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Prompt: John Henry Cardinal Newman says in his classic study The Idea of the 

University (1852) that “This process of training, by which 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, is called Liberal Education … and 

to help forward all students towards it according to their various capacities, this I 

conceive to be the business of a University.” Comment on the correctness or error of his 

view that University education in our era should be more liberal arts than professional 

training. 

 

 

Why are the liberal arts important? This question is especially pertinent in the face of an 

educational system that is largely bereft of the things that humanize us. We exist in a 

society that prizes the efficient over the beautiful, the quantifiable over the irreducible, 

and the virtual over the real. We have sacrificed the human for profit and consumption; as 

Wordsworth says: “getting and spending we lay waste our powers.” In other words, we 

have subordinated the human to our own inventions.  

 Cardinal John Henry Newman, in his work The Idea of the University, seeks to 

recover a vision of education that is founded in the liberal arts tradition. The “business of 

the University” (Newman), and thereby that of the liberal arts, is to free us. Josef Pieper, 

in his book Leisure: The Basis of Culture, highlights the distinction between the liberal 

arts (artes liberales) and the servile arts (artes serviles): the liberal arts “are concerned 

with knowledge” and the servile arts “are concerned with utilitarian ends.” He goes on to 

argue that the liberal arts “include all forms of human activity which are ends in 

themselves.” This is not to say that the liberal arts wholly reject “utilitarian modes of 



activity;” knowledge often finds its concrete application in education. Yet the servile arts 

remain limited — they cannot encompass the whole of a human being. Our nature is not 

to be useful, but to be human. Thus, the liberal arts free us to know our own mind and to 

become “who we already are” (Pieper), so that we may better encounter the world in 

which we live.  

 The type of University of which Cardinal Newman speaks is founded upon tradition 

and the permanent things of life. The University respectfully receives the liberal arts as 

the primary model for its course of study and instruction. Aristotle says that, “all human 

beings by nature desire understanding.” Liberal education directs what we have “by 

nature” and tends it toward a proper and fruitful end; namely, toward goodness, truth, and 

beauty. This is not to say that liberal education is bound to the teachings of Plato and 

Aristotle. While liberal education is committed to tradition, it is also sensitive to its own 

place in history. It participates in a living tradition that embraces things of beauty, truth, 

and goodness, wherever they may be found.  

 What has a liberal education meant to me as a University student? When entering 

college, I knew very little about “the liberal arts.” I have since come to see that my liberal 

education has not only helped, but was perhaps even crucial for, my persevering in the 

quest toward goodness, truth, and beauty. I consider my “liberal education” to be of 

inestimable worth. In addition to being exposed to a great wealth of texts and ideas, my 

education has nurtured my sense of wonder and awakened particular loves. I have come 

to realize that love precedes understanding. I have gained understanding in things like 

Flannery O’ Conner’s short stories, Rembrandt’s artwork, and Gerard Manley Hopkin’s 

poems, not because I have had to study them but because in studying them I have come to 



love them. Liberal education promotes love and virtue over efficiency and productivity. 

 Cardinal Newman presents an “idea of a University” that is quite compelling.  

In his estimation, the University (that is founded on the liberal arts) aims to free us and 

cultivate us in virtue. The human being ought to be elevated and dignified rather than 

sacrificed to efficiency and “accidental purpose” (Newman). For it is liberal education, 

and not professional training, that reminds us of who we are and emboldens us to become 

more whole human beings.  

 

 


