organisations by the ideal of a
human perfection complete on all sides, applies to
them.

But men of culture and poetry, it will be said, are
again and again failing, and failing conspicuously, in
the necessary first stage to a harmonious perfection, in
the subduing of the great obvious faults of our ani-
mality, which it is the glory of these religious organi-
sations to have helped us to subdue. True, they do
often so fail. They have often been without the virtues
as well as the faults of the Puritan; it has been one of
their dangers that they so felt the Puritan’s faults that
they too much neglected the practice of his virtues.
will not, however, exculpate them at the Puritan’s
expense. They have often failed in morality,and moral-
ity is indispensable. And they have been punished for
their failure, as the Puritan has been rewarded for his
performance. They have been punished wherein they
erred; but their ideal of beauty, of sweetness and light,
and a human nature complete on all its sides, remains
the true ideal of perfection still; just as the Puritan’s
ideal of perfection remains narrow and inadequate,
although for what he did well he has been richly
rewarded. Notwithstanding the mighty results of the
Pilgrim Fathers’ voyage, they and their standard of
perfection are rightly judged when we figure to our-
selves Shakspeare orVirgil, — souls in whom sweetness
and light, and all that in human nature is most humane,
were eminent, — accompanying them on their voyage,
and think what intolerable company Shakspeare and
Virgil would have found them! In the same way let us
judge the religious organisations which we see all
around us. Do not let us deny the good and the hap-
piness which they have accomplished; but do not let
us fail to see clearly that their idea of human perfec-
tion is narrow and inadequate, and that the Dissidence
of Dissent and the Protestantism of the Protestant

religion will never bring humanity to its true goal.
As 1 said with regard to wealth: Let us look at the life
of those who live in and for it, — so I say with regard
to the religious organisations. Look at the life imaged
in such a newspaper as the Nonconformist, — a life of
jealousy of the Establishment, disputes, tea-meetings,
openings of chapels, sermons; and then think of it as
an ideal of a human life completing itself on all sides,
and aspiring with all its organs after sweetness, light,
and perfection!

Culture [..
fection, its desire simply to make reason and the will

.] shows its single-minded love of per-

of God prevail, its freedom from fanaticism, by its
attitude towards all this machinery, even while it
insists that it is machinery. Fanatics, seeing the mis-
chief men do themselves by their blind belief in
some machinery or other, — whether it is wealth and
industrialism, or whether it is the cultivation of bod-
ily strength and activity, or whether it is a political
organisation, or whether it is a religious organisa-
tion, — oppose with might and main the tendency to
this or that political and religious organisation, or to
games and athletic exercises, or to wealth and indus-
trialism, and try violently to stop it. But the flexibil-
ity which sweetness and light give, and which is one
of the rewards of culture pursued in good faith, ena-
bles a man to see that a tendency may be necessary,
and even, as a preparation for something in the
future, salutary, and yet that the generations or indi-
viduals who obey this tendency are sacrificed to it,
that they fall short of the hope of perfection by fol-
lowing it; and that its mischiefs are to be criticised,
lest it should take too firm a hold and last after it has
served its purpose.

The pursuit of perfection, then, is the pursuit of
sweetness and light. He who works for sweetness and
light, works to make reason and the will of God pre-
vail. He who works for machinery, he who works for
hatred, works only for confusion. Culture looks
beyond machinery, culture hates hatred; culture has
one great passion, the passion for sweetness and light.
It has one even yet greater! — the passion for making
them prevail. It is not satisfied till we all come to a
perfect man; it knows that the sweetness and light of
the few must be imperfect until the raw and unkindled



masses of humanity are touched with sweetness and
light. If T have not shrunk from saying that we must
work for sweetness and light, so neither have I shrunk
from saying that we must have a broad basis, must have
sweetness and light for as many as possible. Again and
again I have insisted how those are the happy moments
of humanity, how those are the marking epochs of a
people’s life, how those are the flowering times for
literature and art and all the creative power of genius,
when there is a national glow of life and thought,
when the whole of society is in the fullest measure
permeated by thought, sensible to beauty, intelligent
and alive. Only it must be real thought and real beauty;
real sweetness and real light. Plenty of people will try
to give the masses, as they call them, an intellectual
food prepared and adapted in the way they think
proper for the actual condition of the masses. The
ordinary popular literature is an example of this way
of working on the masses. Plenty of people will try to
indoctrinate the masses with the set of ideas and judg-
ments constituting the creed of their own profession
or party. Our religious and political organisations give
an example of this way of working on the masses. I
condemn neither way; but culture works differently. It
does not try to teach down to the level of inferior
classes; it does not try to win them for this or that sect
of its own, with ready-made judgments and watch-
words. It seeks to do away with classes; to make the
best that has been thought and known in the world
current everywhere; to make all men live in an atmos-
phere of sweetness and light, where they may use
ideas, as it uses them itself, freely, — nourished, and not
bound by them.

This is the social idea; and the men of culture are the
true apostles of equality. The great men of culture are
those who have had a passion for diftfusing, for making
prevail, for carrying from one end of society to the
other, the best knowledge, the best ideas of their time;
who have laboured to divest knowledge of all that was
harsh, uncouth, difficult, abstract, professional, exclu-
sive; to humanise it, to make it efficient outside the
clique of the cultivated and learned, yet still remaining
the best knowledge and thought of the time, and a true

source, therefore, of sweetness and light. Such a man
was Abelard in the Middle Ages, in spite of all his
imperfections: and thence the boundless emotion and
enthusiasm which Abelard excited. Such were Lessing
and Herder in Germany, at the end of the last century;
and their services to Germany were in this way ines-
timably precious. Generations will pass, and literary
monuments will accumulate, and works far more per-
fect than the works of Lessing and Herder will be
produced in Germany;and yet the names of these two
men will fill a German with a reverence and enthusi-
asm such as the names of the most gifted masters will
hardly awaken. And why? Because they humanised
knowledge; because they broadened the basis of life
and intelligence; because they worked powerfully to
diffuse sweetness and light, to make reason and the
will of God prevail. With Saint Augustine they said:
“Let us not leave thee alone to make in the secret of
thy knowledge, as thou didst before the creation of
the firmament, the division of light from darkness; let
the children of thy spirit, placed in their firmament,
make their light shine upon the earth, mark the divi-
sion of night and day, and announce the revolution of
the times; for the old order is passed, and the new
arises; the night is spent, the day is come forth; and
thou shalt crown the year with thy blessing, when
thou shalt send forth labourers into thy harvest sown
by other hands than theirs; when thou shalt send forth
new labourers to new seed-times, whereof the harvest
shall be not yet.”

Notes

1 Thomas Wilson (1663—1755), Bishop of Sodor and Man;
Arnold quoted him very frequently, especially his Maxims
of Piety and of Christianity, but he was so little known that
Arnold was accused of having invented him.

2 Arnold is quoting from his A French Eton (1864).

3 The Independents, who insisted on the autonomy of each
congregation, had played an important part in the Puritan
opposition to Charles I; by the nineteenth century they
were more generally known as Congregationalists.
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