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Beneath the Controversy about Literature: Reconsidering the Debate

between Matthew Arnold and Thomas Henry Huxley

NA Hai
(Department of English, Peking University, Beijing 100871)

Abstract: “Literature and Science” and “Science and Culture” were two seminal essays on education
in the late 19™ century. Writing from two distinct traditions, Arnold believed staunchly in the im-
portance of classical literature while Huxley was trying to pioneer scientific education. A close read-
ing of these essays and other works by their authors, however, reveals deeper causes of difference
than mere disagreement about university disciplines: Arnold and Huxley held fundamentally differ-
ent views about knowledge and truth. Literature, for Arnold, includes everything that can cultivate
human imagination, which is instrumental to knowing “higher truth”, a Romantic argument he in-
herited from Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Carlyle. Yet the kind of romantic ideal of literature is to a
certain extent deconstructed by Arnold himself in the very writing of “Literature and Science”.
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