
A Philosophical Habit of Mind: Newman and the University 
Andrew Meszaros

Logos: A Journal of Catholic Thought and Culture, Volume 24, Number 2,
Spring 2021, pp. 42-72 (Article)

Published by Logos: A Journal of Catholic Thought and Culture

For additional information about this article

[ Access provided at 25 Mar 2021 16:35 GMT from Maynooth University ]

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/786225



Andrew Meszaros

A Philosophical Habit of Mind

Newman and the University

l og os  24 :2  spr i ng 2021

Introduction

The Victorian scholar George Malcolm Young claimed that if he 

could preserve only two books on education, they would be Aristo-

tle’s Ethics and John Henry Newman’s Idea of a University. He claimed 

that the “the rest might, with no loss to humanity and possibly some 

advantage, be pulped.”1

In his letters, Newman reveals that this work of his was his most 

difficult to write. And of all the discourses on university education 

that Newman wrote—which would later be collected and published 

together as The Idea of a University—it was what later became the fifth 

discourse that caused him the most anxiety and sleep loss. In that 

discourse, he was attempting to explain that the goal of a university 

education is the cultivation of the intellect. Seeking a second opin-

ion, he asked an Oratorian confrere of his to look at it. The confrere 

strongly criticized it on the grounds that it failed to attribute a reli-

gious end to a university education. Upon confronting this criticism, 

Newman could just picture the very same coming from the Irish 

episcopate: “Here we’ve invited an eminent English Churchman,” 

they might say, “to establish a Catholic University here in Ireland over 



newman and the university 43

against the secular Queen’s universities, those ‘godless colleges,’ the 

ones that exclude theology on principle—and he’s telling us that 

the goal of this Catholic university is not religious, but secular; not 

moral, but intellectual?!”2 

Newman’s solution was to draft an introduction that would clar-

ify his position so as both to appease the Irish bishops who brought 

him to Ireland, and to stay true to his idea of a university, which was 

neither a seminary, nor a finishing school or technical school, but a 

place for the communication and pursuit of universal knowledge for 

its own sake. In that introduction, he clarified that the direct end of a 

university is intellectual; the indirect end religious. 

In what follows, I will treat both the direct and the indirect end of 

the university. I hope, however, to do more than simply present these 

ends of Newman’s university. I will argue that the indirect end of the 

university—the moral and religious formation of the students—is 

not simply superadded to the direct, intellectual, end of the univer-

sity, but is integral to that intellectual pursuit. To understand this 

intellectual goal of the university, it might be helpful to consider first 

what the ideal graduate of Newman’s university does not look like. 

Two Intellectual Pitfalls

For Newman, any education that is unbalanced risks promoting two 

highly undesirable intellectual characteristics. The first is what he calls 

“viewiness.” Viewiness is essentially a kind of superficial knowledge 

about everything without connecting the dots between subject-areas, 

without tracing what is known to higher causes or principles,3 and 

without any particular attention to accuracy of detail.4 It is all breadth 

and no depth. The person who succumbs to “viewiness” is the “one 

who is full of ‘views’ on all subjects of philosophy, on all matters of the 

day.” Newman continues, “It is almost thought a disgrace not to have a 

view at a moment’s notice on any question from the Personal Advent 

to the Cholera or Mesmerism.”5 The viewy one is not so much a per-

son who has views (which is in itself not a bad thing) but someone 
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who holds them in a rash, half-informed, and unserious way. The best 

illustration of this is offered by Newman himself in his description 

of the character Sheffield in Loss and Gain: “That is, he [Sheffield] was 

‘viewy,’ in a bad sense of the word. He was not satisfied intellectually 

with things as they are; he was critical, impatient to reduce things to 

system, pushed principles too far, was fond of argument, partly from 

pleasure in the exercise, partly because he was perplexed, though he 

did not lay anything very much to heart.”6

A variation on viewiness reappears in Newman’s addresses on 

“University Subjects,” where Newman describes what he calls the 

“inaccurate student.” The inaccurate student is one who seems to 

know something about a great many things, but those things are 

flawed, or superficial, and when tried, wanting; when pushed, found 

unstable.7 The “inaccurate student” is “viewy” insofar as he finds it 

hard to focus on one idea or to pay attention to details in reading.8 

Those with an inaccurate mind might be pleasant in conversation 

and comment on a given topic with flare here and there, but due to 

intellectual sloth, they will lack “consistency, steadiness, or persever-

ance.” On a practical level, says Newman, among other things, “They 

will not be able to make a telling speech, or to write a good letter. 

