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John Henry Newman’s Idea of a University as Critique of
Jeremy Bentham’s Utilitarian Conception of Education

ThDr. Andrej Maria Caja, PhD.

The lecture examines J. H. Newman’s famous /dea of a University against the background of
the utilitarian philosophy of education of Jeremy Bentham. The comparison of the two 19"
century thinkers shows that Newman elaborated his system of education and arrived at its
basic principles by refuting the principles of utilitarianism and liberalism of his time. From
this perspective, his work in the field of education appears not as a quiet prose, but rather as a
moral and cultural struggle for fundamental values.

LECTURE OUTLINE

Lecture: 45 minutes
Workshop with selected texts: 30 minutes
Discussion: 40 minutes

REQUIRED READING

En: John Henry Newman, The Idea of a University, London:
Longmans, Green, and Co., 1891
Cz: Idea Univerzity, Praha: Krystal OP, 2014

1. Discourse 5. Knowledge its Own End (En:102-104; Cz:
106-107)

Cautious and practical thinkers, I say, will ask of me, what, after all, is the gain of this
Philosophy, of which I make such account, and from which I promise so much... will
practical objects be obtained better or worse by its cultivation? to what then does it lead?
where does it end? what does it do? how does it profit? what does it promise?... 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. Such is the
constitution of the human mind, that any kind of knowledge, if it be really such, is its own
reward. And if this is true of all knowledge, it is true also of that special Philosophy, which I
have made to consist in a comprehensive view of truth in all its branches, of the relations of
science to science, of their mutual bearings, and their respective values... Now, when I say
that Knowledge is, not merely a means to something beyond it, or the preliminary of certain



arts into which it naturally resolves, but an end sufficient to rest in and to pursue for its own
sake, surely I am uttering no paradox, for I am stating what is both intelligible in itself, and
has ever been the common judgment of philosophers and the ordinary feeling of mankind...
That further advantages accrue to us and redound to others by its possession, over and above
what it is in itself, I am very far indeed from denying; but, independent of these, we are
satisfying a direct need of our nature in its very acquisition; and, whereas our nature, unlike
that of the inferior creation, does not at once reach its perfection, but depends, in order to it,
on a number of external aids and appliances, Knowledge, as one of the principal of these, is
valuable for what its very presence in us does for us after the manner of a habit, even though
it be turned to no further account, nor subserve any direct end.

2. Discourse 6. Liberal Education contrasted with Learning
(En: 127, 133-134; Cz: 123, 127-128)

I suppose the primd-facie view which the public at large would take of a University,
considering it as a place of Education, is nothing more or less than a place for acquiring a
great deal of knowledge on a great many subjects... it is plain, first, that the communication
of knowledge certainly is either a condition or the means of that sense of enlargement or
enlightenment, of which at this day we hear so much in certain quarters: this cannot be
denied; but next, it is equally plain, that such communication is not the whole of the process.
The enlargement consists, not merely in the passive reception into the mind of a number of
ideas 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. And
therefore a truly great intellect, and recognized to be such by the common opinion of
mankind, such as the intellect of Aristotle, or of St. Thomas, or of Newton, or of Goethe, (I
purposely take instances within and without the Catholic pale, when I would speak of the
intellect as such,) is one which takes a connected view of old and new, past and present, far
and near, and which has an insight into the influence of all these one on another; without
which there is no whole, and no centre. It possesses the knowledge, not only of things, but
also of their mutual and true relations; knowledge, not merely considered as acquirement, but
as philosophy.

3. Discourse 2. Theology a Branch of Knowledge (En: 25-26;
Cz: 55-56)

I cannot so construct my definition of the subject-matter of University Knowledge, and so
draw my boundary lines around it, as to include therein the other sciences commonly studied
at Universities, and to exclude the science of Religion. For instance, are we to limit our idea



of University Knowledge by the evidence of our senses? then we exclude ethics; by intuition?
we exclude history; by testimony? we exclude metaphysics; by abstract reasoning? we
exclude physics. Is not the being of a God reported to us by testimony, handed down by
history, inferred by an inductive process, brought home to us by metaphysical necessity,
urged on us by the suggestions of our conscience? It is a truth in the natural order, as well as
in the supernatural. So much for its origin; and, when obtained, what is it worth? Is it a great
truth or a small one? Is it a comprehensive truth? Say that no other religious idea whatever
were given but it, and you have enough to fill the mind; you have at once a whole dogmatic
system. The word "God" is a Theology in itself, indivisibly one, inexhaustibly various, from
the vastness and the simplicity of its meaning. Admit a God, and you introduce among the
subjects of your knowledge, a fact encompassing, closing in upon, absorbing, every other fact
conceivable. How can we investigate any part of any order of Knowledge, and stop short of
that which enters into every order? All true principles run over with it, all phenomena
converge to it; it is truly the First and the Last. In word indeed, and in idea, it is easy enough
to divide Knowledge into human and divine, secular and religious, and to lay down that we
will address ourselves to the one without interfering with the other; but it is impossible in
fact. Granting that divine truth differs in kind from human, so do human truths differ in kind
one from another. If the knowledge of the Creator is in a different order from knowledge of
the creature, so, in like manner, metaphysical science is in a different order from physical,
physics from history, history from ethics. You will soon break up into fragments the whole
circle of secular knowledge, if you begin the mutilation with divine.

4. Discourse 5. Relationship Between Education and Moral
Behaviour (En: 120-121; CZ: 118-119)

Knowledge is one thing, virtue is another; good sense is not conscience, refinement is not
humility, nor is largeness and justness of view faith. Philosophy, however enlightened,
however profound, gives no command over the passions, no influential motives, no vivifying
principles. 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; [ am
advocating, I shall illustrate and insist upon them; but still, I repeat, they are no guarantee for
sanctity or even for conscientiousness, they may attach to the man of the world, to the
profligate, to the heartless,—pleasant, alas, and attractive as he shows when decked out in
them. Taken by themselves, they do but seem to be what they are not; they look like virtue at
a distance... Quarry the granite rock with razors, or moor the vessel with a thread of silk;
then may you hope with such keen and delicate instruments as human knowledge and human
reason to contend against those giants, the passion and the pride of man.



