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In May 1839, Newman mentioned to John Bowden that he was “writing a University
Sermon which is one of a course on the study and use of Evidences.”1 This series

of four sermons on faith and reason was preached between 6 January 1839 and 29
June 1840, before faculty and students of Oxford University.2 In these sermons,
Newman offered both a trenchant critique of the English evidential apologetic
tradition and an alternative explanation of the reasonableness of religious belief.

Both the rival view to which Newman responded and the key influences that
shaped his alternative view originated in one person: Richard Whately (1787-1863)—
who has often been ignored or misrepresented as an influence on Newman’s
thought. Franz Willam’s Aristotelische Erkenntnislehre bei Whately und Newman—
the only monograph on the subject—was fundamentally flawed due to its elaborate
reconstruction of Whately’s views on the basis of works that he had in fact not
written.3 Unfortunately, Willam’s misreading of Whately found its way into Edward
Sillem’s account of Newman’s intellectual forebears in the Philosophical Notebook
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1 John Henry Newman (hereafter JHN) to John William Bowden (7–18 May 1839) The Letters and Diaries
of John Henry Newman 7:74–75, 75; hereafter cited: LD.

2 Sermons 9–12 in JHN, Sermons, Chiefly on the Theory of Religious Belief, Preached before the
University of Oxford (Oxford: J.H. Parker, 1843); available at: http://archive.org/details/
sermonschieflyon00newm; hereafter cited: OUS; the uniform edition is available at:
http://www.newmanreader.org/works/oxford/index.html. For the convenience of readers, the paragraph
numbers from the uniform edition have been added in brackets.

3 See Franz M. Willam, Aristotelische Erkenntnislehre bei Whately und Newman und ihre Bezüge zur
Gegenwart (Freiburg: Herder, 1960), 55–113; 163–198, 340. Willam devoted almost a hundred pages to the
two Encyclopaedia Metropolitana articles—one  on metaphysics, the other on logic—that purportedly
were the foundation of Whately’s position. The articles Willam used, however, were from the 1823 edition
of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. Whately did not write these articles; in fact, they already appeared in the
third edition of the Britannica, published in 1797 when Whately was only ten years old (Encyclopaedia
Britannica [Edinburgh: A. Bell, 17973] 10:189–221 and 11:480–609). 

In 1839 and 1840, Newman preached four Oxford University Sermons, which
critiqued the evidential apologetics advocated by John Locke (1632-1704) and William
Paley (1743-1805) and subsequently restated by Richard Whately (1787-1863).  In
response, Newman drew upon Whately’s earlier works on logic and rhetoric to develop
an alternative account of the reasonableness of religious belief that was based on
implicit reasoning from antecedent probabilities.  Newman’s argument was a creative
response to Whately’s contention that evidential reasoning is the only safeguard against
superstition and infidelity.
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and resulted in some questionable claims about Newman’s philosophical views.4

Most Newman scholars have acknowledged Whately’s influence only in passing;5

however, an examination of Newman’s University Sermons (1839-1840) indicates that
Whately played an important role in the development of Newman’s thought on faith
and reason.

whAtely And newMAn: 1 822-1 834

Richard Whately was one of the most prominent of the Oriel Noetics, a loosely-
knit group of intellectuals who participated in the educational reforms of Oriel
College, Oxford, that were initiated by Whately’s mentor, Edward Copleston (1814-
1828).6 By the time Newman became a fellow of Oriel in 1822, the Noetics had
turned it into “the most intellectually vibrant college at Oxford.”7 Although no longer
a fellow, Whately took pity on the “shy and bashful” young Newman,8 who later
recalled that Whately used “to hammer out his thoughts (if I may so speak) by means
of other minds.”9 In Newman’s case, this meant drawing up a treatise on logic for
Coleridge’s Encyclopaedia Metropolitana on the basis of a series of dialogues, On
Reasoning, written by Whately.10 When Whately published the article in book form
as Elements of Logic in 1826, he credited “the Rev. J. Newman . . . who actually
composed a considerable portion of the work as it now stands, from manuscripts not
designed for publication, and who is the original author of several pages.”11 In 1822,
Whately also gave Newman a manuscript entitled Method of Composition, which
formed the basis for another of Whately’s articles for the Encyclopaedia
Metropolitana, published as Elements of Rhetoric in 1828.12 The impact of the
Method of Composition on Newman’s thought was so great that he was still using it
as a tutor four years later.13