. . . They cannot state an argument or a question . . . or give sensible 

and appropriate advice under difficulties.”9

And such a juvenile habit—viewiness or inaccuracy—is exacer-

bated, observes Newman, by the nineteenth century’s cultural obses-

sion with periodical literature: the more frequently things have to be 

published, the more young people are demanded to offer a “view” 

on this, that, or the other. It promotes in them what Newman calls 

a “reckless originality of thought.”10 The Victorian could not imagine 

a twenty-four-hour news cycle, nor could he fathom how vacuous 

much of the “round table” discussions are on television; he did not 

know what Twitter or a meme is, or what it means to be “woke.” But 

Newman nevertheless sees the danger posed to intellectual forma-

tion by the demands of a culture’s voracious appetite for media. This 

obsession with having views on things is, according to Newman,
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owing in great measure to the necessities of periodical litera-

ture, now so much in request. Every quarter of a year, every 

month, every day, there must be a supply, for the gratification 

of the public, of new and luminous theories on the subjects 

of religion, foreign politics, home politics, civil economy, 

 finance, trade, agriculture, emigration . . . etc. . . . the jour-

nalist lies under the stern obligation of extemporizing his lu-

cid views, leading ideas, and nutshell truths for the breakfast 

table.11

Viewy or inaccurate persons cannot draw a connection between 

their opinions on a certain matter, and the deeper principles upon 

which they are based. They might not know what the principles are, 

or they may have none. They might be very certain about a given 

position but fall flat when under sustained critique. And with secu-

larism’s  sidelining of once-respected institutions that provided a 

common framework of intellectual “givens,” once, long ago, taken 

for granted, the viewy persons are hopelessly thrown back on them-

selves to establish these principles. According to Newman, “They can 

give no better guarantee for the philosophical truth of their prin-

ciples than their popularity at the moment, and their happy con-

formity in ethical character to the age which admires them.”12 In 

other words, viewiness is beholden to a culture that constantly clam-

ors for views and input, and avails of a kind of pop-philosophy that 

assures the reader or listener that what is being said is “informed” 

and “thoughtful.” In this context, viewiness goes hand in hand with 

inaccuracy; the demand for constant input means we have no time 

for—no stomach for—and consequently, no capacity for—attention 

to detail and  nuance.13 

Now the opposite of “viewiness,” for Newman, is the second edu-

cational risk for a university: namely, bringing forth the “man of one 

idea.”14 The “man of one idea” or man of one science, is one whose 

specialization or “major” becomes the sole vantage point for view-

ing reality. The major interest of the man of one idea becomes the 

interpretative key for everything. Its principles become “the measure 
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of all things.”15 The principle might be “all material being is made up 

of atoms;” or “a free market allocates goods and resources most effi-

ciently,” or “we ought to pursue social justice.” These might be true, 

but on their own become incredibly misleading. Persons of one idea 

are incapable of seeing reality from a different perspective. Whatever 

they say, though in its own place true, is, to quote Newman, “sure to 

become but a great bubble, and to burst.”16 More nefariously, when 

in discourse with those who lack a wider perspective than they, “they 

persuade the world of what is false by urging upon it what is true.”17 

That is to say, the world is easily deceived by them, for what they say 

is not false and actually boasts of great success, usually corroborated 

by technological and medical progress whose impressiveness is its 

own justification. 

The man of one idea is also simply tedious and, in the long run, 

an incredibly boring conversation partner. I say “in the long run” 

because the astrophysicist might dazzle someone at table with all 

sorts of incredible information that would fascinate anyone who is 

at all curious about the universe. But over a longer period of time, if 

this astrophysicist is a man of one idea, he will inevitably sound tire-

some when confronted with different subject matters.18 

The man of one idea and the viewy man are two types, two 

extremes that Newman seeks to avoid. One ought to seek accu-

racy without hyperspecialization and universal knowledge without 

superficiality.19 It seems, then, that we are at risk of spreading the 

butter either too thin or too thick, for, as Newman says, “a thor-

ough knowledge of one science and a superficial acquaintance with 

many, are not the same thing” and that “a smattering of a hundred 

things or a memory for detail, is not a philosophical or compre-

hensive view.”20

I argue, however, that it is not Newman’s main aim to spread 

the perfect amount of cognitive butter perfectly evenly over the 

entire surface of knowable reality. It is not about the student know-

ing a medium amount of knowledge about all subjects. His solution 

is, rather, to develop a habit of mind he calls philosophical. It is a 
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much more manageable goal, but one for which only a university is 

particularly fit.

Newman’s Ideal: A Philosophical Habit of Mind

For Newman, the university is a “school of universal learning,”21 and 

its end is to develop and perfect the intellect.22 The intellect is made 

for knowledge and so university education is not simply to impart 

such knowledge but also to capacitate the intellect to acquire knowl-

edge in the future. To that end, one needs to develop a habit that 

capacitates one for learning in different situations, when confront-

ing different questions, when confronted with different kinds of evi-

dence and different methods. Such a capacity is a virtue, or what 

Newman calls a habit of mind, and this virtue that attends to bear-

ings of different kinds of knowledge, Newman calls “philosophical”: 

a “philosophical habit of mind.” 

We can break down this phrase, starting with “habit of mind” first 

and then the qualifier, “philosophical.” 

