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I. Introduction 
A University may be considered with reference either to its Students or to its Studies; and that principle, that all Knowledge is a whole and the separate Sciences part of one, […] is equally important when we direct our attention to its students. […] Now then I turn to the students, and shall consider the education which, by virtue of this principle, a University will give them; and thus I shall be introduced […] to the […] question […] whether and in what sense its teaching, viewed relatively to the taught, carries the attribute of Utility along with it. (John Henry Newman, 1852:99) 

“Today, how can we not speak of the university?”, Jacques Derrida said in an article in 1983, discussing the university (3). More than twenty-five years later, that question is still immensely relevant. Of course, pedagogical questions concerning education in general have always been a topical subject. “All men, by nature, have the desire to know”, Aristotle stated (Derrida 4). Yet it seems somehow that the university is no longer about “the desire to know for the sake of knowing, the desire for knowledge with no practical purpose”, Derrida explains (4). In order to understand Anglo-American – and overall Western – university education today, one needs to go back to the nineteenth century. This was the age of John Henry Newman, who published his lectures on university education in a quintessential book on the university, called The Idea of the University Defined and Illustrated, in 1852 (Turner xiii). 
 Jaroslav Pelikan describes him as “the author of the most important book ever written about the university” in his book The Idea of the University: A Reexamination (190). “The subject of this book”, Pelikan continues, “is the university as idea, not the university as institution” (192). Because “[a]ll too often lacking in such studies of the university as institution, however, is a consideration of the university as idea”, he explains (24). 

The basis of this dissertation will therefore be an analysis and close reading of Newman’s idea – and what it means for us today. Jón Torfi Jónassen summarises this idea by stating that “Newman considered that the most relevant task of university was to provide the young with a rounded education, with no immediate regard for practical or professional concerns” (25). This thesis will try, with the help of the insights of John Henry Newman and several other critics, to answer the questions raised by parents, institutions, the broader society, and which haunt every student: “What to do with a degree?” “What is its purpose?”. Witty though it is, John Brubacher’s answer to these questions, saying that “[t]he students should not ask what [their studies] are good for because they are simply good”, does not address the root of the problem (103). The complexity in all these questions lies in the designation of the terms, and in particular that of two important aspects. Firstly, when we speak of use and purpose, we must not forget that this is a terminology imposed upon us by contemporary society and culture, which in their turn are made up of and influenced by science, technology, and information. Use and purpose refer of course to money value, and whether something is saleable or tradeable. This logically leads to the second aspect: when we speak of degrees in this case, we do not think of the departments of economics, medicine, engineering, or law, because their degrees posses the value and utility contemporary society and the labour market require from them. It is the department of arts and humanities, and other strictly theoretical and abstract areas that we are concerned with. This caesura, which C.P. Snow aptly calls “the two cultures”, is indeed part of the problem in the evolution of the university (2). But there is more. In his discussion on the contemporary university, Anthony Kronman attributes the changes of the university’s principles to the fact that the university today has given up the pursuit and instruction of “the meaning of life” (5). It is this abstract phrasing used by Kronman that originates within Newman’s concept of “liberal education” (1852:1). What is in fact meant by “liberal” here? Newman describes the liberal student as follows:

He profits by an intellectual tradition, which is independent of particular teachers, which guides him in his choice of subjects, and duly interprets for him those which he chooses. He apprehends the great outlines of knowledge, the principles on which it rests, the scale of its parts, its lights and its shades, its great points and its little, as he otherwise cannot apprehend them. Hence it is that his education is called “Liberal.” […] This then I would assign as the special fruit of the education furnished at a University, as contrasted with other places of teaching or modes of teaching. This is the main purpose of a University in its treatment of its students. (101-102)

What Newman calls “liberal education”, Bill Readings refers to as Bildung, in his book The University in Ruins (67). Bildung, according to him, “teaches knowledge acquisition as a process rather than the acquisition of knowledge as a product” (67). However, Newman’s idea should not be misinterpreted for an incentive to let students develop without restraint, or without guidance. It is also worth mentioning that one should not expect to find the concrete and administrative aspects concerning the institution of the university, such as curricula, university rankings, course guidance, etc. in Newman’s book. As Jaroslav Pelikan already explained, it is the philosophy of the university that one needs to examine in order to understand all the exteriorities and materialisations of the university (190). Nevertheless, philosophy does not imply discussing merely abstract or intangible notions. Reading Newman is ontologically and fundamentally questioning the nature of the University with a capital letter. 

This dissertation is divided into two parts. The first part deals with Newman’s book. In order to understand Newman’s way of thinking, we will need to examine and understand the temporal, cultural, and ethical circumstances in which his lectures and his book came into existence. To begin with, we will look especially at his educational and religious background, as well as briefly touching upon the nature of nineteenth century university education in Britain. Religion and theology make up a vast part of Newman’s lectures, but will not be discussed as extensively because they are less relevant for the university today. Secondly, most of our attention will go to Newman’s discussions of the notion of knowledge itself, and its relationship to other dimensions of the university and society. Finally, the nine original lectures are succeeded by other lectures concerning specific departments in the university. We shall be discussing two of those additional lectures. Throughout the analysis of the book, Newman’s ideas will be completed with insights and comments by more contemporary authors, who are also involved in reflections on the university. The second part of this thesis will be devoted to a more modern analysis of Newman’s book. All of the authors that will provide comments throughout the analysis of the book in the first part will be treated more thoroughly in the second one. There will be a discussion of Jaroslav Pelikan’s re-examination of the book, as well as a close reading of Jean-François Lyotard’s exploration of the nature and position of knowledge today. We shall also be studying Anthony Kronman’s, Bill Readings’, and Allan Bloom’s close involvement in contemporary university education. In addition to that, a very fresh and rational voice interwoven in this debate will be Jón Torfi Jónassen. The question that this study raises is both “what is the idea or meaning of the university?”, as well as, “what is the purpose of the university?”. It will become clear that language and philosophy are strongly linked. In order to understand certain questions, one needs to fully grasp all the implications a certain notion or definition contains. Meaning and purpose are not synonyms, and yet they have a logical connection in this case. Allan Bloom illustrates the problems concerning the nature and content of a university degree today (336):  

What image does a first-rank college or university present today to a teen-ager leaving home for the first time, off to the adventure of a liberal education? He has four years of freedom to discover himself – a space between the intellectual wasteland he has left behind and the inevitable dreary professional training that awaits him after the baccalaureate. […] What to teach this person? The answer may not be evident, but to attempt to answer the question is already to philosophize and to begin to educate. 

Frank Turner, the editor of the 1996 edition of The Idea of a University, wisely put it when he said the following: “One sign of the genius of Newman’s work as a true classic of the Western tradition is that it both allows and demands that we transcend our own time” (262). No other book on university education has been quoted more by the later generations of the past century (Turner 282). “Newman provided the vocabulary, ideas, and ideals with which to discuss education generally”, Turner adds – and that is precisely what we shall be looking at (282).

II. Part 1: The Origins and Meaning of Newman’s Liberal Education

Before commencing a thorough analysis of Newman’s book, it is worth introducing the authors whose points of view shall be put in dialogue with Newman’s. One should keep in mind that most of the authors are not writing in direct response to Newman’s ideas, but are simply pondering the same educational issues so many years later. All of these modern authors are concerned with the original goal of university education, that is to say the mental and cultural development of students. For that reason, it is interesting to put Newman’s insights in perspective, not only after having finished the analysis of the book, but also throughout the discussion itself. This constant comparison of Newman’s ideas to more contemporary ones by different authors will enable the reader to gain a better and more comprehensive understanding of the book. One of the most important modern authors is Jaroslav Pelikan. His book, The Idea of the University: A Reexamination, is a direct response and analysis of Newman’s idea. Another of these contemporary authors, also mentioned in the introduction, is Anthony Kronman. In his book Education’s End: Why our Colleges and Universities Have Given up on the Meaning of Life, he discusses the nature of American university education. Similarly to Newman, he is interested in the personal development of a student during his or her college years. Bill Readings, the author of The University in Ruins, writes in a comparable vein. Readings analyses the relationship between university and society, and the requirements that society demands from the university as an institution. The position of the university in contemporary society is also what Jean-François Lyotard and Allan Bloom discuss in their books. In The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, Lyotard is especially interested in the position that knowledge occupies in a post-industrial, post-modern, technological and computerised society. In his analysis, he demonstrates how the ethics of such a post-modern society have influenced the university as well. Allan Bloom wrote The Closing of the American Mind from a teacher’s point of view, sympathetic towards his students, examining the purpose of a university degree today. 

Less involved, more neutral voices are those by Jón Torfi Jónassen and Alfonso Borrero Cabal. In Inventing Tomorrow’s University. Who is to Take the Lead?, Jónassen gives an in-depth study of the history of the institution of the university, as well as an analysis of its nature today. Cabal performs a similar exploration of the present-day university in The University as an Institution Today, though he shows fewer points of contact with Newman than the other critics. Finally yet importantly, C.P. Snow’s The Two Cultures and a Second Look presents us with interesting questions concerning the timeless opposition between the exact sciences and the humanities. 
a. The Nine Discourses 

1. Newman’s preface: framing the idea [“Preface”, “University Teaching”, “Introductory”] 
The view taken of a University in these Discourses is the following: – That it is a place of teaching universal knowledge. This implies that its object is, on the one hand, intellectual, not moral; and, on the other, that it is the diffusion and extension of knowledge rather than the advancement. (Newman, 1852:viii)

These are the very first words with which John Henry Newman begins his book. In these sentences, he makes it very clear that he is, above all, interested in the teacher-pupil relationship and the passing on of knowledge and information to enhance the student’s development. Much less is he preoccupied with the element of research as a task for the university. “To discover and to teach are distinct functions”, he clarifies (1852:xii). The most important goal of university education for Newman is that those who graduate from the university are suited to take up their expected role in society (xi). Newman envisages these graduates to become gentlemen (ix). The term gentleman, as used by Newman, must be understood in its literal meaning: a gentle person, a good person. Newman envisaged university education as an intellectual, moral, and cultural development of the student’s mind, in order for him – students were overall men in Newman’s time – to participate in society successfully. A gentleman is supposed to be somebody who is exercised in reasoning and reflection thanks to a liberal education (Newman 106). 

Interestingly, contemporary universities are not merely preoccupied with teaching, but also with research. This is a consequence of the fact that Newman’s “liberal education” model was paralleled by other educational models in the same period. The most famous one is the research or scholarship model conceived by Wilhelm von Humboldt in Germany (Kronman 59). The University of Berlin was founded in the first decade of the nineteenth century in Prussia at that time (Scott 20). “Prussian intellectuals and aristocrats of the Enlightenment put forth the idea of a vibrant, new university in reaction to the perceived academic stagnation at existing German universities” (Scott 20). With the creation of the “neo-humanistic” Humboldt University in Berlin, a new form of university education was established. This concept was based on the idea of Bildung, a “process of self-cultivation” for both the student and the teacher/scholar (Kronman 108-109). Bill Readings regards Humboldt’s University as the University, which is not surprising since most 20th century Western universities have been created upon that nineteenth century model (55). Jón Torfi Jónassen explains that one of the longest standing debates has been the opposition between the advancement of knowledge and the educational function, that is to say the accumulating of information and knowledge contrary to the transmission of it, or what he calls “the research – teaching relationship or nexus” (23). 

