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During the centennial of the birth of José Ortega y Gasset it seemed
appropriate to me to try to present a small paper, however insignificant
and defective it might be, as a personal homenaje. I cannot speak as a
philosopher equipped to shed further light on Ortega’s phenomenology and
his debt to Husserl, Heidegger, and Dilthey but rather as one of those in-
terested readers educated in the European tradition, to whom Ortega
directed so much of his writing, and as a laborer in the institution with which
our lives are intimately bound: the university.

Since to a member of an older generation, who happens to be Irish,
the terms ““university’’ and ‘‘liberal education”’ inevitably bring to mind
John Henry Newman’s classic treatment of the subject for the English speak-
ing world, the Idea of a University, it also seemed quite natural to com-
pare some of Newman’s ideas with those expressed by Ortega in his Mision
de la universidad. Although the two works are separated by obvious dif-
ferences in time and philosophical orientation, they nevertheless share strik-
ing points of concurrence that are still worth examining. Even the cir-
cumstances of their composition are roughly similar, for Ortega’s Mision
consists of a reworking of five lectures to university students in Madrid
in 1930, and Newman’s Idea consisted originally of nine lectures delivered
over a two-year period during the formation of a Catholic University which
began in 1851. When that project failed after a seven-year trial, he published
a second volume of lectures and essays on university subjects, which he
had written over a period of four years. Both volumes comprise the Idea
as we know it today.’

My title is derived from Ortega’s designation of the traditional
university-trained class of European leadership as the select minority, and
from Newman’s description of the philosophical habit of inquiry produc-
ed by university training as the imperial intellect. The paper will concen-
trate on two major areas of concern, the purpose of general education and
the creation of the vitalist curriculum and, to a lesser extent, the criteria
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