Newman remained grateful to Whately all through his life and acknowledged his
“great obligation to Dr Whately, and love for his memory” on the latter’s death in
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4 Cf. Edward Sillem, The Philosophical Notebook of John Henry Newman (Louvain: Nauwelaerts, 1969),
1:153, 157. Sillem’s claim that Whately and Newman “took for granted that the object of the science of logic
is to control mental processes involved in thinking” derives from Willam, and is completely mistaken;
Whately maintained the exact opposite and Newman concurred with his views. 

5 Two notable exceptions are Gillian R. Evans, “‘An organon more delicate, versatile and elastic’: John
Henry Newman and Whately’s Logic,” Downside Review 97 (1979): 175–191 and Robin C. Selby, The
Principle of Reserve in the Writings of John Henry Newman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975),
76–80.

6 See M. G. Brock, “The Oxford of Peel and Gladstone,” The History of the University of Oxford, volume
6, Nineteenth-Century Oxford, edited by M.G. Brock and M.C. Curthoys (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997),
7–71, 48; Richard Brent, “Note: The Oriel Noetics,” in ibid., 72–76.

7 C. Brad Faught, The Oxford Movement: A Thematic History of the Tractarians and Their Times
(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania University Press, 2003), 7.

8 JHN to William Monsell (Edgbaston, Birmingham, 10 October 1852), LD 15:175–179, at 176.
9 JHN to William John Fitzpatrick (The Oratory, Birmingham, 7 March 1864), LD 21:72.
10 Cf. Birmingham Oratory Archives (hereafter: BOA) A.6.21; LD 1:143; JHN to William Monsell (Edgbaston,

Birmingham, 10 October 1852) LD 15:175–179.
11 Richard Whately, Elements of Logic (London: J. Mawman, 18272), vi; available at:

http://books.google.com/books/about/Elements_of_logic.html?id=1cFlu2SDQMEC; hereafter cited:
Whately, Elements of Logic (1827).  Cf. Dwight Culler, The Imperial Intellect: A Study of Newman’s
Educational Ideal (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1955), 38–43; Evans, “Newman and Whately’s Logic,”
177–181.

12 See BOA A.6.21. Ray E. McKerrow, “‘Method of Composition’:  Whately’s Earliest ‘Rhetoric’,” Philosophy
& Rhetoric 11 (1978): 43–58, provides a transcription of  Newman’s copy of the manuscript.

13 See Anne Mozley, Letters and Correspondence of John Henry Newman, (London: Longmans, 1891)
1:131; available at: http://newmanreader.org/biography/mozley/index.html.
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1863.14 Newman wrote Whately in 1826: “Much as I owe to Oriel in the way of mental
improvement, to none, as I think, do I owe so much as to yourself.”15 Newman’s debt
to Whately was more philosophical than theological: “He, emphatically, opened my
mind, and taught me to think and use my reason.”16 Whately’s works on logic and
rhetoric provided Newman with a theoretical framework, which helped him not only
to understand other thinkers, but also to develop his own theories of faith and
reason.  In contrast to other important influences on Newman’s thought, such as
Aristotle and Joseph Butler, Whately was a living instructor and a close friend—one
whose formative influence Newman acknowledged time and again.