Aristotelians—especially those familiar with the Nicomachean 

Ethics—will be best equipped to understand what Newman means 

by a “habit of mind.” The phrase “habit of mind” and equivalents are 

dotted throughout Newman’s entire corpus, beginning already in his 

earliest sermons as an Anglican fellow at Oriel. A “habit of mind” can 

also be referred to as an “intellectual habit,”23 a “frame of mind,”24 and 

a certain “temper.”25 By considering his usage of “habit of mind,” we 

can infer some things about what Newman means by it. 

First, for Newman, a “habit” is essentially the same as Aristotelian 

virtue. It is a stable disposition that inclines the person to act in a 

certain way. An intellectual habit, or habit of mind, is, for Newman, a 

habit that disposes the mind to infer and judge in a certain way. 

All habits, including intellectual ones, grow and become more 

stable, permanent, and continuous.26 It might fail on occasion, but 

the inclination still perdures. By contrast, a one-off exhibition of a 

certain kind of behavior does not make it a habit. A habit endures. It 
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is abiding.27 Its stability and steadiness give the mind a certain “prop-

erty,” “character,” or “temper.”28

Second, a habit of mind is dynamic in the sense that it moves the 

mind in a certain direction. That is to say, the habit disposes the mind 

to judge one way rather than another, and such successive judgments 

of one kind or another propel the mind forward in one direction or 

another. Hence, Newman sometimes uses the word “course” inter-

changeably with “habit,” “course” here meaning a path or a route to 

be taken: there is a “religious course of mind” or a secular one.29

Third, habits of mind, like other habits, are not taught, but formed 

and cultivated over long periods of time. This cultivation can be pur-

sued conscientiously, as it is done in the university. But elsewhere, 

Newman also admits that habits of mind can be formed to a great 

extent by external circumstances,30 such as how one is raised, what 

one is taught, and what one is exposed to as a child. The implication 

is that students coming to university are not blank slates.

The student who goes off to university already has an intellectual 

habit, but it is the university’s task to refine it or recalibrate it. As 

Newman writes, “The bodily eye, the organ for apprehending mate-

rial objects, is provided by nature; the eye of the mind, of which the 

object is truth, is the work of discipline and habit.”31 

Fourth, habits of mind entail the regular belief of certain princi-

ples. A habit of mind disposes the individual to think this way or that 

way by virtue of some prior, deeply ingrained principles to which he 

or she assents. Such principles, for Newman, are capable of being put 

into a proposition: for example, “That which is necessary for salva-

tion is to be found in scripture alone.” To use Newman’s own exam-

ple, sola scriptura is a principle of what he calls the Protestant habit 

of mind.32 But such a principle, for Newman, can only be exercised 

alongside another more prior principle of private judgment. Hence, 

the Protestant habit of mind exercises itself according to at least 

these two principles—sola scriptura and private judgment. Of course, 

as with any habit of mind, more principles could be  enumerated.

And entailed in this fourth point is the fifth and obvious point: 
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namely, that depending on the principles assented to, one begins to 

cultivate a certain kind of habit of mind. So Newman speaks not only 

of a Protestant, but of all sorts of habits of mind, including a Christian 

habit of mind, a religious habit of mind,33 a secular habit of mind, and 

an experimental habit of mind among others.34 Religious faith, for 

Newman, is a habit of mind,35 as is methodical doubt.36 One can have 

as well a “despondent, or liberalistic, or sceptical habit of mind.”37 If 

it seems difficult to distinguish between kinds of habit of mind on the 

one hand and simple character traits on the other, this is because they 

are closely related. Habits—including intellectual habits—deter-

mine the kind of person who possesses them. To be hyperbolic for a 

moment, one could say with Ovid that “mind is the man.”38

One’s intellectual habits give the human person a horizon or a 

worldview, a frame of reference, a ruling idea, an attitude, a mental 

disposition, a vision, if you will, of reality according to particular 

principles and presuppositions. So it is, for example, that a Christian 

habit of mind inclines the individual to associate the visible world 

with the invisible.39 Thus habituated, the Christian might confront 

the same phenomena as the secularist but interpret them very dif-

ferently. For example, a serious Christian who is aware of a past sin 

or disobedience and is confronted with its negative consequences is 

capacitated to see in it a kind of divine chastisement or judgment.40 

The one possessed of a secular habit of mind, quite obviously, would 

not only refuse to interpret events in this way, but would be inca-

pable of doing so. He has not the disposition for it because contrary 

principles underlie his habit of mind.  

Unlike the religious or Christian habit of mind versus the secular 

or skeptical, other habits of mind are not necessarily contradictory 

and can coexist, one with another. Hence, when Newman applies 

the distinction between real and notional assent to matters of reli-

gion, he distinguishes between a religious habit of mind and a theo-

logical one. The religiously habituated approach their objects devo-

tionally through impressions on the imagination. The theologically 

habituated mind can approach the same object, but with a host of 
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abstractions and inferences underlying it. The one with a theological 

habit of mind assents to God’s being and attributes as a theological 

truth; the one with a religious habit of mind assents to the same 

reality as a fact. These two habits, for Newman, not only coexist but 

are dependent on each other. They are, in Newman’s words, “two 

concurring and coincident courses of thought.”41 And this is possible 

because the principles belonging to the religious and theological 

habits of mind, though perhaps different, are not antagonistic. 