Yet in fact, the absolute opposite of Humboldt’s method was not Newman’s model but the nineteenth century Napoleonic system of professional education in France (Jónassen 24). If one would put all three on a scale, where the French model would make up the professional side and the German would stand for research and scholarship, where would Newman’s idea belong then? According to Paul Ricoeur, there are only two types of university education. One the one hand there are the “universities of ideas” focussing on “liberal” education; and on the other hand there are the “universities of function” that function as “a quasi-public service” and cater for the state’s taste (Cabal 31). In this tradition of “liberal universities”, Jónassen explains how “Newman considered that the most relevant task of university was to provide the young with a rounded education, with no immediate regard for practical or professional concerns” (25). This does not mean that Newman ignores or refuses to acknowledge the importance of research. Such a misinterpretation could lead to criticism of the kind that one thinks that “[i]n this respect, the University becomes rather like the archive of the best that has been thought and said: its orientation is toward the past, toward that which has already been established as knowledge” (Doherty 84). Newman instead feels that research does not belong within the university walls, and that it should be the sole dedication of an Academy (1852: xii). 

In that perspective, the American universities would later on form a synthesis of Newman’s and Humboldt’s educational models (Jónassen 54). American colleges and undergraduate courses would implement Newman’s liberal education, whereas the graduate schools would focus on research and scholarship as promoted by Humboldt. If Newman had lived to witness it, the American university system would probably have suited him because a student’s successful education and development could only be possible if it remained general enough, with the purpose of turning him into a gentleman and offering him a “real cultivation of mind” (1852:xv). “The great discoveries in chemistry and electricity were not made in Universities” – Newman states – because the university is and should be mostly preoccupied with its students, and not with knowledge as such (xiii). Whether it is to “make” its students “gentlemen”, or “make” them something else, the university’s ultimate goal is indeed to let them develop, “and not simply to protect the interests and advance the dominion of Science” (xiii). 

Another interesting element in those opening lines is the notion of “universal knowledge”. The word university itself contains the implication of the diffusion of universal knowledge. However – Jaroslav Pelikan warns us – that does not imply that the university will consequently also generate omniscient scholars (41). Again, we come to understand that Newman’s statements should not be read literally. “Universal knowledge as an ideal is, obviously, not a realistic goal for any one university, but it is in considerable measure realistic as a goal for the university community worldwide”, Pelikan adds (41). By the term universal, Newman wants to say that every branch of knowledge should be allowed to be part of the university, including theology in his case. Similarly, Newman’s “liberal education” has nothing to do with political convictions or the organisation of the state (1852:1). Liberal education believes in providing the students with principles to serve as a foundation for their intellect (Newman xv). It stands for the training of the student as a free person, though guided by certain beliefs and standards, in order to create a responsible citizen, Jónassen would explain (138). In order to understand the full scope of Newman’s ideas and university philosophy, we need to look at the context of the circumstances in which these lectures were given. On the one hand, Newman’s book is indeed very much a product of that nineteenth century, the Victorian period in Britain. On the other hand, we shall examine his writings in such a way that the original context will not hinder a timeless interpretation showing the relevance of his ideas for us today. We shall not focus on the differences or incompletions vis-à-vis the contemporary university that are put forward by Newman. On the contrary, the goal of this analysis is to reveal Newman’s core message that we still adopt today. 
2. Contextualisation: Theology and Victorian society [“Theology a Branch of Knowledge”, “Bearing of Theology on other Branches of Knowledge”, “Bearing of other Branches of Knowledge on Theology”] 
A University, I should lay down, by its very name professes to teach universal knowledge: Theology is surely a branch of knowledge: how then is it possible for it to profess all branches of knowledge, and yet to exclude from the subjects of its teaching one which, to say the least, is as important and as large as any of them? I do not see that either premiss of this argument is open to exception. (Newman, 1852:20)

In the first three chapters or discourses, Newman puts an emphasis on universality and the field of theology. According to him, a university is a place that encompasses all arts and sciences (20). Can theology be considered a science then? Knowledge cannot be confined or limited (24-25). If theology is something that can be taught and learned, it is therefore a branch of knowledge and suitable to be incorporated in the university. Of course, for Newman, the field of theology has also a religious connotation. “You will soon break up into fragments the whole circle of secular knowledge, if you begin the mutilation with divine”, he argues (26). 

In order to understand Newman’s conviction, one needs to bear in mind two important historical facts that occurred during the nineteenth century. The first one is that until the 1850s Oxford and Cambridge did not admit students from other than Anglican convictions, not even students from other Christian backgrounds (Garland 267). Education at Oxbridge was limited to classical literature and other general branches of knowledge intended to mould its students into ideal gentlemen (Garland 267). The training of these students was neither intellectual nor useful. “The English universities existed to educate future leaders of society, young men whose financial situation would make it unnecessary for them to get and keep a job or to practice a profession” (Garland 271).The biggest aim of this kind of “liberal education” was thus to become “civilised” (Garland 272). Newman was born in 1801 to an Anglican family (Turner xii). He finished his undergraduate degree at Oxford in 1820, and he stayed on as a scholar, and vicar of St Mary’s, the Oxford University church (Turner xii). During the 1830s, however, he became increasingly attracted to the Roman Catholic Church, and in 1843 he left Oxford in order to enter the Roman Catholic Church two years later (Turner xii). Since both Oxford and Cambridge would only admit students belonging to the Anglican Church, it was impossible for Newman to stay seeing that he did not belong to the same church anymore.

The other historical fact that influenced Newman’s lectures was the creation of the University of London, in 1836, with its founding colleges, University College London in 1827, and King’s College London in1829.
 Especially UCL was a very interesting creation at the time since it was “the first university in England to admit students of any race, class or religion, and the first to welcome women on equal terms with men”.
 UCL did not have any prerequisites concerning the religious backgrounds of its students, neither did it have a department of theology – and it still does not. It was both Newman’s experience at Oxford, and his concern with “the prospect of overspecialization and disintegration in the then new University of London” that nurtured his idea of the university (Wilshire 253). Especially the underlying principle of Oxford’s education – the training of “a well educated Gentleman” – shaped Newman’s own philosophy of what university education should be (Garland 268). 

The reason why Newman formulated his ideas is because he was asked to create a Roman Catholic university in Dublin, where he then held these lectures that were later published as a book (Turner xii). The biggest critique one could have against the Oxbridge ideals that Newman incorporated in his own ideas is that neither nineteenth-century Ireland, nor any other society later on “[could] afford to educate [its] elites only to be elegant generalists, ladies or gentlemen” (Garland 281). However, “Newman’s articulation of the university’s mission, as providing knowledge that is an end in itself within the ethos of Catholicism, proved transportable and mutable well beyond Dublin”, Frank Turner, the editor of the 1996 edition of Newman’s book, put forward (290). He continues: “Newman thus set himself and the institution whose idea he articulated against the ideals of utility and useful knowledge and consequently made the distinguishing value of the university its apparent uselessness. The usefulness, indeed the higher calling, of the university was its very lack of direct social and economic utility” (291). The latter is perhaps a slightly unfortunate choice of words, seeing that Newman was most likely not interested in direct economic utility, but he was very much concerned with society and saw university education (and knowledge as its own end) as a means of becoming a good member of society, of being trained in “the art of social life” (Turner 301). Therefore, Newman wanted to put into practice the original Oxbridge ideals with the realisation of the Catholic university in Dublin, and inspire any future university.

When in the same period UCL specifically excluded theology at its foundation, Newman was determined to prove (and advise) that a real university, offering universal knowledge, must include theology (Turner 294). “Religious doctrine is knowledge, in as full a sense as Newton's doctrine is knowledge. University Teaching without Theology is simply unphilosophical. Theology has at least as good a right to claim a place there as Astronomy”, Newman argues (1852:42). To put it simply, according to Newman, theology should be taught for two reasons. Firstly, because it is something that exists and is true, and is therefore an object of Knowledge with a capital K (45). Given that a university should teach universal knowledge, and that theology is part of that unlimited realm of Knowledge, it should as a result be part of university education. Secondly, theology and religion signify something greater, something higher, something Divine, in Newman’s opinion (41). Consequently, the field of theology adds a certain moral and spiritual level to university education (53). When speaking of a possible university lacking the area of theology (such as for instance UCL), Newman very sharply condemns:

Let a charter be obtained for it; let professors be appointed, lectures given, examinations passed, degrees awarded:—what sort of exactness or trustworthiness, what philosophical largeness, will attach to views formed in an intellectual atmosphere thus deprived of some of the constituent elements of daylight? (55)

The world is indeed first and foremost a physical place, but there is of course more than just the physical. If a professor would purposefully leave out theology in his teaching, he could no longer be called “a teacher of liberal knowledge, but a narrow-minded bigot”, Newman almost scorns (58). What form does theology then take at the university? Newman very lucidly explains: “[B]y Theology, I simply mean the Science of God, or the truths we know about God put into system; just as we have a science of the stars, and call it astronomy, or of the crust of the earth, and call it geology” (61). Theology would therefore be an academic branch just like any other, yet one which provides the students with a spiritual and ethical dimension. Respectful of the first principle of Universal Knowledge, “[r]eligious truth is not only a portion,” Newman summarises,” but a condition of general knowledge” (70). His plea for the inclusion of theology should indeed be seen in the context of the nineteenth century. However, his idea of universality is one that exceeds all temporal frames. He logically reasons “that all branches of knowledge are, at least implicitly, the subject-matter of [the University’s] teaching; that these branches are not isolated and independent one of another, but form together a whole or system; that they run into each other, and complete each other, and that, in proportion to our view of them as a whole, is the exactness and trustworthiness of the knowledge which they separately convey” (214). 

3. The core: knowledge its own end [“Knowledge its own End”] 
I am asked what is the end of University Education, and of the Liberal or Philosophical Knowledge which I conceive it to impart: I answer, that what I have already said has been sufficient to show that it has a very tangible, real, and sufficient end, though the end cannot be divided from that knowledge itself. Knowledge is capable of being its own end. (Newman, 1852:102-103)

John Henry Newman’s fifth discourse entitled “Knowledge Its Own End” forms the essential part of his book, and his idea in general. Also, this chapter is the most relevant one for university education overall. However, one should be aware of the fact that this section discusses the notion of knowledge in itself. Consequently, in this chapter we shall be analysing knowledge (literally) for its own sake, and its position in the university, though not in relation to other aspects of society. The idea of knowledge and its relations to other aspects of society shall be studied in the following chapters.

Newman’s idea is supposed to be an ethical principle that inspires every university institution. However, Newman’s concept of knowledge occupying a position vis-à-vis the university is difficult to pigeonhole. In his words, “liberal education” is related to the notion of knowledge in the following manner: 

A habit of mind is formed which lasts through life, of which the attributes are, freedom, equitableness, calmness, moderation, and wisdom […]. This then I would assign as the special fruit of the education furnished at a University, as contrasted with other places of teaching or modes of teaching. This is the main purpose of a University in its treatment of its students. And now the question is asked me, What is the use of it? And my answer will constitute the main subject of the Discourses which are to follow. (101-102)
It is clear that knowledge related to university education is not a neutral fact. Even at the time when he presented these lectures – a period where Oxbridge education was the dominant model – Newman felt the urge to justify the kind of education that was solely concerned with giving its students a general training and development for no professional motivation whatsoever. Newman’s defence of this philosophy comes as no surprise if one recalls the central changes of the nineteenth century, which originated in the industrial revolution (Snow 26-27). As much as this involved various material changes, it produced an even bigger change: a change of ideas, a change of philosophy. Jean-François Lyotard described this more than a century later in his book The Postmodern Condition, in which he analysed the position of knowledge in contemporary society. What he said there was already valid in Newman’s time: “Knowledge ceases to be an end in itself, it loses its ‘use-value’” (5). Knowledge cannot exist for itself, it has to do something; it has to be either sold or consumed (Lyotard 4). 