Yet Whately was also one of Newman’s primary antagonists. In the late 1820s,
Whately and Newman began to move to opposite ends of the ecclesial spectrum. In
1829, Newman opposed the re-election of Sir Robert Peel—whose candidacy was
supported by Whately—as the Member of Parliament for Oxford University, because
of Peel’s volte-face on the question of Catholic emancipation.17 Newman later
regarded this incident as his “formal break” with Whately.18 In 1833, Newman was
furious at Whately’s support of the Irish Church Temporalities Act—the government
bill that provoked John Keble to preach his famous Assize Sermon, National
Apostasy.19 Newman felt that “Poor Whately is lost.”20 In 1834, Newman in a heated
correspondence charged Whately with holding “views on religious and social duties”
which were based “in the pride of reason” and tended “towards infidelity.”21 Newman
pointed out that, in spite of their earlier friendship, he had never shared Whately’s
“liberal” opinions, in particular “the Anti-superstition notions. . . the undervaluing of
antiquity, and resting on one’s own reasonings, judgments, definitions etc rather than
authority and precedent.”22 For Newman, Whately’s evidential apologetic was relying
on “one’s own reasoning.”

whAtely’s eVidentiAl Apologetic

As early as 1831, Newman deplored the defense of the reasonableness of
Christianity by means of an exclusive reliance on the “evidences of Christianity”—an
approach to apologetics that characterized the Oriel Noetics in general and Whately
in particular. In his fourth University Sermon, published as “The Usurpations of
Reason” (preached on 11 December 1831), Newman adopted Hume’s ironic

14 JHN to William John Fitzpatrick (The Oratory, Birmingham, 15 October 1863), LD 20:536–537, at 537.
Newman published a very kind eulogy of Whately in the Weekly Register (17 October 1863). 

15 JHN to Richard Whately (14 November 1826), LD 1:306–307, at 307. 
16 JHN, Apologia Pro Vita Sua (London: Longman, 1864), 68; available at:

http://newmanreader.org/works/apologia65/index.html; hereafter cited: Apologia.  See JHN to William
Monsell (Edgbaston, Birmingham, 10 October 1852) LD 15:176: “[H]e was the first person who opened my
mind, that is, who gave it ideas and principles to cogitate upon.”

17 See Peter B. Nockles, “‘Lost Causes and Impossible Loyalties’: The Oxford Movement and the University,”
History of the University of Oxford, 6:195–267, 202–205.

18 JHN, Apologia, 72 (14).
19 John Keble, National Apostasy (Oxford: J. H. Parker, 1833); Keble’s Assize Sermon is available at:

http://anglicanhistory.org/keble/keble1.html.
20 JHN to John Frederic Christie (Oriel College, 6 August 1833) LD 4:25–27, at 26. See Peter B. Nockles,

The Oxford Movement in Context: Anglican High Churchmanship, 1760–1857 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994), 76.

21 JHN to Henry Wilberforce (The Oratory, 4 August 1871) LD 25:370–371, at 371; JHN to Richard Whately
(Oriel College, 28 October 1834) LD 4:348–349, at 349. 

22 JHN to Richard Whately (Oriel College, 11 November 1834) LD 4:357–359, at 358. 
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contention that “Our most holy Religion . . . is founded on Faith not on Reason,” to
argue that the evidences of Christianity “are rather answers to objections than direct
arguments for Revelation.”23 During the 1830s, the Tractarians strongly critiqued
evidential theology and defended the authority of traditional Church teaching as a
proper ground for religious belief. For Whately, however, the Tractarian disparagement
of the evidences of Christianity meant “the most serious threat to the preservation of
revealed religion among the British masses and sections of the British intelligentsia.”24

Whately’s approach to the reasonableness of religious belief was deeply rooted
in an apologetic tradition that stemmed from the religious philosophy of John Locke
(1632-1704) and its eighteenth-century application by William Paley (1743-1804).25