This same coincidence and concurrence can take place between 

the philosophical habit of mind on the one hand, to which all stu-

dents ought to aspire, and a more particular habit of mind pertaining 

to one’s specific course of study (that is, one’s “major” to use the 

American jargon), so long as that specific habit of mind does not 

work on principles contrary to the philosophical.

So if a habit of mind is an intellectual virtue, a stable disposition 

of the mind that inclines the person to think and judge in a certain 

way, according to certain principles, which propels that same person 

in a definite intellectual direction, then what is a “philosophical habit 

of mind?” It is, to put it very simply, the acquired ability of interpret-

ing and making judgments about reality as one complex but coherent 

whole or, in Newman’s words, the “philosophical contemplation of 

the field of Knowledge as a whole.”42 

While Newman’s Idea of a University is perhaps most well known 

for its defense of the liberal arts, its repudiation of a utilitarian view 

of the academy, and its argument for the rightful and indeed natural 

inclusion of theology in an institution that pursues universal knowl-

edge, perhaps the most important philosophical presupposition 

underlying all of this is Newman’s claim that reality is one. While 

more will be said about this philosophical principle below, what is 

important to note now is the correlate: namely, that the intellect 

can approach that one reality not through an intuitive vision but only 

piecemeal and, hence, only through individual disciplines or branches 

of knowledge43 and further, “that these branches are not isolated and 

independent one of another, but form together a whole or system,”44 
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or a circle of knowledge. Excluding one branch “is likely to lead to 

distortion, imbalance, and misrepresentation, either by omission or 

exaggeration of key perspectives.”45 

So it is that, while Newman’s inclusion of theology at the uni-

versity has garnered perhaps the most scholarly attention and con-

troversy, it is actually his inclusion and understanding of the role of 

philosophy, or what he calls the “science of sciences,” that gets to the 

crux of what he understands a university to be. Philosophy, for New-

man, examines the scope and limits of each subject by relating them 

ultimately to one single, coherent reality or being in its height, depth, 

length, and breadth.

He writes:

the comprehension of the bearings of one science on another, 

and the use of each to each, and the location and limitation 

and adjustment and due appreciation of them all, one with 

 another, this belongs, I conceive, to a sort of science distinct 

from all of them, and in some sense a science of sciences, 

which is my own conception of what is meant by Philosophy, 

in the true sense of the word, and of a philosophical habit of 

mind, and which in these Discourses I shall call by that name.46

The philosophical habit of mind, then, is about seeing things as 

part of this whole or system. He also calls this a “form of Univer-

sal Knowledge.” It might come as a relief that universal knowledge, 

for Newman, is not tantamount to knowing everything about all 

things. Newman is not expecting everyone to be a renaissance man, 

or an expert in all fields. He is simply claiming that the exactness 

and trustworthiness of the knowledge that each distinct discipline 

conveys is proportional to the extent to which we are trained to 

locate each discipline in its rightful place.47 Universal knowledge, for 

Newman, is “the power of viewing many things at once as one whole, 

of referring them severally to their true place in the universal sys-

tem, of understanding their respective values, and determining their 

mutual dependence.”48 If you know where a puzzle piece belongs in a 
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puzzle, you have a better, more exact and trustworthy idea of what is 

depicted on that piece when you examine it individually. 

Newman also calls this habit of mind “the perfection or virtue of 

the intellect by the name of philosophy, philosophical knowledge, 

enlargement of mind, or illumination.49 He also calls it a certain kind 

of “comprehensiveness.”50 The philosophical person is the one who 

can discriminate “between truth and falsehood,” sift “out the grains 

of truth from the mass,” and arrange “things according to their real 

value.”

“Such a power,” Newman writes, “is the result of a scientific 

formation of mind; it is an acquired faculty of judgment, of clear-

sightedness, of sagacity, of wisdom, of philosophical reach of mind, 

and of intellectual self-possession and repose.51 Elsewhere, Newman 

refers to it as a “philosophical condition of mind.”52 Newman’s use 

of the word “condition” coheres well with his other analogies for the 

university. One’s physical condition is helped by the doctor or hospi-

tal; one’s material condition is enhanced by work, or the almshouse; 

one’s spiritual condition is the remit of the Church; and one’s intel-

lectual condition is developed by the university.53  

To achieve this, the university must provide a forum for the rep-

resentatives of all the sciences. 

Though [the students] cannot pursue every subject which is 

open to them, they will be the gainers by living among those 

and under those who represent the whole circle. . . . They 

learn to respect, to consult, to aid each other . . . [The well-

formed student] 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 other-

wise cannot apprehend them. . . . A habit of mind is formed 

which lasts through life, of which the attributes are, freedom, 

 equitableness, calmness, moderation, and wisdom; or what 

in a former Discourse I have ventured to call a philosophical 

habit. This then I would assign as the special fruit of the edu-

cation furnished at a University.54
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For Newman, different methods in disciplines supply different habits 

of mind.55 The coexistence of different but noncontradictory habits 

of mind is crucial for understanding what Newman is seeking to cul-

tivate at the university. The historian might be using moral proof and 

reasoning from antecedent probability; the geometer would reason 

more deductively. The English student might be developing a more 

liberal habit of mind, the engineer a more experimental one. The 

challenge of the university is to develop a philosophical habit in all 

students, while letting the more particular intellectual habits flourish 

as well. 