What is knowledge expected to comprise then? What is knowledge? Jaroslav Pelikan makes a pertinent distinction between information and knowledge. “[T]he telephone directory contains information but the encyclopedia contains knowledge”, he wittily clarifies (35). “[T]he accumulation of information through research”, he continues, “and the transmission of information through teaching are not adequate to define the mission of the university, which must, in its teaching but also in its research, press beyond information to knowledge” (35). Information is indeed facts that are delivered and transmitted in order to do something with them. Knowledge, then, is already part of that next stage: it brings those facts into relation with previous, present, and future facts. Knowledge adds an extra dimension to the bare level of information. And so does the university: it offers an extra, intangible, incalculable dimension to the informational facts that the students have gathered. 

It is not easy to define the nature or the position of knowledge in society and in the university. Even though knowledge as a concept stands on its own, Newman’s liberal education (through knowledge for its own sake) is not detached from society. On the contrary, he wishes to educate “gentlemen” that will be well-suited citizens and who will form a kind of intellectual elite, performing the duties of society. Pelikan illustrates the debate on the relationship between university and society – whether university forms part of society or whether it is an isolated institution – by recounting a most appropriate anecdote: 

There is a story – no doubt apocryphal – that at the outbreak of the First World War a group of patriotic Englishwomen who were going about the countryside recruiting soldiers swept into Oxford. On the Higher Street one of them confronted a don in his Oxonian master’s gown who was reading the Greek text of Thucydides. “And what are you doing to save Western civilization?” she demanded. Bringing himself up to his full height, the don looked down his nose and replied, “Madam, I am Western civilization!” (137)

This is precisely the critique that could be given to Oxbridge education up until the mid-nineteenth century. Trained to become gentlemen, most of their graduates suited the action to the word and many became Members of Parliament (Garland 271). However, MPs were not paid until late in the 20th century, which means that all students had to descend from a wealthy, upper class background. Oxbridge, therefore, did not teach its students anything seemingly “useful” or practical/vocational. These students received an education geared towards individual mental development, and afterwards went on to pursue the careers that had been allocated to them all along. Naturally, having been a student and scholar at Oxford, Newman was heavily influenced by this educational method. However, his idea somehow seems to go beyond the elitist Oxonian system. First of all, he links the root of his educational philosophy to Aristotle’s axiom and the simply human curiosity (Pelikan 32). Newman finds his own ideas reflected in the reasoning made by Cicero, who explains this human curiosity as the pursuit of truth (1852:104-105). 

Even though Newman is aware that intellectual enrichment is a luxury, he deems it nevertheless necessary for a civilised society. Partly quoting Cicero, he states “that it is only after our physical and political needs are supplied, and when we are ‘free from necessary duties and cares,’ that we are in a condition for ‘desiring to see, to hear, and to learn’” (105). Does this mean that there is in fact a thin dividing line between Oxbridge elitist education and Newman’s liberal knowledge? The line is thin when it comes to intellectual development, and Oxbridge education as such. But the contrast is great when it concerns the elitist character of Oxbridge. Newman’s university of liberal education is one that offers its students “exercises of mind, of reason, of reflection”, and is therefore more concerned with its students’ education, than with their backgrounds (107). 

Nonetheless, this possible reproach of elitism comes forth from society’s demand for use. How can liberal education not be elitist if the only thing that it achieves is the personal development of each student? How can it not be elitist if it is not concerned with the labour market whatsoever? Newman anticipates the issue on the overall demand for utility by putting forward that “[he] contrast[s] a liberal education with a commercial education or a professional; yet no one can deny that commerce and the professions afford scope for the highest and most diversified powers of mind” (107). Not only is liberal education something completely different from professional or vocational one, it is also independent of anything else. Liberal education is solely preoccupied with offering its students liberal knowledge, “which stands on its own pretensions, which is independent of sequel, expects no complement, refuses to be informed (as it is called) by any end, or absorbed into any art, in order duly to present itself to our contemplation” (108). The idiosyncrasy of liberal knowledge is that it is “self-sufficient and complete” (Newman 108). Of course, nobody can study and master the whole of knowledge, because it is a continuously expanding process, Kronman would remark upon this (63). “[I]t is implausible to think that any student could master the barest outlines of human knowledge in four years”, he adds (63). But that was never the point. If students wish to specialise and become scholars after their basic university training, they can. The point is that one does not start specialising from the beginning, because then one would not have liberal education but scholarly education, trained to be a scholar, or vocational education, trained for a particular profession. That is also how Newman defines the two methods of education: “the end of the one is to be philosophical, of the other to be mechanical; the one rises towards general ideas, the other is exhausted upon what is particular and external” (112). The two methods results from two different approaches to knowledge: one looks for “useful knowledge”, the other for “liberal” (Newman 112). 

And then the inevitable question arises: is liberal knowledge therefore useless? Followed by the logical question: what is meant by useful or useless? Newman does not deny that everything belonging to the “mechanical arts” – which are practical and particular, without which or daily lives would be radically different – is useful in that general sense, imposed on us by civilised society. “I only say”, he continues, “that Knowledge, in proportion as it tends more and more to be particular, ceases to be Knowledge. […] When I speak of Knowledge, I mean something intellectual, something which grasps what it perceives through the senses; something which takes a view of things; which sees more than the senses convey; which reasons upon what it sees, and while it sees; which invests it with an idea” (112-113). 

Despite the fact that Newman briefly makes a distinction between “useful” and “liberal” knowledge, the general idea of Knowledge with a capital letter seems to stand as a whole. Simply put by Kronman, knowledge is our study of the world (216). But it is never simple. Knowledge turns into what we make of it. “[K]nowledge finds its validity not within itself, not in a subject that develops by actualizing its learning possibilities, but in a practical subject – humanity”, Lyotard says in his analysis on the nature of knowledge today (35). And that is exactly what Newman meant with his distinction between useful and liberal knowledge. Of course, there is no such actual distinction. Society makes that distinction. And this distinction has reached university education. Students are required to be able to answer the What and the How – but never the Why (Pelikan 35).

We are instructed, for instance, in manual exercises, in the fine and useful arts, in trades, and in ways of business; for these are methods, which have little or no effect upon the mind itself, are contained in rules committed to memory, to tradition, or to use, and bear upon an end external to themselves. But education is a higher word; it implies an action upon our mental nature, and the formation of a character; it is something individual and permanent, and is commonly spoken of in connexion with religion and virtue. (Newman, 1852:113-114) (italics mine)

The primary goal of the dissemination of knowledge in university education is therefore not a tangible one. It is one that is preoccupied with the development of the student’s character, rather than with the training of particular skills. Liberal knowledge is “worth possessing for what it is, and not merely for what it does”, Newman says (114). But already in the nineteenth century – and especially today – one is required to do something with a university degree. The Prophet of the “Philosophy of Utility” has succeeded: “[h]is mission was the increase of physical enjoyment and social comfort” (117-118). And “liberal knowledge”, as opposed to “useful knowledge” (belonging to that “Philosophy of Utility”), has failed to accomplish its mission, which is “to make men better” (120). Though not at all referring to Newman, Allan Bloom indirectly echoes his vision on what the nature of teaching that students get at university should be: “The purpose of their education is not to make them scholars but to provide them with a moral virtue – openness” (26). Virtue is also the term that Newman uses (1852:120). He seems to imply that virtue is something that cannot be taught or learnt – at least not in a religious way. Bloom is not concerned with religion though, but with morality, a kind of ethical humanity that students should receive and develop in those years. Gentlemanhood, would Newman say. 

Liberal Education makes not the Christian, not the Catholic, but the gentleman. It is well to be a gentlemen, it is well to have a cultivated intellect, a delicate taste, a candid, equitable, dispassionate mind, a noble and courteous bearing in the conduct of life;—these are the connatural qualities of a large knowledge; they are the objects of a University. (120-121)

For those who think that liberal education does not “perform” or produce any material results, Allan Bloom is willing to prove that the influence of liberal education goes beyond tangible effects of professional or vocational training: “True liberal education requires that the student’s whole life be radically changed by it, that what he learns may affect his action, his tastes, his choices, that no previous attachment be immune to examination and hence re-evaluation. Liberal education puts everything at risk and requires students who are able to risk everything” (370). Newman calls it gentlemanhood, Bloom refers to it as openness. Both notions have to do with the state of mind, with the mental condition. The significance of liberal education and liberal knowledge lies in the fact that they are invaluable. Their “performance”, so to speak, cannot be measured according to material or mechanical standards. “Liberal Education, viewed in itself, is simply the cultivation of the intellect, as such, and its object is nothing more or less than intellectual excellence”, Newman elucidates (121).

 One cannot measure what liberal education is worth, because the parameters of industrial and post-industrial society are solely oriented towards the evaluation of touchable and concrete performances and skills. In her discussion of the contemporary university and the economisation of culture, Monika Fludernik aptly states that “[e]ducation is not like a company run purely for profit; it is a garden in which some of the most exquisite plants are cultivated for their beauty and the pleasure they afford to both the successful gardener and the lucky passerby” (68). Beauty is another such notion that seemingly does not do anything, and over which never everyone can agree. “Truth has two attributes”, Newman explains, “beauty and power; and while Useful Knowledge is the possession of truth as powerful, Liberal Knowledge is the apprehension of it as beautiful” (1852:217). In addition, a corresponding reproach to Newman’s “elitist” liberal education could be given to beauty, which could be perceived as no more than a provider of pleasure. Both notions might seem purely luxurious and therefore useless in a temporal world. In order to reply to this critique, Newman answers with religion and humanity: 

The moralist will tell us that man, in all his functions, is but a flower which blossoms and fades, except so far as a higher principle breathes upon him, and makes him and what he is immortal. Body and mind are carried on into an eternal state of being by the gifts of Divine Munificence; but at first they do but fail in a failing world; and if the powers of intellect decay, the powers of the body have decayed before them, and, as an Hospital or an Almshouse, though its end be ephemeral, may be sanctified to the service of religion, so surely may a University, even were it nothing more than I have as yet described it. We attain to heaven by using this world well, though it is to pass away; we perfect our nature, not by undoing it, but by adding to it what is more than nature, and directing it towards aims higher than its own. (123)

Of course, if everything could be answered with religion or theology, and no rational thinking or scientific proof was needed, countless people would have died due to lack of penicillin. Air is not enough to breathe. Therefore, after our philosophical study of knowledge on its own, we now need to analyse its relationship to other practical facets of society. 
4. Knowledge versus Learning  [“Knowledge viewed in Relation to Learning”] 
Even though the fifth discourse encompasses the core thought of Newman’s book, all the following chapters are necessary extensions that enable us to examine and understand the idea as a whole. Before Newman moves on to discuss the most salient debate on liberal education as opposed to professional skill, he first puts liberal knowledge (and education) into perspective with the notion of learning. In his chapter “Knowledge viewed in Relation to Learning” Newman wishes to clarify the misconception that liberal education equals simplified learning or acquisition of a fixed curriculum. To make it comprehensible, he asks the following questions:

These questions are three: viz. the relation of intellectual culture, first, to mere knowledge; secondly, to professional knowledge; and thirdly, to religious knowledge. In other words, are acquirements and attainments the scope of a University Education? or expertness in particular arts and pursuits? or moral and religious proficiency? Or something besides these three? (1852:128)

As already stated both by Newman and others, liberal education is a process, a development. It is not a course one can study by heart. Given the fact that the university is indeed a place of education, one naturally needs to acquire a certain amount of knowledge with the aid of memory (128). Anthony Kronman describes how Harvard’s educational model was based on that of Oxford and Cambridge where the ideal was “copying, memorizing, and reciting” (48). It was a method applied for the student’s own good because one believed that in order to become a “Christian gentleman” and to train the character, this was the best technique to achieve that goal (49). Similary, Newman puts forward that mental culture can only exist with the acquisition of knowledge that comes with “a great deal of reading, or a wide range of information” (1852:129). However, “the end of a Liberal Education is not mere knowledge, or knowledge considered in its matter”, he warns us (130). It is not enough to simply acquire information, because memorising is not the core principle or object of university education. The mental enlargement does not suffice to be a merely quantitative one; it needs to be qualitative as well.