In An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Locke had set the epistemological
standard for modern approaches to apologetics by introducing a rigid distinction
between knowledge of the natural and of the supernatural—the first the province of
reason, the second that of faith.  According to Locke, reason proceeds on ideas “which
it has got by the use of its natural faculties,” while faith “is the assent to any
proposition, not thus made out by the deductions of reason, but upon the credit of
the proposer, as coming from God, in some extraordinary way of communication”—
namely, revelation.26 Faith, since it is concerned with the supernatural, is not
according to reason but above reason. In order not to be contrary to reason,
however, “reason must judge” whether something is “a divine revelation or no.”27 Faith
then is rationally justified if and only if a process of reasoned investigation has verified
the credentials of a purported revelation.28

Locke conceived of such credentials as “visible” or “outward signs,” which
establish the supernatural character of a purportedly divine message.29 He settled on
two such signs: miracles and the fulfillment of prophecy.30 Both qualify as miraculous,
because they surpass “the force of nature in the established, steady laws of causes and
effects” and therefore can only be brought about by God.31 Thus, evidence of the
miraculous becomes the “foundation on which the believers of any divine revelation
must ultimately bottom their faith.”32 Locke’s model underpinned William Paley’s A
View of the Evidences of Christianity (1794). In line with Locke, Paley argued that
since miracles are the only way in which a revelation could have been made, it is the
task of the apologist to make a historical case for the trustworthiness of the New

23 JHN, OUS, 45, 50; [OUS 4, §6, § 13].
24 Pietro Corsi, Science and Religion: Baden Powell and the Anglican Debate, 1800–1860 (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1988), 145.  See Carol Poster, “An Organon for Theology: Whately’s Rhetoric
and Logic in Religious Context,” Rhetorica 24 (2006): 37–77, at 54.

25 Cf. Richard Brent, Liberal Anglican Politics: Whiggery, Religion, and Reform: 1830–1841 (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1987), 151–163. 

26 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, IV, xviii, 2 (emphasis added); available at:
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/762; hereafter cited: Locke, Essay.

27 Locke, Essay, IV, xviii, 10.
28 See William Sweet, “Paley, Whately, and ‘Enlightenment evidentialism’,” International Journal for

Philosophy of Religion 45 (1999): 143–166, 144–147.
29 Locke, Essay, IV, xix, 15.
30 See T. Brian Mooney and Anthony Imbrosciano, “The Curious Case of Mr. Locke’s Miracles,”

International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 57/3 (2005): 147–168, at 154.
31 John Locke, “A Discourse of Miracles,” in The Reasonableness of Christianity: With A Discourse of

Miracles and Part of A Third Letter Concerning Toleration, edited by I. T. Ramsey (Stanford, Stanford
University Press, 1967), 80; available at: http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/1444. 

32 Ibid., 86. 



Testament miracle reports, in order to demonstrate the supernatural character of the
New Testament message. 

Of all the Oriel Noetics, Whately was Paley’s most faithful disciple, publishing a
copiously annotated edition of his Evidences of Christianity in 1859.33 In response
to the Tractarian critique of Noetic evidential theology, Whately began an educational
campaign to instruct believers in evidential apologetics in the late 1830s.34 Between
July 1837 and February 1838, Whately published a series of essays—entitled “Easy
Lessons on Christian Evidences”—in the widely read Saturday Magazine.35 The
purpose of these “Easy Lessons” was to teach young or unlearned Christians the
“reasonable grounds” on which Christianity was to be maintained in conformity with
St. Peter’s instruction “not only to have a reason, but also to be able to give a reason
to others, for the faith which they held”—a scriptural passage that recurs throughout
Whately’s apologetic work.36 Miracles make up the bulk of Whately’s evidence. Since
it was miraculous “evidence, which convinced the early Christians that the religion
did truly come from God,” it must “be the duty of Christians to learn what that
evidence is.”37 In fact, the crucial difference between Christianity and other religions
is “its resting on evidence.”38 Instead of a credulous belief on the basis of traditional
authority and prejudice, as pagans had, the New Testament “commends a man’s faith
. . . because he listens fairly to evidence, and judges according to the reasons laid
before him.”39 Against the Tractarian depreciation of the attempt “to seek any proof
of the truth of [one’s] religion” Whately argued that the virtue of faith “consists in a
man’s believing and trusting, not against evidence, but against his expectations and
prejudices.”40 Although Christians do not have to know all the evidence, they must
“have enough evidence to warrant [their] belief.”41