It is not that Newman expects every student to be a major in all 

subjects. He simply believes that the English major, for example, will 

benefit from not only knowing that a School of Engineering exists, 

but also from talking to engineering students, living with them, and 

taking courses in other subjects, especially philosophy. Because the 

university does not in principle exclude any branch of knowledge, 

it alone—in contrast to the polytechnic, or other third level insti-

tutions that exclude a subject on principle—can offer that locus 

of intellectual exchange necessary to develop a philosophical habit 

of mind.

Contrary to the undisciplined viewy graduate on the one hand 

and the narrow-minded specialist on the other, the philosophically 

habituated knows that each method in its own sphere is good; he 

knows one method is not adequate to all inquiries.56 And so the 

philosophically habituated knows, further, that she has to be nimble 

enough to oscillate between the various methods and exercises of 

mind in order to enjoy some kind of vision of the whole. Her men-

tal functions have to work together, like a symphony orchestra, in 

“concert” to use Newman’s expression. The philosophically habitu-

ated mind, then, is able to assemble, correct, and combine pieces of 

knowledge “by the employment, concentration, and” —and here I 

stress Newman’s own words—“joint action of many faculties and exer-

cises of mind. Such a union and concert of the intellectual powers, such 

an enlargement and development, such a comprehensiveness, is nec-

essarily a matter of training.”57 The university is the training ground. 
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The Philosophical Foundations for a Philosophical Habit of Mind

The word “idea” is significant in Newman’s corpus. We can recall, for 

example, that in Newman’s Essay on the Development of Christian Doc-

trine, Christianity itself is an “idea” which, like other great ideas—

such as democracy, Judaism, Gnosticism, and  Protestantism—

develops in history. An “idea” for Newman, is something that seizes 

the imagination and mobilizes men. For Newman, all institutions 

are animated by an idea: “Ideas are the life of institutions.”58 If the 

“leading idea” of Christianity, for Newman, is the Incarnation, the 

leading idea of a university, the idea that animates the institution, is 

unity.59

In his original fifth discourse, not published in The Idea of a Univer-

sity,60 Newman makes much ado about an “idea” animating an institu-

tion. He adopts Aristotle’s teaching that the rational soul is not only 

the animator, but also the form of the human body. The “idea” of 

unity—or the unity of knowledge—not only gives life to the uni-

versity but makes it what it is. Like a soul that not only animates a 

foot or hand, but renders that foot or hand a limb or a part of a living 

body, so too the idea of unity not only catalyzes the pursuit of knowl-

edge but renders this or that individual subject discipline a branch of 

knowledge or part of a whole.61 The idea or principle that unites all 

the disciplines into a unified endeavor, that “imparts to each a dig-

nity by giving it a meaning,” which “moulds, inspires, individualizes a 

whole,” is the idea that “all branches of knowledge are one whole.”62

This idea—let us call it the unity of knowledge—assumes a host 

of other presuppositions or more foundational principles which 

Newman took for granted (even if many today do not). They are, 

then, by implication, the necessary principles for developing a philo-

sophical habit of mind. These would include, but are not limited to: 

1. Reality is intelligible. 

2. The intellect is made for reality, and capable of knowledge of 

the whole.63

3. Truth does not contradict truth64 because . . . 
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4. There is a Truth that transcends all truths, a Being that tran-

scends all beings, a foundational ground for all knowledge that 

unifies it because it is the cause of it. 

5. This first cause is author both of a reality that is intelligible, 

and of human subjects who are intelligent. In other words, 

God underlies both reality and the humans who come to 

know it, for God is, in the words of one Newman commenta-

tor, “the Source and Guarantor of universal knowledge and 

of its coherent intelligible unity, the philosophical ground of 

knowledge.”65

6. God is also the divine author of our natures, including those 

laws governing how it is that our human nature comes to 

know. That we reason one way in morals and another way in 

physics is under God’s providence—discursive proof here, 

moral proof there. The variety is as God designed it. It is in 

the nature of things.

7. The world is on a providential course, pregnant with the 

meaning intended for it by its creator. 

The list could be filled out more, but this is simply an indication of 

all the principles involved and presupposed when Newman says that 

“knowledge is one.”  