The enlargement consists, not merely in the passive reception into the mind of a number of ideas hitherto unknown to it, but in the mind's energetic and simultaneous action upon and towards and among those new ideas, which are rushing in upon it. It is the action of a formative power, reducing to order and meaning the matter of our acquirements; it is a making the objects of our knowledge subjectively our own, or, to use a familiar word, it is a digestion of what we receive, into the substance of our previous state of thought; and without this no enlargement is said to follow. There is no enlargement, unless there be a comparison of ideas one with another, as they come before the mind, and a systematizing of them. We feel our minds to be growing and expanding then, when we not only learn, but refer what we learn to what we know already. It is not the mere addition to our knowledge that is the illumination; but the locomotion, the movement onwards, of that mental centre, to which both what we know, and what we are learning, the accumulating mass of our acquirements, gravitates. (Newman 134)

The “comparison of ideas” that Newman mentions, is also what Jaroslav Pelikan puts forward in his own analysis as the essence of a genuine university education. “By a crude mathematical formula,” Pelikan explains, “it can be suggested that what students teach students should be one-third of an undergraduate education, what professors teach students should be another third, and what each student does alone in the library, the laboratory, and the study should be the remaining third; if any of those three fractions deviates significantly from that norm by approaching one-half, there is an unhealthy imbalance” (61). Consequently, university education is not interested in producing omniscient geniuses, but offering its students an individual intellectual development. Pelikan’s idea is a softer version of Newman’s suggestion to the effect that if he was given the choice between four years of education during which young men were brought together, simply learning from each other, and a university with fixed curricula and examinations for every course, Newman would choose the former (Newman 145). What he really wants to say it that the true intellect – which liberal education strives for – can only be achieved if the knowledge acquired in the student’s mind is given a chance to develop, if knowledge is considered not merely “as acquirement, but as philosophy” (Newman 134-135). In the end, it all comes down to the everlasting opposition between quantity and quality. “[A] great memory […] does not make a philosopher,” Newman aptly exemplifies, “any more than a dictionary can be called a grammar” (135). 

If we return to the question what this liberal education is supposed to do, then this sixth discourse would precisely be the answer. Newman refuses a passive acquisition or dissemination of knowledge, because in that sense a university could be compared to a book or a machine. Newman’s liberal education, as stated before, is a process during which students develop their minds and characters with the support of knowledge. The goal of university education has therefore nothing to do with knowledge on its own, but with its students. Newman’s liberal education is the exact opposite of what Paulo Freire later would call the “banking concept of education” (Castro-Klarén 323). This educational method is based on a hierarchy between teacher and student, in which the student is the absolute beginner who has to learn everything from the fully educated teacher (Castro-Klarén 323). Therefore, it “negates education and knowledge as processes of enquiry in which the student recognizes his or her own individual experience and critical self-consciousness” (Castro-Klarén 323). This method first of all ignores the fact that education is a process, and secondly denies the possibility that teacher and students are both intellectual individuals capable of learning from each other. If there is one thing that one could say about Newman’s liberal education, it is that it is open for enquiry and interpretation, and that neither idea nor content are fixed. A liberally educated person is one who asks questions and who can “resist the easy and preferred answers”, Bloom says in his study of the present-day university (21). To conclude on the subject of knowledge and its relation to learning and liberal education, no one could put it better than Newman, stating that “knowledge is something more than a sort of passive reception of scraps and details; it is a something, and it does a something” (147). 

5. Knowledge versus Newman’s skill and Lyotard’s performativity [“Knowledge viewed in Relation to Professional Skill”] 
Th[e] growth of natural sciences and their relevance for economic development led to the gradual subordination of other university disciplines – not only the humanities, but also the social sciences – due to their overwhelming scientific and economic strength. As a result, little by little, they invaded and took over the whole discourse about performance and relevance of universities. (Jónassen 48) (italics mine)

In the seventh discourse entitled “Knowledge viewed in Relation to Professional Skill”, Newman sets the idea of liberal education against the notion of utility expressed through vocational and professional training. He comes back to the issue questioning the ultimate goal of liberal education discussed in his fifth discourse, and provides some philosophical and practical examples to illustrate his idea. The point he is trying to defend throughout the entire book is that it is illusory to seek for a material and tangible end for this process of training because “the intellect, instead of being formed or sacrificed to some particular or accidental purpose, some specific trade or profession, or study or science, is disciplined for its own sake, for the perception of its own proper object, and for its own highest culture” (1852:152). Newman repeats and rephrases this idea continuously throughout the book as if he is afraid that his message is not loud or clear enough. However, the complexity of his content lies not in the fact that it might be incomprehensible, but that it is not acknowledged and not wanted. Newman pronounced these words more than hundred fifty years ago, yet they still ring true:

Now this is what some great men are very slow to allow; they insist that Education should be confined to some particular and narrow end, and should issue in some definite work, which can be weighed and measured. They argue as if every thing, as well as every person, had its price; and that where there has been a great outlay, they have a right to expect a return in kind. This they call making Education and Instruction “useful,” and “Utility” becomes their watchword. 

With a fundamental principle of this nature, they very naturally go on to ask, what there is to show for the expense of a University; what is the real worth in the market of the article called “a Liberal Education,” on the supposition that it does not teach us definitely how to advance our manufactures, or to improve our lands, or to better our civil economy; or again, if it does not at once make this man a lawyer, that an engineer, and that a surgeon; or at least if it does not lead to discoveries in chemistry, astronomy, geology, magnetism, and science of every kind. (153) 

As a first defence, Newman gives examples of earlier periods in which the university existed without asking those questions and in which religious and philosophical scholars did not care or cater for the tastes of utilitarianism (155-156). But the surrounding society of a university in the thirteenth or sixteenth century was pre-industrial and therefore not utility-oriented. As a consequence, the problem to solve and the question to answer are: how to exist as a university in an industrial, post-industrial, modern, and post-modern environment? How does a university perform its original role and principle – the training of liberally educated intellectual citizen – in a profoundly utilitarianist society? Interestingly, Newman succeeds in finding a pro-utilitarian minded voice in a pre-industrial period, namely John Locke (158). What Locke argues for is that pupils and students should not be taught things that cannot serve them or will not prove useful later on in life (Newman 159). By useful he means practical skills, which a student can adopt in order to be a functional participant in society (159-160). Being a useful contributor to society of course boils down to buying and selling, i.e. to making money. And it is precisely technology and industry that are able to produce vast amounts of money – technology and industry, which come into existence through physical and natural sciences, which in their turn, are a form of knowledge.

 Some 300 years later, this line of reasoning would be strongly attacked by Jean-François Lyotard. In his book The Postmodern Condition, Lyotard analyses the status of knowledge and information in contemporary society (Jameson, 1984:viii).
 Independently of Newman’s idea, Lyotard criticises the constant demand for utility and performance. “They follow a principle, and it is the principle of optimal performance: maximizing output […] and minimizing input […]. Technology is therefore a game pertaining not to the true, the just, or the beautiful, etc. but to efficiency: a technological “move” is “good” when it does better and/or expends less energy than another” (Lyotard 44). This process works in a circular way because in return technological developments influence the state of knowledge in society. Even though Lyotard analyses the position and role of knowledge in twentieth century post-industrial society in his book, his ideas are very much related to those of Newman in the mid-nineteenth century (viii). The reciprocal influence of knowledge and technology suggested by Newman is also mentioned by Lyotard: “Knowledge is and will be produced in order to be sold, it is and will be consumed in order to be valorized in a new production: in both cases, the goal is exchange” (4). 

The difference between Locke’s way of thinking and supporters of liberal education lies in the fact that Locke is interested in the benefit of the community in general, whereas liberal education’s sole purpose is the personal development of an individual (1852:160). The utility that Locke and Lyotard mention is a pecuniary performativity on the level of society. Knowledge is required to be useful in order to do something for society from which it can benefit materially or financially. Lyotard continues: “It was more the desire for wealth than the desire for knowledge that initially forced upon technology the imperative of performance improvement and product realization. […] Technology became important to contemporary knowledge only through the mediation of a generalized spirit of performativity” (45) (italics mine). 

Essential to our understanding is that while Newman makes a distinction between professional training on the one hand and liberal education – which is sole university matter – on the other, Locke is of the opinion that there should only be one sort of training – namely professional or vocational – because the other one is of no use (1852:163). Newman agrees that his liberal education is non-professional but insists that this is also the point (163).

I say, let  us take “useful” to mean, not what is simply good, but what tends to good, or is the instrument of good; and in this sense also, Gentlemen, I will show you how a liberal education is truly and fully a useful, though it be not a professional, education. “Good” indeed means one thing, and “useful” means another; but I lay it down as a principle, which will save us a great deal of anxiety, that, though the useful is not always good, the good is always useful. (164)

Here again, Newman proves that the basis of all comprehension and denomination are language and ethics. The ethics of an industrial society are different from a pre-industrial one. And if ethics change, many institutional aspects of society change as well – one of them being the university. “If the performativity of the supposed social system is taken as the criterion of relevance […], higher education becomes a subsystem of the social system, and the same performativity criterion is applied to each of these problems”, Lyotard crisply puts it (48). Nonetheless, it is worth noting that neither Newman nor Lyotard – independently though like-minded – wish to say that a university degree should or may not be used for a professional career afterwards. The primary goal of a university education is simply not vocational. “In saying that Law or Medicine is not the end of a University course, I do not mean to imply that the University does not teach Law or Medicine”, Newman clarifies (1852:166). University teaches universal knowledge, i.e. all branches of knowledge – of which law and medicine are part – but it does not teach professions (Newman 166). 