In his episcopal charge, Remarks on Some Causes of Hostility to the Christian
Religion (1838),42 Whately developed this position into a powerful critique of the
Tractarians, whom he referred to as people who “deprecate as absurd, and as
hazardous . . . all attempts to supply popular evidence of Christianity.”43 Whately
claimed that the intra-ecclesial controversy ignited by the Tractarian Movement was
conducive to unbelief.  Such disputes tend  “to draw off men’s attention from the
evidence on which revelation rests, to points of controversy between Christians.”44  As
a result, the Tractarians left “the great mass of the Christian population . . . unfurnished
with any means of ‘giving a reason for their hope’.”45 The danger of this situation was
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33 See William Paley, A View of the Evidences of Christianity, edited by Richard Whately (London: John W.
Parker, 1859); Sweet, “Paley,” 152–160.

34 See Poster, “Organon,” 46. 
35 See Richard Whately, Easy Lessons on Christian Evidences (London: John W. Parker, 1838), 5; available

at: http://hdl.handle.net/2027/hvd.hwrlu9; hereafter cited: Whately, Easy Lessons.
36 Whately, Easy Lessons, 8, 14. For (partial) citations of this text from 1 Peter 3:15, cf. Whately, Easy

Lessons, 6, 14, 15, 16, 22, 57, 62, 113. See also Whately’s later Essays on Some of the Dangers to Christian
Faith, which May Arise from the Teaching or the Conduct of its Professors (London: B. Fellowes, 1839),
78, 89, 91, 109, 130, 164, 247, 249; available at: http://hdl.handle.net/2027/hvd.ah47mt.

37 Whately, Easy Lessons, 17.
38 Ibid., 18.
39 Ibid., 20.
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid., 58.
42 This charge was republished in Whately’s Some of the Dangers, 69–107.
43 Whately, Some of the Dangers, 87.
44 Ibid., 74.
45 Ibid., 78.
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aggravated, moreover, in a culture that promoted general education. If believers
develop intellectually in other departments of thought, while remaining “ignorant and
uninquiring in what pertains to the evidences of their religion,” the inevitable result
will be infidelity.  Accordingly, Whately exhorted the Irish clergy to follow his own
example and “set forth . . . popular evidences of Christianity” in order to counter both
superstition and unbelief.46

Whately’s attacks on Tractarianism coincided with a wider controversy over the
Tractarians’ emphasis on tradition and authority in religion. In January 1839, Baden
Powell,47 an Oriel Noetic and one of Whately’s closest followers, backed Whately’s
claim that a disregard for evidential apologetics was the chief flaw of the Tractarian
position.48 Newman had anticipated Powell’s critique. On 23 December 1838,
Newman wrote to Robert Wilberforce that “Baden Powell is writing a book against
the Oxford Tracts.”49 Thus, when Newman introduced the subject of faith in his tenth
University Sermon on 6 January 1839, as “likely to be of main importance in the
controversies which lie before us at this day,” he was responding to Whately’s
educational campaign and his charge of irrationalism—supported by Powell—against
the Tractarians.50 Newman’s sustained attack on evidential apologetics was a major
contribution to the controversy that continued to rage through 1839 and 1840 with
renewed attacks by Whately and Powell and Tractarian responses in the British
Critic—which was then under Newman’s editorship.51 In addition, from the pulpit of
St. Mary’s, Newman took the controversy to the heart of Oxford University in a way
that would not have been lost on his audience.