Just as sola scriptura is one principle among many of the Protes-

tant habit of mind, the philosophical habit of mind works according 

to its own. One who conducts theological investigations accord-

ing to sola scriptura will arrive at radically different conclusions to 

one who does not. Similarly, one who works according to these 

enumerated principles of a philosophical habit will think, learn, 

and judge differently than one who does not. When confronted 

with the infinitely disparate kinds of phenomena, whether physical, 

emotional, cultural, and so forth, the myriad of truths—biological, 

chemical, ethical—the one with the philosophical habit of mind is 

able to integrate them into one whole; he or she is able to see how 

one thing impacts another thing, how one informs another, how 
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apparently disparate things are able to coexist and cohere in a uni-

fied whole. 

The philosophically habituated is on the lookout for ways to har-

monize the truths of faith and reason.66 The philosophically habitu-

ated, when confronted with new knowledge, new information, new 

evidence, new discoveries, is able to appropriate that new knowl-

edge not passively but actively, in such a way that he situates it coher-

ently in a larger vision of reality.67 

When the political economist moves beyond an analysis of the 

market and the efficient allocation of goods and begins talking about 

the substance of the pursuit of happiness, the intellectual radar of the 

philosophically habituated will go off. The same goes with the physi-

cian, who might be competent to tell you what to do to be healthy, 

but does not have the right, in Newman’s view, to say that bodily 

health is the summum bonum or that the good life is beyond reach 

without such health.68 The philosophically habituated can tell at what 

point Richard Dawkins’s biology stops being biology and trespasses 

into the philosophical. But being able to do so depends on drawing 

students’ attention to these key principles enumerated above. 

There is no doubt that Newman’s man of philosophical habit, 

like Aristotle’s perfect orator, is an ideal, and seems an unachievable 

aspiration. At times, Newman speaks almost hyperbolically about 

him.69 The man of philosophical habit is Newman’s ideal graduand, 

as Culler points out, like Plato’s ideal ruler or Aristotle’s ideal ora-

tor.70 It is, in the concrete, only partially and imperfectly realizable. 

But this ought not discourage the educator. 

What is essential to developing that habit is eminently achievable, 

though, admittedly, a work of a lifetime that has to begin sometime. 

What is essential is adhering to those fundamental philosophical 

principles enumerated above and getting into the habit of viewing 

and investigating reality according to these principles.71

Newman was in many ways a realist (not only philosophically 

but also in the colloquial sense). While he had high ideals, he knew 

that here below we work with what we can. For many (those who 
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are already working, for example) a full-time university education is 

impossible. That is why Newman initiated the night lectures for the 

workers of Dublin—open to men and women. He could thereby 

initiate a process of enlarging their minds too. While a philosophical 

habit of mind in full bloom cannot be democratized, Newman sought 

to expose its main contours—that is, its principles in action—even 

to the general public. Though a man of high ideals, Newman was 

thoroughly practical and did what he could to prompt and cultivate 

this philosophical habit wherever and however he could.

Now we turn to the indirect end of Newman’s university, the 

moral and religious end. 

Newman’s Beau Ideal: Sagacity and Sanctity

Newman’s famous portrait of the gentleman has caused not a little 

consternation among readers of Newman. Newman’s laudatio of the 

gentleman seems like a solid endorsement, and yet he is quite clear 

that the intellectual qualities of the refined gentleman can be used 

for ill. A philosophically habituated gentleman who does not take 

seriously his moral and religious duties can be dangerously crooked. 

And what is more, Newman is quite clear that intellectual training 

bears no relationship to moral improvement. For Newman, trying 

to tackle the giant moral deficits of human passion and pride with 

knowledge and reason is like quarrying “granite rock with razors,” or 

mooring a “vessel with a thread of silk.”72

For Newman, the university’s direct end is the cultivation of the 

intellect. Its indirect end, however, includes attention to the holistic 

formation—moral and spiritual—of the human person. A Catholic 

university has the indirect end of serving the Church in this way.73 

In a parallel fashion, we can say with Angelo Bottone that, although 

the intellectual pursuit suffices for the esse of the university, for 

its integrity, perfection, or bene esse, the moral-spiritual pursuit is 

 necessary.74

The complementarity between the intellectual pursuit on the one 
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hand and religious, moral, and spiritual formation on the other is 

embodied in Newman’s ideal constellation of a university that lives 

within its constituent colleges or houses of residence. The univer-

sity and its professors, for Newman, embody progress, dynamism, 

bustling creativity, and confronts the world in all the challenges it 

poses. The college and its tutors, on the other hand, are dedicated to 

catechesis, discipline, the formation of good habits, moral character, 

and the fine-tuning of intellectual habits.75

Newman has the students matriculated not only into a university, 

but into a routine that cultivates self-discipline and virtue (embodied 

in the college or residence hall). There is a wake time and a study 

time. He provides for the students’ spiritual discipline and edifica-

tion by, on the one hand, scheduling in daily morning Mass, and also 

scheduling notable speakers to preach at his university church.

He provides for wholesome recreation by purchasing for the 

students a billiard table so that they can bypass the more question-

able, if not entirely debauched, establishments for entertainment. 

(To Bishop Cullen the billiard table was a scandal; Newman thought 

himself strict when he bought the table on condition that there be no 

betting or gambling.)

Academically, Newman’s idea of the tutor is one who attends to 

the intellectual and moral development of about a dozen students. 