The legitimate and logical question raised by Locke and the utilitarian societies of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is how students can be useful in society if they are not trained for a profession. Lyotard comments on the relation between the university and the notion of knowledge in modern-day society, though echoes Newman’s concerns. “Previously, [the task of the university] entailed the formation and dissemination of a general model of life, most often legitimated by the emancipation narrative. In the context of delegitimation, universities and the institutions of higher learning are called upon to create skills, and no longer ideals” (Lyotard 48). Students are required to possess a practical and tangible “knowledge”, which is in reality a skilfulness that they can apply for their future jobs. Lyotard continues: “The transmission of knowledge is no longer designed to train an elite capable of guiding the nation towards its emancipation, but to supply the system with players capable of acceptability fulfilling their roles at the pragmatic posts required by its institutions” (48). A functional and efficient society necessitates competent and professional citizen, not some elitist gentlemen, or philosophers it seems. Newman refutes this argument:

This then is how I should solve the fallacy, for so I must call it, by which Locke and his disciples would frighten us from cultivating the intellect, under the notion that no education is useful which does not teach us some temporal calling, or some mechanical art, or some physical secret. I say that a cultivated intellect, because it is a good in itself, brings with it a power and a grace to every work and occupation which it undertakes, and enables us to be more useful, and to a greater number. (1852:167)

In different terms, but with the identical message, Alfonso Borrero Cabal defines the nature of university education, a century and a half later: “A student’s education should not consist of projects tailored simply to fit the size of the job, dispensing with his or her spiritual, intellectual, and moral development. The university can fulfil the needs of society in general and business in particular if it produces students with a high level of personality development” (103). The goal of university education is thus to create an intellectually, culturally, and personally developed citizen who will participate successfully in society. The problem for an input-output-oriented society is that it cannot measure the students’ efficiency or success immediately after graduating from such a “liberal course”, but that it has to wait for tangible results until they actively participate. This problem can only be overcome by the valid performativity promise that a certain degree delivers. For instance, a law degree, or a medical degree carries a reputation of immediate and beneficial utility in society. A degree in the arts and humanities does not. 

As already indicated before, the concept of utility is a pecuniary one influenced by the language of science and technology (Lyotard 3). The arts and humanities do not offer any specific knowledge that one can transfer into skills, which are saleable or buyable – since money is indeed what it boils down to. However, this does not take away the argument in Newman’s reply: liberally educated students may not possess the required skills, but they are endowed with an intellectually developed mind and personality that will enable them to adapt and grow in any circumstance of a utilitarian society. This capability is the second goal of liberal education – the first being individual development – namely, the formation of “good members of society” (Newman, 1852:177). Newman aptly summarises that the “training of the intellect, which is best for the individual himself, best enables him to discharge his duties to society” (177). He very cleverly nullifies the argument of utility used against his idea of the university by proving that a liberal education serves society. Newman’s university does not make engineers, experimental scientists, new Shakespeares or Newtons, but its students may become that afterwards. That is how large the scope of a university is (Newman 177). In the following section, we shall be analysing Newman’s discourses related to the duties of society, which simultaneously form the last chapters of the original nine discourses. 

6. The morality of learning: duties towards society [“Knowledge viewed in Relation to Religion”, “Duties of the Church towards Knowledge”] 
The last two discourses of Newman’s book reach back to the aspect of theology discussed in his first chapters. Whereas in the beginning he pleaded for an inclusion of theology as a branch of knowledge within the university following the principle of universality, he now addresses theology (as part of the process of liberal education) with regard to society. Even though Newman frequently mentions Catholicism next to theology in general, his religious ideas have a wider significance. Newman begins his penultimate discourse by recapitulating the nature of liberal knowledge. When knowledge is pursued for its own sake, “Philosophy must be its form”, he says (1852:179). By philosophy he means active thinking and interpretative reasoning, not a merely passive acquisition of informational knowledge. In the whole flow of ideas, Newman will relate philosophy to reason, and reason to theology and religion – all moral virtues for a successful participation in society. Liberal education and religion are similar, according to Newman, to the extent they both exist for their own sake (180). “[P]hilosophy depends on nothing outside itself; it legitimates itself by reason alone, by its own practice”, Bill Readings states (56). And so does Reason with a capital R. “[Reason] considers itself from first to last independent and supreme; it requires no external authority; it makes a religion for itself”, Newman adds (1852:181). He even speaks of a “Religion of Reason” when one considers intellectuals, philosophers, scholars, and gentlemen (182). 

The point of all these terms, and in particular philosophy and reason, is their quality of “moral and social teaching” (184). The moral and ethical features of liberal education are what make up its duties towards society, its “utility” as previously discussed. Consequently, the presence of religion and theology, is not meant to dominate or categorise the university, but is supposed to figure as a moral sense. However, Newman warns us that we should not mistake moral sense for conscience, because the latter is subjective, and self-contemplative, whereas moral sense applies to the human nature in general (191-193). Liberal education, therefore, “undertakes the moral education of the man” (202). 

Despite the fact that Newman wanted to establish a Catholic university in Ireland, and that the nineteenth century was still very much defined by religion all over Europe, Newman confirms that his philosophy was an educational inspiration not bound by time or culture. “At this day”, he says, “the “gentleman” is the creation, not of Christianity, but of civilization” (203). However, the gentleman cannot rise above the common man unless he is a Christian, and preferably a Catholic. Newman suggests that true morality lies only in Christianity. Nevertheless, he leaves room open for interpretation in that liberal education might offer a sense of morality as well. For Newman’s nineteenth century label of “gentleman” far from referring to a snobbish individual, is his way of indicating the liberally educated student, who is brought up as a morally and socially engaged, intellectual citizen. 

Hence it is that it is almost a definition of a gentleman to say he is one who never inflicts pain. This description is both refined and, as far as it goes, accurate. He is mainly occupied in merely removing the obstacles which hinder the free and unembarrassed action of those about him; and he concurs with their movements rather than takes the initiative himself. (Newman 208-209)

In these final chapters, Newman proves that it does not suffice to be well read and intelligent, but that one should strive to be morally good as well. In the end, there is no point in being an intellectual for one’s individual sake, if one cannot apply one’s knowledge for the better good in society. In that way, Newman might, in the end, share some of John Locke’s principles. The goal of liberal education is indeed to let individuals develop freely. But its second goal is unmistakeably the creation of good citizen. Therefore, the concept of theology – part of the university according to the valid condition of universality – ultimately serves this goal as well. 

In the opening lines of his final discourse, Newman concisely states the essence of theology concerning liberal education: “I declared my intention, when I opened the subject, of treating it as a philosophical and practical, rather than as a theological question, with an appeal to common sense, not to ecclesiastical rules” (212). Thereby he shows why his idea is so relevant for us today, transcending both regional and temporal boundaries. The whole of his nine discourses are in fact a defence of liberal education against a utilitarian society. Newman wishes to educate people for the sake of their own development. Theology is necessary in this process if students wish to become morally engaged individuals. Students are therefore not educated to be simply eloquent and knowledgeable people – for that would make them even more useless for society. That is why Newman wants to emphasise that the ultimate goal of liberal education is society – just not the first one. As already stated above, in order to have a good society, one needs good members. “For why do we educate, except to prepare for the world?”, Newman rhetorically asks (232). “Why do we cultivate the intellect of the many beyond the first elements of knowledge, except for this world? […] If then a University is a direct preparation for this world, let it be what it professes. It is not a Convent, it is not a Seminary; it is a place to fit men of the world for the world” (232).  

b. A Selection of Additional Lectures 

The Idea of the University comes in two parts. The nine discourses that Newman delivered in Dublin in 1852 were also published that same year (1996:ix). Between 1854 and 1858, while rector of the Catholic University, he wrote an additional ten lectures on university education. These ten lectures were first published separately as Lectures and Essays on University Subjects in 1859, but were added as the second part to The Idea of the University from 1873 onwards (1996:ix). The 1996 edition by Frank Turner only published a selection of four lectures, of which we shall be analysing one, namely “Christianity and Physical Science: A Lecture in the School of Medicine”. In addition, we shall be looking at one other lecture composed in that period, but which is not incorporated in this edition. As a result, we have consulted the online text from Project Gutenberg. The additional discussion covers “Literature: A Lecture in the School of Philosophy and Letters”. 

The reason for this selection of lectures is related to the fact that the subjects dealt with represent the two respective actors in the university debate on utility. The exact sciences and the humanities each stand on one end of the performance scale based on the ethics of a utilitarian society. In addition to Newman’s own comparison, we shall continue this debate with contemporary critics in the second part. 

1. Education and Literature [“Literature: A Lecture in the School of Philosophy and Letters”] 
Seeing that Newman indicated that liberal education should happen in the form of philosophy, it is fairly logical that he devoted a lecture to the Faculty of Philosophy and Letters. In the second lecture of the ten additional lectures, Newman attempts to define what Literature is, and how it relates to its opposite branch of knowledge, i.e. Science (1858:269). Does literature signify books? This would be too vast a definition, because all branches of knowledge that were ever written down in books would belong to literature. Though, what about the works of Plato or Cicero?, Newman points out (269). These are seen as both literature and philosophy. If literature is more than just books, is it then “synonymous with composition? with books written with an attention to style? Is literature fine writing? again, is it studied and artificial writing?”, he wonders (269). Newman makes a distinction between the Classical works which are indeed proof of “fine writing”, but which are not easily translated. He opposes it to the “Holy Scripture”, the Bible, which according to him “does easily admit of translation, though it is the most sublime and beautiful of all writings” (270). 

Religion and theology are never far away in Newman’s writings, though all of it can be seen within the aforementioned context of morality. The distinction with regard to translation that Newman makes is in fact related to content. The Classic’s idiosyncrasy lies in the fact that their beauty and power is inherent in their form, and once translated, it is lost. Whereas the sacred writings “consist more in the greatness of the things themselves than in the words and expressions”, and are therefore more easily translatable into another language (Newman 271). Does this mean that classical literature or any literature of the non-religious type is only concerned with words? Newman realises that his slightly unfortunate division might be misinterpreted, and therefore clarifies that what makes national literature so hard to translate is in fact the specificity of the language itself (272). However, he goes on to label literature restrictively again when he claims that literature is purely individual and subjective, as opposed to science, which uses language to relate objective truths (274). 

Science, then, has to do with things, literature with thoughts; science is universal, literature is personal; science uses words merely as symbols, but literature uses language in its full compass, as including phraseology, idiom, style, composition, rhythm, eloquence, and whatever other properties are included in it. (Newman 275)

Newman is right to a certain extent – the formal one. Yet, by pigeonholing literature as a mere form of linguistic and individual art, he renounces its capability of offering liberal knowledge. Newman mentions the impossibility of translating literature due to the idiosyncrasy of the national language in which it is written, but fails to relate the reading of national literature to the acquisition of knowledge about that national culture. Bill Readings explains how in the nineteenth century – the period of the formation of the current nation-states – literary studies were one of the most important methods through which cultural identity was shaped (70). He pertinently adds:

If literature is the language of national culture, the written proof of a spiritual activity beyond mechanical operations of material life, then the liberal education in intellectual culture, through the study of national literature, will produce the cultivated gentlemen whose knowledge has no mechanical or direct utility, merely a spiritual link to the vitality of his national language as literature. (77)

Even though Newman discusses literature as a branch within the university, he does not really relate it to liberal education. However, he does mention the important presence of thought and reason in the activity of speaking and writing (1858:276). He goes back to the Greek term Logos, which incorporates both reason and speech – both necessary for writing literature (276). Yet curiously, Newman somehow does not explicitly acknowledge the importance of not only the form and style, but also the content of classical works. He is right in the sense that literature can never be fully and perfectly translated from one national language into another. Nevertheless, this does not mean that the core message cannot be transferred. 

“The great texts of Greek and Roman antiquity in particular provided a repertory of topoi and models for thinking in general terms about politics, ethics, metaphysics, language itself; they even offered a language for expressing ideas and communicating them to a universal audience unbounded by local limitations of time and place”, Lionel Gossman argues in his discussion on literature and education (343). Gossman’s reasoning is almost a direct (though unintended) allusion to Newman’s liberal education. However, Newman confines literature to the realm of the arts, placing it on the same level as painting and music (1858:283). While literature is personal and uses language as a form of art, science on the other uses language in an objective way. “I have said Literature is one thing, and that Science is another; that Literature has to do with ideas, and Science with realities; that Literature is of a personal character, that Science treats of what is universal and eternal”, he argues (289). 