newMAn’s uniVersity serMons on fAith And reAson

Newman’s University Sermons on faith and reason combine an attack on
evidential theology with a defense of an alternative conception of the reasonableness
of religious belief. It has become something of a common place to argue that
Newman did not develop this alternative in a systematic way. His University Sermons
have been understood as “topical”—in the rhetorical sense elaborated by Walter
Jost,52 or “perspectival”—in the sense developed by Mary Katherine Tillman.53 Yet,

46 Ibid., 90.
47 Baden Powell (1796–1860), an Anglican clergyman and Savilian Professor of Geometry at Oxford

(1827–1860), was the father of Robert Baden-Powell (1857–1941), the founder of the Boy Scouts.
48 Cf. Baden Powell, Tradition Unveiled, or, an Exposition of the Pretensions and Tendency of

Authoritative Teaching in the Church (London: John W. Parker, 1839); available at:
books.google.com/books?id=7cwUAAAAQAAJ.

49 JHN to Robert Isaac Wilberforce (Oriel, 23 December 1838), LD 6:362. 
50 JHN, OUS, 168; [OUS 10, §3].  James Earnest (“Editor’s Introduction,” in John Henry Newman, Fifteen

Sermons Preached Before the University of Oxford between A.D. 1826 and 1843, edited by J. D. Earnest
and G. Tracey [Oxford: Oxford University, 2006], xvii) claims, without providing evidence, that Newman’s
return to the university pulpit was intended to draw “A.P. Stanley over to the Tractarian side” by opposing
Thomas Arnold’s view of faith.

51 See Whately, Some of the Dangers; Baden Powell, A Supplement to Tradition Unveiled (London: John
W. Parker, 1840); JHN, “State of Religious Parties,” British Critic 25/50 (April 1839), 395–426; George
Moberly, “Catholic Tradition,” British Critic 25/50 (April 1839), 450–479. Frank J. Turner (John Henry
Newman: The Challenge to Evangelical Religion [New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002], 321–333) has
provided the best account of the controversy to date and rightly locates Newman’s University Sermons in
this context, although overlooking Whately’s role.

52 See Walter Jost, Rhetorical Thought in John Henry Newman (Columbia: University of South Carolina
Press, 1989).

53 See Mary Katherine Tillman, “Introduction,” in John Henry Newman, Fifteen Sermons Preached before
the University of Oxford (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997).



when Whately’s influence is factored in, Newman’s four University Sermons on faith
and Reason (1839-1840) can be seen to offer a thorough and indeed systematic
reinterpretation of evidential apologetics by creatively expanding the theoretical
framework he inherited from Whately’s works on logic and rhetoric. Whately
provided Newman with the means both to develop a theory of the nature of faith and
reason and to present a plausible alternative to evidential apologetics.

Newman began the series by identifying as his main antagonist the evidential
apologetic solution to the problem of the relation between faith and reason: “Reason
judges both of the evidence on which Scripture is to be received, and of the meaning
of Scripture, and then Faith follows or not, according to the state of the heart.”54 This
Noetic solution is rooted in the Lockean distinction between faith and reason, and the
concomitant logical priority of the latter: “We make up our minds by Reason without
Faith, and then we proceed to adore and to obey by Faith apart from reason.”55

Although in a Noetic model—“Faith rests on testimony, not on reasonings, that
testimony, in its turn depends on Reason for the proof of its pretensions, so that
Reason is the indispensable preliminary”—a series of historical arguments is required
to show both that the apostolic testimony is trustworthy and that the purported
revelation is duly warranted by evidence of a miraculous nature.56

The core of Newman’s response to this evidentialist paradigm was his claim that
faith itself is a kind of reasoning distinct from the formal argumentative procedure of
evidential apologetics. Reason, for Newman, is “nothing more than to gain truth from
former truth, without the intervention of sense,” or more simply “an assent upon
grounds.”57 Faith is clearly an exercise of reasoning in this sense: “It is an acceptance
of things as real, which the senses do not convey, upon certain previous grounds.”58