He or she is not simply an academic assistant but is also a kind of 

resident assistant. The personal presence of such a tutor is key to 

the holistic formation of students because he embodies what New-

man elsewhere describes as the organ which “has ever been” what 

“nature prescribes in all education,” namely, “the personal presence 

of a teacher. . . . It is the living voice, the breathing form, the expres-

sive countenance, which preaches, which catechises.”76

For Newman, something like distance learning and studying, 

at least as a norm, is unthinkable.77 The personal presence of the 

teacher is paramount, for it is only through personal contact that one 

can transmit key intangibles, like intellectual habits. 

By way of illustration, just recently, a professor of physics at 
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Southeastern Louisiana University wrote an article with the indica-

tive title: “The Traditional Lecture Is Dead. I Would Know—I’m a 

Professor,” in which he argued that the traditional lecture, though 

serviceable for centuries, was now outdated, and that it would be bet-

ter for a physics lecturer to simply screen episodes of the 1980s show 

The Mechanical Universe and pause it whenever a question arose.78 His 

justification is that the episodes are inevitably more engaging and 

interesting than a traditional lecturer reading notes with PowerPoint 

slides in the background on the same subject.  This article, thankfully, 

garnered a response from a professor of virology at the University 

of Columbia, whose article bore another indicative title, which ran: 

“The Traditional Lecture is Not Dead. I Would Know—I’m a Profes-

sor.”79 In his response the professor pushed back, saying he shows 

no videos in class, but rather talks to students about his knowledge 

of viruses that he has gained from over thirty years of research. His 

highly popular classes on viruses he attributes to his personal touch: 

in his words, “to walk around the room, without notes, look them 

in the eye, and muster all my passion and love for the field and send 

it their way.”80

This teacher of virology highlights for us what Newman knew so 

well: namely, that instructors are not simply dispensers of informa-

tion. If they were, then, indeed, one could just read books or, bet-

ter, watch videos to get that information. But books and videos do 

not teach intellectual virtue. Only an instructor can by his or her 

example. In his University Sermons, Newman enumerates some of 

those “habits of mind” which the Bible enjoins on any learner and 

which a good instructor embodies: earnestness and seriousness in 

seeking the truth,81 as well as modesty, patience, caution, fairness in 

discussion, the willingness to suspend judgment or be ignorant for 

a time, and the willingness to share the fruits of one’s research, and 

not be rivalrous about its dissemination.82 According to Newman, 

these qualities are not only learned from the tutor or professor, but 

also from one’s peers. One not only learns, but observes how others 

learn, takes note of how others ask questions, and scrutinizes how 
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others converse. The community, in a sense, learns and pursues this 

together inside and outside the classroom.83

The point is that for Newman, the university is a locus for culti-

vating the intellectual life and the spiritual and moral life. He wants 

his students to excel not only in sagacity, but also in sanctity. After 

the pattern of a medieval ideal, the university is “to fit men for this 

world while it trained them for another,”84 and such fitness and train-

ing obviously requires something more than intellectual prowess. 

He wants, as he phrased it in a different context, “clear heads and 

holy hearts.”85 He continues, “I want the same roof to contain both 

the intellectual and moral discipline. Devotion is not a sort of finish 

given to the sciences; nor is science a sort of feather in the cap, if I 

may so express myself, an ornament and set-off to devotion. I want 

the intellectual layman to be religious, and the devout ecclesiastic to 

be intellectual.”86 

If one reads Newman’s sermons preached in the university 

church, one observes the following: namely, that a university rector 

is using the different liturgical feast days or gospel passages as occa-

sions for reminding his students—nay, drilling into his students—

that, while it is indeed a privilege for the students to be studying 

and pursuing knowledge, this very knowledge will not get them any 

closer to holiness,87 and that it is much more important to be a saint 

than a scholar.

Given this, however, we are at risk of an inaccurate, or at the 

very least impoverished, view of what exactly a Catholic university is 

for Newman. Given what I have just said, it might be understood—

wrongly!—that all real universities88 are essentially the same—the 

academics are on a par—but the Catholic ones are better equipped 

for religious edification and the cultivation of moral virtue. 

Such a view, I argue, though not false, is impoverished. To the con-

trary, a Catholic university makes a difference not only in the arena 

of the “extra-curriculars” of morals and religion, but also precisely 

within academics. And it is not because Catholic universities include 

theology and others do not (although this too is relevant). It is not 
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even the ease with which Catholic universities include quite happily 

theology, philosophy, and the liberal arts.89 The question, then arises, 

“What difference does a Catholic university make?”

What is the Difference a Catholic University Makes?

The difference a Catholic university makes, at least for Newman, I 

would argue, has to do with how the moral, existential, and personal 

development of an individual is related to his or her intellectual life. 

With respect to the habit of mind that pursues knowledge, the dif-

ference a Catholic university makes is that it alone has the capacity 

to help students adhere to those first principles necessary for the 

cultivation of a philosophical habit of mind in a way that is not only 

notional but also real. 