Newman very manifestly limits literature to a world of fiction and personal ideas, whereas science (next to the Bible) is supposed to be the only branch that is accessible to everyone because it offers a general, objective truth. He rephrases his idea by saying that “by Letters or Literature is meant the expression of thought in language” (291). The “Art of Letters” belongs therefore to what he calls “the faculty of Expression” (italics mine). But what about the faculty of Comprehension? Was not the goal of liberal education to provide its students with a universal knowledge, a development of one’s personality, a general comprehension of the world? Was not the university a place “for the exploration of life’s mystery and meaning through the careful but critical reading of the great works of literary and philosophical imagination that we have inherited from the past”, as Anthony Kronman put it (6)? Newman had some valid thoughts on the department of literature within the university, but it seems that his future colleagues were more successful in defining the position of literature in the university. We shall come back upon this in the second part of this thesis. 

2. Education and Science [“Christianity and Physical Science: A Lecture in the School of Medicine”] 
In this chapter, we shall be analysing Newman’s point of view on the exact sciences, and the relationship between the exact sciences and university education. As already mentioned above, the natural sciences seem to stand in direct relation to the notion of utility concerning university education. In his address to the new School of Medicine at the Catholic University, Newman commences with a comparison between physics and theology (1858:429). He presents theology as the pre-eminent example of knowledge solely conceivable with the mind (430). The knowledge of theology cannot be proven or measured. Physics, on the other hand, “is concerned with the sensible world, with the phenomena which we see, hear, and handle, or, in other words, with matter. It is the philosophy of matter” (Newman 432). And theology is obviously the opposite of physical science. 

To a certain extent, Newman’s theology might as well represent the whole of the humanities. “Theology,” he clarifies, “contemplates the world, not of matter, but of mind; […] souls and their destiny; conscience and duty” (434). The non-religious aspects of theology indeed correspond to the principles of the humanities, and even more to liberal education. Knowledge dealing uniquely with the mind unfortunately does not receive much recognition. The natural sciences possess a greater authority because they are directly linked to society. The results of physically and naturally scientific research are exteriorised materially, practically, or financially in society. “Physical Science is experimental, Theology traditional; […] Physics progressive, Theology, in comparison, stationary; Theology is loyal to the past, Physics has visions of the future”, Newman explains (442). Theology will not bring anything to society that will make life practically easier, cheaper, ore more efficient. Neither will liberal education. The results of natural sciences affect us directly through technology, and shape our future in a very tangible way, as Newman puts forward. 

Anthony Kronman analyses the nature of the physical sciences today. He argues that the most important fact is that “the natural sciences satisfy our desire for understanding to a unique degree” (226). They offer us a “twofold satisfaction of our desires for understanding and control”, he adds (226). All men desire to know, we remember Aristotle said. And the natural sciences represent, enable, and fit that desire. The natural or physical sciences do not create skills at university level, but they do offer knowledge with a very high “performativity” level, to use Lyotard terms. To have knowledge of the natural sciences would enable a student to immediately participate in society via industry or technology after graduation. Newman compares this authority of the natural sciences to a kind of religion, a “Physical or Natural Theology” (1858:449). Yet “Physical Theology” cannot tell us anything about duty and conscience, or any other Christian or moral aspects (Newman 453-454). “Physical Theology” cannot give us any moral virtues or intellectual enrichments “because it speaks only of laws; and cannot contemplate their suspension, that is, miracles, which are of the essence of the idea of a Revelation. Thus, the God of Physical Theology may very easily become a mere idol” (Newman 454). Religion and theology are complete opposites of the natural sciences. However, Newman informs us that we need them both, united under the roof of the university. Jean-François Lyotard shares Newman’s vision in his own way:

In the first place, scientific knowledge does not represent the totality of knowledge; it has always existed in addition to, and in competition and conflict with, another kind of knowledge, which I will call narrative in the interests of simplicity […]. I do not mean to say that narrative knowledge can prevail over science, but its model is related to ideas of internal equilibrium and conviviality next to which […] scientific knowledge cuts a poor figure. (7)

Lyotard’s “narrative knowledge” represents of course that branch of knowledge that is preoccupied with the human condition, with the human soul and mind, i.e. the humanities. Similarly to Newman, he seems to say that practical and tangible knowledge (such as the exact sciences) does not suffice for either the training of a student, or for society as a whole, because it cannot offer knowledge on the “higher” level; it cannot offer morality, spirituality, or individual development – which lie at the core of liberal education, and hence university education. However, the distinction between the natural sciences and humanities seems unavoidable, because both branches of knowledge are necessary for a comprehensive understanding if one is aiming at teaching and acquiring universal knowledge. This eternal opposition is also C.P. Snow’s central focus in his essay The Two Cultures. “I believe the intellectual life of the whole of western society is increasingly being split into two polar groups”, he says (3). At one end of the scale one locates the “literary intellectuals”, and at the complete other end, one finds the physical scientists (Snow 4). Snow describes the antagonism between the two groups as follows:

The non-scientists have a rooted impression that the scientists are shallowly optimistic, unaware of man’s condition. On the other hand, the scientists believe that the literary intellectuals are totally lacking in foresight, peculiarly unconcerned with their brother men, in a deep sense anti-intellectual, anxious to restrict both art and thought to the existential moment. And so on. Anyone with a mild talent for invective could produce plenty of this kind of subterranean back-chat. On each side there is some of it which is not entirely baseless. It is all destructive. (5)

Snow also proves that the group of academic intellectuals cannot uniquely be made up either of literary scholars or of solely physical scientists. It is only natural that one group finds fault with the other and is of the opinion that the other group lacks something significant. They lack each other, but are unable to acknowledge it. Snow explains how “the literary intellectuals, who incidentally while no one was looking took to referring to themselves as ‘intellectuals’ as though there were no others” (Snow 3). However, the only reason why scholars belonging to the arts and humanities perceive themselves as “true intellectuals” is because they need to stand up against the imposed superiority of the exact scientists – a superiority and authority they cannot beat with tangible results or proof, but with a reputation of “cultural capital.” When one puts all this in the perspective of liberal education, the conclusion is fairly simple. The question is not what branch of knowledge liberal education should consist of, because it should include all branches of knowledge, since this is what a university stands for. The issue here is that the university should offer both of these branches of knowledge for their own sake. Physical science should therefore be taught for its own end, for the development of the student’s intellectual mind – not only literary scholars are intellectuals, Snow reminds us – and not for some technological purpose imposed on us by utilitarian society. Consequently, both the humanities and natural sciences belong to liberal education when they share the common goal of educating people for the sole sake of offering them a development of intellect and character, and thus enabling them to fulfil their duties to society later on. 

III. Part 2: Newman Today 

A close reading of John Henry Newman’s book was necessary to arrive at the analysis of the idea of the university today. Various elements of Newman’s lectures proved typical of the period in which his work came into existence, especially the notions of theology and religion, which form a thread throughout the entire book. However, the majority of aspects relating to his idea proved unbound by time or situation. The greatness of Newman’s work lies in a message that rings true even more than a century after its composition. Two questions arise after reading his book. What can we learn from Newman today? To what extent are Newman’s ideas still relevant for the contemporary university? 

1. University Ltd. /Inc.

The question (overt or implied) now asked by the professionalist student, the State, or institutions of higher education is no longer “Is it true?” but “What use is it?” In the context of the mercantilization of knowledge, more often than not this question is equivalent to: “Is it saleable?” And in the context of power-growth: “Is it efficient?” (Lyotard 51) (italics mine)

Many contemporary university critics believe that university education is no longer concerned with Newman’s idea. Wanting to study for the mere sake of gaining knowledge seems almost a laughable and foolish thought in present-day society. Throughout the twentieth century there has been a massive increase in the number of students going to university (Jónassen 122). Access to university is no longer the sole privilege of the elite. Along with this quantitative change, there has also been a transformation in educational principles, and perhaps in quality as well. Jean-François Lyotard explains how contemporary society has become what he calls “postmodern”, meaning that its culture has changed due to “the transformations which, since the end of the nineteenth century, have altered the game rules for science, literature, and the arts” (xxiii). Since Newman wrote down his ideas in the aftermath of the industrial revolution, the principles concerning the position and task of the university have logically evolved following the same path. The industrial nineteenth century was already preoccupied with the issue of utility – and the twentieth and twenty-first centuries were no different. Only, “it is now science, knowledge, technological research, rather than industrial production and the extraction of surplus value, that is the ‘ultimately determining instance’“ (Lyotard xiii). 

Knowledge, in all its variants, is the biggest player in the game of society government today. Utility – and all its synonyms such as purpose, efficiency, performativity, etc. – together with knowledge are the key words that dominate contemporary culture. It seems that everything that is made, created, or thought should be endowed with a certain “do-ability”, or at least be saleable, in order to possess value (Fludernik 58). And the same criteria apply to a university – to which many educational and cultural critics attribute businesslike features. “The traditional idea of the university as a not-for-profit institution that offers liberal education and enfranchises citizens of the republic, not to mention the more radical view that the university should foster a socially critical if not revolutionary class, has been evacuated without much of a fight”, Jeffrey Williams explains (744). Degrees and diplomas today are required to have a pecuniary value, to be worth something, to be useful. 

Once upon a time it was possible to believe that pure mathematics, theoretical physics, philosophy […] were basic disciplines shielded from power, inaccessible to programming by the pressures of the State or, under cover of the State, by civil society or capital interests. The sole concern of such basic research would be knowledge, truth, the disinterested exercise of reason, under the sole authority of the principle of reason. (Derrida 12)

It is unfortunately no longer possible to preserve this idea, given the utilitarian bent of contemporary society. 

Modern culture requires students to obtain a “relevant” degree, and students grow up finding this request logical. Bill Readings informs us how the university today is just some sort of in-between-stop for students before starting a real job. Students are “‘parked’ at the University – taking courses, acquiring credits, waiting to graduate”, he explains (138). “In a sense, this is their reaction to the fact that nothing in their education encourages them to think of themselves as heroes of the story of liberal education, embarking on the long voyage of self-discovery. What they are engaged in is self-accreditation, preparing for the job market – which is why interdisciplinary ‘pre-professional’ majors are becoming increasingly popular” (138). Students today are like consumers not only in a financial way, but even more so in a philosophical way. If they pay a lot – and they do in the USA and Britain –, they want their degree to be worth it. But regardless of the fees, students spend approximately four year studying, so they do not want to waste their time studying useless knowledge. “The transmission of knowledge”, Lyotard elaborates, “is no longer designed to train an elite capable of guiding the nation towards its emancipation, but to supply the system with players capable of acceptability fulfilling their roles at the pragmatic posts required by its institutions” (48). If students want to fit in with society today, they need to acquire degrees that have market value. The core question in all this is: how is it measured? When is a degree useful or profitable? Cleary, it does not matter anymore what is taught exactly, as long as it is useful. 

Bill Readings criticises the whole vocabulary that supports this philosophy. Utility and value are measured by the standard of excellence, he explains (13). The notion of excellence figures as a kind of trustworthy label promising benefit. However, the first problem with this vocabulary of excellence is that it has no content, that it is neither true nor false, Readings says (13). Yet it is somehow the ruling principle and standard upon which university education is based and measured. What does excellence stand for? “The point is that no one knows what excellence is but that everyone has his or her own idea of what it is”, Readings remarks (32). In addition, because it is a hollow term, it replaces the university’s original philosophy of liberal education with a void. The standard of quality, not measurable financially or mathematically, is being replaced by the standard of excellence. And excellence can be measured in numbers. 