Yet, faith “lies exposed to the popular charge of being a faulty exercise of Reason, as
being conducted on insufficient grounds.”59 Newman candidly admitted the
plausibility of this charge: “So much must be allowed on all hands, either that it [faith]
is illogical, or that the mind has some grounds which are not fully brought out, when
the process is thus exhibited.”60 Newman defended the latter position, and he did so
in two complementary ways, both of which drew upon aspects of Whately’s thought.
First, Newman drew upon Whately’s Elements of Logic to distinguish the original
process of reasoning from the analysis of that process. Secondly, he employed
Whately’s Elements of Rhetoric to describe the specific modality of the reasoning of
faith as presumptive, or moved by antecedent considerations.

whAtely’s eleMents of logic

Whately’s Elements of Logic was a staunchly Aristotelian defense of deductive
reasoning—a subject that had lost much of its popularity and was widely disparaged
on the ground that it could not compete with modern methods of gaining
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54 JHN, OUS, 173; [OUS 10, § 12]. 
55 Ibid.
56 Ibid.
57 Ibid., 254, 199; [OUS 13, § 9; OUS 11, § 8].
58 Ibid., 200; [OUS 11, § 9].
59 Ibid., [OUS 11, § 10].
60 Ibid. 
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knowledge, such as Baconian induction.61 In the work of Scottish philosophers such
as Thomas Reid (1710-1796) and William Hamilton (1788-1856), logic had “evolved
into a more general study of mental philosophy, or epistemology,” as Raymie
McKerrow has observed.62 One of the primary objects of Whately’s Logic was to
counter this confusion. Rather than being “a peculiar method of reasoning,” as most
of his modern predecessors had maintained, logic is “a method of analyzing that
mental process which must invariably take place in all correct reasoning.”63 The
syllogism is not “a distinct mode of argumentation,” but “the form to which all correct
reasoning may be ultimately reduced; and which, consequently, serves the purpose .
. . of a test to try the validity of any argument.”64 Logic, for Whately, was “entirely
conversant about language.”65 Whately’s conception of logic as a formal science that
analyzes arguments rather than a set of rules to dictate the reasoning process
provided Newman with the necessary framework to distinguish logic or formal
argument from reasoning as such. 

In 1833, William Hamilton attacked Whately’s Logic in the Edinburgh Review.
Hamilton charged Whately with inconsistency because he had defined logic both as
an analysis of “the process of reasoning” and as “entirely conversant about language.”66

On reading the Edinburgh Review, Whately wrote Newman on 17 January 1834,
drawing his attention to the “Edinburgh Review’s attack on our logic” and asking him
to “suggest any attentions that may strike you as worth making in the early part of it,
which is that in which you had the chief hand.”67 On 5 February, Whately again wrote
to Newman, urging him to send “anything you may have written, much or lesser,”
since he was “pressed to bring out the Logic,” which was going into a new edition.68

Newman initially asked an unnamed friend to offer his comments, telling Whately on
7 February that he was too busy.69 Yet, over a month later, Newman sent Whately a
few sheets of his own tentative “notes” on Hamilton’s review in which he maintained
that Hamilton had misconstrued Whately’s meaning on purpose:

by putting ‘language’ for the object matter itself, instead of considering it (which
from the context is evidently the meaning of the passage) the mode in which the
object-matter is to be viewed. Logic takes cognisance of the process of reasoning,
not as it is in itself, but as we perceive it; & Language is the symbol of what goes
on in the mind. So, as a matter of fact, Logic is concerned with reasoning only as
it comes out in Language.70

When Whately republished his Elements of Logic, he offered a qualified approval of
Newman’s distinction between reasoning “in itself” and “as it comes out in language,”

61 See James Van Evra, “Richard Whately and the Rise of Modern Logic,” History and Philosophy of Logic
5 (1984): 1–18, at 7.