The difference between the notional and the real lies in the lat-

ter’s experiential and existential depth. Whereas the notional is 

abstract and, hence, accessible to all, the real is experiential. In 

principle, any university can cultivate a notional assent to these 

principles. And with them, a student can begin amassing knowledge 

with a philosophical habit. But my argument is this: it is a Catholic 

university that is in a privileged position to foster those experiences 

necessary for a real assent to the principles underlying a philosophi-

cal habit of mind.

Let us briefly recall some of these principles: namely, that real-

ity is knowable or intelligible; that this same reality is one, or, in 

Newman’s words, that “all Knowledge is a whole and the separate 

Sciences parts of one;”90 that this reality has a first cause and a last 

one; that everything in this reality—including the intelligent sub-

jects who make inquiry into it—is therefore connected to this first 

and final cause.91

A notional assent, for example, to the propositions that “reality is 

one” and that “reality has a first cause” can be made based on a meta-

physical analysis. A student might intuit it, might believe because 

he has been taught it, and finally, after some reading and thinking, 
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might own it notionally: everything that is, shares its existence with 

the source of all existence, the ipsum esse subsistens. 

But a real assent to this, looks quite different. The oneness of real-

ity is not apprehended in an abstract way the extension of which is 

universal, but in an imaginative, existential way that is personal. I’m 

a finite being who is confronted in my conscience with Being itself. It is not 

just about reality as such, but rather about this world that I inhabit. It 

is not just about the first cause, but rather about my God, the creator 

of heaven and earth, the creator of me, of my intellectual powers, and of the 

reality that he wants me to know. It is not just about the final cause, but 

rather about God’s plan for me, for this world I inhabit, and for my brothers 

and sisters who inhabit it with me. It is not just about the intelligibility of 

being as such, but rather about this thing and that thing which confronts 

me being knowable, and that I, as a knowing subject confronted with that 

being, have a duty to know. 

The Catholic imagination in this regard is privileged. All might 

in principle be capable of understanding the connection, for 

example, between contingent being and self-subsistent being. But  

through a Catholic’s faith in Jesus Christ—the Logos, the wisdom 

through whom all things were made, and who has become flesh—

through faith in Christ, the Catholic is able to know and even experi-

ence this in a whole new way. The same philosophical principles can, 

for the Catholic, be adhered to through a vital religious imagination.92  

At a Catholic university, a biology major who hears a lecture on 

genetics can also sing the words of Psalm 139; at a Catholic univer-

sity, the architecture student can contemplate the tower of Babel 

and its consequences; and all students, whether in physics or English 

literature, have the opportunity to cultivate a real apprehension of 

the world’s finitude and fallenness, beginning with one’s self in an 

examination of conscience.93  

What I am arguing then, is that the same components of a Catho-

lic culture or ethos on campus—such as regularly available liturgy, 

spiritual direction and mentorship, opportunities for service and 

charity, living arrangements conducive to the development of virtue, 
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and fruitful recreational activities—all of these components that are 

typically seen as responsible for the moral and spiritual development 

of students also imbue the academic pursuit of a university by culti-

vating a personal, real adhesion to a worldview of one with a philo-

sophical habit of mind.

And the second, more simple way in which a Catholic university 

makes a difference within academics, is that its patron, the Catho-

lic Church, boasts of a long lineage of those with a philosophical 

habit of mind that can serve as an example and inspiration to today’s 

students. Of course Aquinas or Pascal or Newman can be read at a 

non-Catholic university. But at a Catholic university, they are read 

as part of one’s own patrimony. At a Catholic university, these great 

thinkers are part of a tradition, a heritage of which the contem-

porary student has a part and, ideally, takes ownership, immersing 

herself in the pursuit of knowledge and cultivating the intellect that 

God gave her.

To conclude, then, what I have argued here is that what is distinc-

tive about a Catholic university, according to Newman, is not the 

spiritual and moral resources that are sprinkled on top of an already 

complete intellectual formation. Rather, these spiritual and moral 

resources play an integral part in academic excellence, in avoiding 

the pitfalls of “viewiness” and monomania, and in the pursuit of a 

philosophical habit of mind. This is the case not simply because moral 

and spiritual development provides the concrete discipline neces-

sary to pursue study and avoid the distractions to which many young 

people are susceptible (although they do provide that). Rather, the 

moral and spiritual character formation that has Jesus Christ as its 

foundational point of reference fosters a vital, imaginative, or real 

assent to a worldview that is the prerequisite for practicing a philo-

sophical habit. Perhaps that is why Newman’s Catholic University 

of Ireland followed Louvain in taking as its logo the sedes sapientiae. 

The university is a seat of wisdom.94 A Catholic university’s stu-

dents know that this wisdom has become flesh, and so they perceive, 

and indeed experience, an unprecedented connection between the 
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visible and the invisible. For the community of Catholic scholars, the 

chasm between astrophysics and English literature is not so large if 

one knows that the far larger chasm between the created and uncre-

ated has already been connected by wisdom itself.  
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