Research is an aspect of higher education that Newman did not pay too much attention to. Today however, research is at least as important as teaching at university level. Also, research can more easily be measured by so-called “performance indicators” (Readings 55). Apart from the universal measurement of student achievement through grades and various forms of results, a well-known contemporary excellence measurer is the British RAE, the research assessment exercise (Jónassen 101). A number from 1 (poor) to 5* (excellent) is given to each university department in the UK, which is in this way accordingly listed in rankings. Hereby universities and their departments acquire reputations on a national and global scale – not to mention corresponding scholarly funding. As the name suggests, the RAE is predominantly focussed on research and scholarly output (which is measurable), and less on the quality or content of teaching. Yet students who wish to obtain a “good” degree – i.e. useful, valuable in terms of money – will probably base their choice on such a ranking. And who can blame them? Why spend time and money on a degree/department/university that does not enjoy academic prestige (even though this prestige is based on partial conventions)? 

The institution of the university is now more often regarded as a businesslike corporation in which the students figure as customers. And the notion of excellence is simply an exteriorisation of the ethics of utility that dominate contemporary society. “Henceforth, the question of the university is only the question of relative value-for-money, the question posed to a student who is situated entirely as a consumer, rather than as someone who wants to think”, Readings concludes (27). Especially in the Anglo-American university world, the ability to study somewhere equals the ability to pay. The administrative aspect of the university today is becoming more and more sophisticated. Bill Readings even fears that administration is becoming more dominant over research and teaching (125). “We discuss academic freedom when the university has become an industry that counts in billions of dollars”, Jón Torfi Jónassen observes ironically (10). A university is either run by the State – which is especially the case in continental Europe – and is therefore dependent on the requirements of and funding by the national government; or it is a private university, run like a private corporation. Either way, the university’s philosophy and workings are not independent anymore. As Jónassen suggests, the university is no longer in possession of the academic freedom “to preserve, seek and transmit knowledge in a manner uncompromised by non-academic considerations, i.e. regardless of interests other than those that relate directly to understanding and truth” (27). 

The university’s objective today is simply no longer knowledge for its own sake. And neither is it for the students. Students are very much aware that many jobs require specific degrees, rather than actual knowledge or “skills” acquired at university. Naturally, students thus aim for the degree instead of its content (Jónassen 112). Allan Bloom explains how the creation of “the MBA as the moral equivalent of the MD or the law degree” was established with the sole goal of “insuring a lucrative living by the mere fact of a diploma that is not a mark of scholarly achievement” (369-370). The economics student “is not motivated by love of the science of economics”, Bloom illustrates, “but by love of what it is concerned with – money” (371). The university today is part of the service sector of the economy (Pelikan 72). It offers a service – knowledge, skills, etc. embodied by the credentials of a degree – to its customers, the students, who will use this degree in order to offer their service on the job market, in return for money, of course. George Marsden wonders what Newman would think if he saw into what “mass-enterprise” the university had turned today (302):

Newman presumably would not be appalled simply by the huge numbers, but he would be alarmed by the degree to which demands of mass education had created universities in which technical and narrowly vocational studies had overwhelmed everything else. Modern universities, he would soon realize, were not shaped by any unifying “idea.” They were products of the market. 

Newman never said that the university should be isolated from society, but he imagined it to be an independent institution nevertheless. Alfonso Borrero Cabal describes in The University as an Institution Today how in 1987 how the Director General of the UNESCO asked the world of academia: “Can the present-day university still become an efficient institution?” (36-37) (italics mine). Has efficiency become the ultimate goal of the university? This proves that the university is no longer an independent institution if it is required to be efficient in the eyes of society. Mirroring Readings’ words, Dominick LaCapra mentions the notions of “preprofessionalism” and “vocationalism” concerning the discourse of educational efficiency and utility (44). In order to acquire a relevant and efficient education, students adapt their university education “to the putative demands of a future job in the so-called outside world” (LaCapra 44). And obviously, universities themselves cater to this taste of career preparation. The question that Sidney Bevinick understandably asks is whether such institutions of higher learning can still be called a university (572).

Their curriculum, though diversified, is focused on career preparation, particularly in professional and technical fields. They emphasize the transmission and application of knowledge as they train students for essential positions in our increasingly complex environment. They are filling a vital role in our society, but if this is their sole principal function, they no longer meet the qualifications of a university.

The problem therefore lies neither in the name of the university, nor in its content, but in its ethics, its philosophy, and its workings. The problem is thus not to be found in the what but in the how. Newman’s notion of universality has remained valid until today. Now more than ever in Western societies – thanks to the democratisation of society – all sorts of knowledge are available at the level of higher institutions. However, Newman’s idea of liberal education is hard to find in present-day culture. The manner in which this universal knowledge is transmitted has altered, because the ultimate goal of university education has changed. The purpose of going to university is no longer to develop one’s intellect and character, but to obtain the right degree for a particular job. Following this line of thought, what job does a degree in history prepare for? Or a degree in philology? To put it briefly, what is a degree in arts and humanities worth today? This will be the topic of the penultimate chapter of this dissertation. 
2. The Position of Arts and Humanities today 

In spite of common complaints about the great variety of disciplines unbalancing the university and causing it to lose its focus, everyone knows that the arts and sciences faculty is where the action is, that the other schools are ancillary to it, that it is the center of learning and prestige. (Bloom 347)

After analysing the position of the natural sciences in society, and the university as a businesslike institution today, it is almost with hesitation that we open a discussion on the department of the arts and humanities in the contemporary university. Anthony Kronman recounts in the opening pages of Education’s End: Why Our Colleges and Universities Have Given Up on the Meaning of Life how one specific module at the beginning of his university years thoroughly influenced his idea of education, and made him realise what university education should stand for (5). Prior to that, Kronman was concerned that he would not learn anything essential about life at university, and even contemplated leaving school (3). It was a seminar on existentialism that made him aware that life, or the “meaning” of it, can indeed be studied in school. Even though Kronman ended up graduating in law, which partly belongs to the social sciences, he nevertheless found an education in the humanities absolutely pivotal for the development of a young person’s mind and character. 

Of course, the American university system, which is strictly divided into undergraduate and graduate studies, perfectly enables a student to do an undergraduate degree in one field, and specialise in another on postgraduate level. Jaroslav Pelikan explains how teachers on graduate and PhD level “have often testified that their quality of teaching depends not on how well informed their students are about the subject, but upon their general knowledge of the arts and sciences taught in secondary school and college” (175). The only rub is then that not everyone can and wants to continue studying after a BA degree. Pursuing a study in the “meaning of life” sounds very appealing, but what can a student solely holding a degree in this kind of study offer his or her future employer? What real knowledge does this student possess? 

Newman himself explains that liberal education, which has a first goal of educating people for their own sake, also has a second purpose, immediately following the first one, in providing society with intellectual citizens ready to take up their social duties. Going back to educating well-off Oxbridge gentlemen predestined for a position in Parliament steadily became outdated in the second half of the nineteenth century – and would be completely preposterous today. Hence, what is the position of the arts and humanities, the modern representatives of Newman’s liberal education? 

“Today, the humanities are not merely in a crisis”, Kronman explains. “They are in danger of becoming a laughingstock, both within the academy and outside it” (139). Because of the utilitarian ethics of contemporary society, and the privileged situation the natural and social sciences are in, the humanities are competing against an authority they cannot beat. The performative research ideal today, and the prerequisite of measurable results the natural and social sciences can fulfil, creates only a detrimental effect for the humanities. “By accepting the imperatives of the research ideal and arranging their work to meet its demands, humanities teachers have therefore traded a valuable and distinctive authority for one based upon values they can never hope to realize to anything like the degree their colleagues in the natural and social sciences can”, Kronman elaborates (135). Of course, the humanities simply do not have direct and measurable results issuing from possible discoveries, nor are they able to solve concrete social or political problems straightforwardly (Kronman 220). 

As already mentioned above, the humanities do not offer tangible or performative knowledge; their area of specialisation is the human mind. As the labour of mind and thought is considered “non-productive labour”, it belongs to an economy of waste, Readings adds (175). “The question posed to the University is thus not how to turn the institution into a haven for Thought but how to think in an institution whose development tends to make Thought more and more difficult, less and less necessary” (Readings 175). In reply to this apparent impasse, Kronman argues – in a somewhat hackneyed fashion - that the humanities encompass the “spiritual longing of our age”, and that they are able to complete the “emptiness that science has created and cannot fill” (229). A very fancy explanation, but one that will persuade neither parents nor future employers if this is the excuse students will use to defend their education. 

Allan Bloom compares the department of the humanities in the university to “a submerged Atlantis” (371):

The problem of the humanities, and therefore of the unity of knowledge, is perhaps best represented by the fact that if Galileo, Kepler and Newton exist anywhere in the university now it is in the humanities, as part of one kind of history or another – history of science, history of ideas, history of culture. In order to have a place, they have to be understood as something other than what they are – great contemplators of the whole of nature who understood themselves to be of interest only to the extent that they told the truth about it.

Galileo and colleagues belong to the humanities because they are part of history, the past, in short, because they are dead. Bloom shows disagreement with the stereotyped image of the humanities that corresponds to some stuffy, old library; a knowledge of the past, seemingly irrelevant for today – in contrast to the equally stereotyped image of the natural and social sciences, which supposedly only look forward to the future. “The natural sciences are able to assert that they are pursuing the important truth,” Bloom continues, “and the humanities are not able to make any such assertion. That is always the critical point” (373-374).

However, the essence of the problem is not that the natural and social sciences are the only ones pursuing and offering the truth, and that the humanities are oriented towards the past. The point is that all three branches are committed to the pursuit and transmission of knowledge, but that utilitarian society creates this opposition. “It is in fact only under the dictates of economic utility, to which all disciplines are currently being subjected, that these differences get foregrounded”, Monika Fludernik very pertinently explains the essence of the issue (64). This point has also been mentioned at the end of the second chapter concerning Newman’s additional lectures. Yet, even though all branches have the original educational goal in common, the outcomes are very different. Neither exact sciences nor the humanities will offer its students skills, though the knowledge that is transmitted by the exact sciences department is valued more on the outside world. And the same goes for the social sciences to a certain extent. 

Probably the biggest problem for the humanities is that they are not able to guarantee direction and success later on in life – direction and success in terms of money and careers of course, not in terms of intellectual and emotional development. “Aristotle’s Ethics teaches us not what a good man is but what the Greeks thought about morality. But who really cares very much about that? Not any normal person who wants to lead a serious life”, Bloom remarks ironically (373) This is why over the last couple of decades the program of Cultural Studies came into existence, and was institutionalised in the 1990s (Readings 90). Especially in the Anglo-American universities, the number of Cultural Studies departments has increased. In order to meet the expectations of a results and performance requiring society, Cultural Studies are a cheaper and more appealing way to sell the humanities. Why? Because they are an interdisciplinary department encompassing both the humanities and sometimes partly the social sciences, which means there is no funding needed for different departments as everything is under one roof (Readings 89). In addition, the label of Cultural Studies sounds more attractive and interesting than for instance English or History. 

At first glance, the nature of cultural studies seems related to Newman’s liberal education. It is possible to combine several subjects, all dealing with common humanity and culture, all for the sake of an intellectual development or so it seems. However, when one tries to determine the actual content and area of specialisation of cultural studies, it suddenly is not that straightforward anymore. Because cultural studies refuse all disciplinary specificity, they do not stand for anything “in particular”, Readings warns us (98). “What allows Cultural Studies to occupy the entire field of the humanities without resistance is their very academicization of culture, their taking culture as the object of the University’s desire for knowledge, rather than as the object that the University produces. Culture ceases to mean anything as such; it is dereferentialized”, he explains (99). 

Instead of offering Culture through the subjects of English, History, Philosophy, or Literature, Culture seems to be a subject on its own now. But how can one teach culture? Is culture not supposed to be acquired rather than taught? A possible connection with Newman’s liberal education is thus refuted. Newman’s liberal education does indeed refer to a free development of the mind, but the process of this development is a guided one. Nor does his principle of universality signify that a student should study an amalgam of unrelated subjects, but simply that the institution of a university should offer all branches of knowledge, enabling the students to choose. These students thus obtain a cultural education, without studying culture as such, but through the acquisition of knowledge related to humanity in general. 

Consequently, Readings is right in criticising the replacement and swallowing up of the Humanities by a seemingly hollow denominator such as Cultural Studies. Differentiation is necessary, not only because of the research ideal that demands a high degree of specialisation, but also to enable a better understanding of a subject on its own, and consequently of knowledge as a whole. Differentiation is therefore indispensable not only between the humanities, the natural and the social sciences, but within each faculty as well. The point is, however, that all the different departments within the Faculty of Arts and Humanities are considered less valuable than the departments within the faculties of the natural and social sciences; and in order to have some relic of the humanities survive, one has created a program such as the Cultural Studies. Yet the cultural studies take away the intrinsic value and identity of specific subjects of the humanities. 

Nevertheless, no matter how valued and authoritative the natural sciences are, they will never be able to stand for the whole of knowledge, or replace the content of the humanities. “[Natural science] ends at man, the one being outside of its purview, or to be exact, it ends at that part or aspect of man that is not body, whatever that may be. […] All that is human, all that is of concern to us, lies outside of natural science”, Allan Bloom puts forward (356). 

One could argue that, unlike the knowledge of the natural or social sciences which later on leads to a certain skill, knowledge in the humanities leads to a thorough understanding. It is precisely this understanding that Newman wishes to offer through liberal education, even though he does not envisage this understanding as uniquely belonging to the humanities. However, it seems that today this kind of understanding is mostly found within the humanities, simply because the natural and social sciences are less occupied with understanding, and more with facts and useful knowledge. This is what Monika Fludernik confirms and illustrates in her comment on literary studies (63): 

What we as literary scholars are looking for, by contrast, is logical argument and structure, creative interpretation using critical terminology, an excellent use of language, an appreciation of the text, and a lucid and well-written presentation of these qualities to the reader of the exam essay. None of this is quantifiable or measurable; it can be judged only on the basis of comparison.

Fludernik hereby rephrases the essential problem that the humanities cope with today: they cannot offer measurable results, their scope of knowledge does not do anything, and therefore they are part of an economy of waste instead of use. This is the reason why scholars in the humanities perceive themselves as the true intellectuals – which, of course, C.P. Snow has already proven to be ridiculous. 

The absurdity of the humanities’ struggle for recognition lies in the fact that they are competing against their epistemological equals who are rendered superior to them, merely by an ethics of efficiency, which is represented by a language of utility. Jón Torfi Jónassen simplifies the whole discussion by stating that “the term ‘true university’ refers only to the extent an institution carries out its structural (internally inspired) task of cultivating learning, which is an invariant, rather than to fulfilling missions that are negotiable and may for that reason be variable” (68). In other words, the content of university education has not changed as much as the reception and perception of that education has altered. Of course, university subjects have evolved throughout time, but it is the rise or decline of their social value that has been crucial, both for the students and for the university. English literature, or law, or biology, have – even though they all progressed gradually – not changed in essence, but in value. However, the inferior position that the arts and humanities now hold in society is unfortunately not very likely to change under the postmodern circumstances dominating the nature of knowledge in contemporary society. 

IV. Conclusion 

Several questions that were raised during the course of this dissertation ultimately come together. The quest for the meaning and purpose of the university is interwoven with the central question regarding the relevance of Newman for the university today. It has become clear that today a university degree is required to do something. Learning and knowledge are not neutral terms in contemporary society. “[K]nowledge and power are simply two sides of the same question: who decides what knowledge is, and who knows what needs to be decided? In the computer age, the question of knowledge is now more than ever a question of government”, Jean-François Lyotard explains (8-9). 
The first consequence of the perfomativity ideal of knowledge is the schism between the natural sciences and the humanities. The humanities cannot prove or demonstrate tangible results in the way the natural sciences can, and therefore they find themselves in an inferior position vis-à-vis the physical sciences. Similarly to Lyotard, John Scott emphasises the importance of knowledge (and its do-ability and tradeablity) today: “[K]nowledge – not capital, land, or labor – is the basic resource of postcapitalist society. The ‘information age’ and ‘knowledge society’ are terms used to describe this emerging civilization. Consequently, the university is the pivotal institution in the rapidly globalizing, postmodern environment because it produces (research mission) and transmits (teaching and public service mission) the bulk of society’s new information” (30). 
The second consequence of the nature of knowledge today is that universities contribute to this ideal. Logically then, students view a university degree as a means to get a good job. Sidney Bevinick illustrates the worst-case scenario (569): 

There are students, for example, who prostitute themselves with alacrity. They argue for voluntary attendance policies and then cut classes; they buy essays regularly from term-paper factories; they argue against the use of grades, especially those that denote failure. In short, they attempt to do as little as possible while still seeking the recognition that goes with the college diploma. Not once do they consider the harm they are doing to the idea of the university. Their concern is not with the search for and acquisition of truth but with passing through the university as quickly as possible en route to a career in the “real world” beyond the classroom.

Two aspects of Newman’s educational philosophy remain up-to-date: universality and personal development. The notion of universality is almost completely obvious today. Most universities today truly attempt to teach everything, that is, to offer its students the possibility to study everything. Theology or religion sciences are perhaps not taught everywhere, but are offered in many universities. In addition, because of a more specialised development of knowledge and information, various departments and specialities are created and put forward. The latter is also a consequence of the research ideal that was initiated by Humboldt in the nineteenth century. Newman did not devote much of his writing to the idea of research because according to him it belonged solely to the scholarly field of university, which was not the primary goal of a university. Today, research and teaching happen concurrently. The danger of this co-existence is that students might suffer neglect on the part of lecturers, who are too caught up in the “publish or perish” ideal. The output of professors is not measured by the number of students they supervise, or the number of courses they teach, but by the number of articles or books they publish, or conferences they attend or lead. And of course, professors would not like to be merely teachers either. They wish to have a perpetual challenge of their own. “Most professors are specialists, concerned only with their own fields, interested in the advancement of those fields in their own terms, or in their own personal advancement in a world where all the rewards are on the side of professional distinction”, Allan Bloom observes (347). Consequently, most professors nowadays will simply teach courses within their own field of expertise, and will not be concerned with the “bigger picture” regarding the student’s personal development. 

This brings us to the second aspect of Newman’s philosophy, namely personal development. Even though both society and the university seem much less concerned with the students’ personal development, than with their acquisition of skills and successful degrees, the idea of character development still exists in the Anglo-American world. It exists somewhat subconsciously in the tradition of “going off to college” in the US, or “starting university” in the UK. Even if students have a university in their own city, they will usually “go away to study”. It is this process of living away from home for approximately four years, with one’s peers, which to a certain extent resembles the idea of “Bildung”. However, Bloom warns us that one should not mistake this process for an intended intellectual development such as Newman’s liberal education. If everyone is allowed to develop freely, and one does not impose any point of view, what is the university’s mission then? “The university has to stand for something”, Bloom argues (337). Even though the Anglo-American world has this tradition of sending their students off to university in a different environment, it is not with the intention of preserving Newman’s core idea of liberal education and knowledge for its own sake. This tradition is probably a remainder of Newman’s philosophy though, which unfortunately seems no longer relevant today. Nevertheless, this tradition is only an external factor, and appearance, whilst the core of going to university is not liberal education but obtaining a degree useful for the labour market. 

“The moment knowledge ceases to be an end in itself – the realization of the Idea or the emancipation of men – its transmission is no longer the exclusive responsibility of scholars and students”, Lyotard remarks (50). Lyotard’s criticism is what partly led to the bleak conception of the contemporary university as a business. The notions of performativity and measurability apply to all segments of society, and the university is no exception. Jaroslav Pelikan acknowledges the fact that perhaps to a certain extent the university resembles indeed a businesslike institution, but he points out that that is not the root of the problem (75-76).  

For ultimately the question of the business of a university is not the university as a business, nor all the other kinds of “business” and “busy-ness” at a university, but rather: In which kinds of “business” must the university be engaged if it is to have the right idea to be called “university,” and by whose definition of the idea of the university? No one institution can do it all: teach all the languages spoken on the globe, survey all the geography of this and all other planets, investigate the history and prehistory of the entire human race, undertake a taxonomy of all the phyla and species, construct laboratories and machines for research into all the elements and forces of the material world, or prepare for every job that calls itself a profession. But are there any activities or fields whose absence or neglect should disqualify the institution from a claim to the name “university”? In short, is there or can there be a definition of the university?

Pelikan’s remark shows that none of Newman’s ideas should be taken literally. Newman’s universality of course does not imply that every university should offer all branches of knowledge. It is simply an incentive for the world of academia to apply a certain “openness”, as Bloom refers to it, in the activity of a university institution. In fact, all of Newman’s specific ideas, such as universality, the notion of duties towards society, etc., result from the core philosophy of liberal education. At the end of the previous quote, where Pelikan mentions that an institution can only be called a university if certain activities or fields are present, he mirrors Newman’s argumentation. A university that is not concerned primarily with the mental and emotional development of its students, i.e. their liberal education, cannot be called a university. Pelikan rephrases Newman’s objective as “the achievement of intellectual and personal maturity through university education, in the light of the principle of development” (9). Pelikan echoes the message of Newman’s very simple educational philosophy of “knowledge its own end”, arguing that it is “the best possible foundation” for any specialist degree or training later on (174).

The point, however, of the whole of Newman’s ideas and the analysis of it, is that it is a philosophy. It is a way of thinking, a theory. When Pelikan asks for a definition of a university, it is a definition to be sought in a philosophical conception. Alfonso Borrero Cabal very aptly summarises the nature of this discussion by stating that “[t]he evolution of the idea and praxis of the university helps to understand the present and makes the elaboration of prospects easier. Theory is necessary for the clarification of concepts” (xix) (italics mine). Philosophy is perhaps intangible, but it is the foundation of all functioning. The workings of the university today are a consequence of the thinking of a post-modern utilitarian society. Regarding the quest for the purpose and meaning of the university, it is clear that Newman’s philosophy would perhaps be ethically justifiable for the university today, but economically not profitable. Everything is not lost, optimists would argue, reminding us that the arts and humanities do still exist. Nevertheless, sceptics would easily dismiss it by questioning the form and length of their existence. One thing is for sure: science, technology, and information will only increase in development and become more sophisticated and more valued. In short, they will keep on dominating everyday ethics of contemporary society, including the ethics and philosophy of the university. “There is only one way out of all this: it is, of course, by rethinking our education” (Snow 18). 
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