62 Raymie E. McKerrow, “Richard Whately and the Revival of Logic in Nineteenth-Century England,”
Rhetorica 5/2 (1987): 163–185, at 172.

63 Whately, Logic, 11.
64 Ibid., 11–12. Cf. McKerrow, “Richard Whately,” 182. 
65 Whately, Logic, 56 (emphasis original).
66 William Hamilton, “Recent Publications on Logical Science,” Edinburgh Review 57 (April 1834):

194–238, at 208.
67 Richard Whately to JHN (Dublin, 17 January 1834). BOA, Personal Collections, Richard Whately.
68 Richard Whately to JHN (Dublin, 5 February 1834), BOA, Personal Collections, Richard Whately.
69 JHN to Richard Whately (7 February 1834), LD 4:187–188.
70 JHN, “Notes on a Review in the Edinb. Rev. for April 1833 on Dr Whately’s Logic,” UCD Letters,

http://digital.ucd.ie/view/ivrla:3827. These “Notes” undermine Culler’s suggestion (Imperial Intellect, 43)
that by 1834 Newman no longer took Whately’s Logic seriously.
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but dismissed its pertinence to logic: “If any process of reasoning can take place in
the mind, without any employment of language . . . such a process does not come
within the province of the science here treated of.”71

This is not to say that Whately reduced the process of acquiring knowledge to
formal deductive inference. A significant section of his Elements of Logic is devoted
to  defending induction as a way to arrive at “New Truths.”72 This is not, however,
strictly speaking a process of reasoning, but “Reasoning combined with other
operations,” such as experiment and observation or the selection and combination of
facts and hypotheses.73 Insofar as induction involves argument, it is reducible to
syllogistic form, but in so far as it is a “process of inquiry. . . it is, of course, out of the
province of Logic.”74 Yet, Whately recognized the complexity and value of such
“[r]easoning concerning real facts” and compared it to a “rugged and uneven, ascent
up a precipice, which requires a quick eye, agile limbs and a firm step; and in which
we have to tread now on this side, now on that—ever considering, as we proceed,
whether this or that projection will offer room for our foot, or whether some loose
stone may not slide from under us.”75 However, because such reasoning goes “beyond
the process of merely deducing the conclusion Logically from the Premises,” it cannot
be regarded as a reasonable process in the strict sense of the word.76

At this point the decisive rift between Whately and Newman appeared.  For
Newman, “Reasoning is a living spontaneous energy within us, not an art.”77 Clearly
drawing on Whately’s imagery, Newman compared this spontaneous exercise of
reason to “a clamberer on a steep cliff, who, by quick eye, prompt hand, and firm foot,
ascends how he knows not himself, by personal endowments and practice, rather
than by rule, leaving no track behind him, and unable to teach another.”78 Upon
reflection, however, the mind begins to analyze its original reasoning process.  Logic
is this analysis, and the syllogism is its modus operandi:

The boldest, simplest, and most comprehensive theory which has been invented
for the analysis of the reasoning process, is the well-known science for which we
are indebted to Aristotle, and which is framed upon the principle that every act
of reasoning is exercised upon neither more nor less than three terms.79

Newman agreed in principle with Whately that reasoning can be expressed in
syllogistic form.80 Yet, Newman denied that this process of reasoning must be stated
syllogistically in order to be valid: 

71 Richard Whately, Elements of Logic (London: B. Fellowes, 18345), 60; available at:
http://books.google.com/books/about/Elements_of_logic.html?id=5mgAAAAAMAAJ.

72 Whately, Logic (1827), 214. As Gillian Evans (“Newman and Whately’s Logic,” 180) has pointed out, this
section, entitled Dissertation on the Province of Reasoning, “provided Newman with perhaps the most
important growing-point for his own later thinking in the Grammar of Assent.”

73 Whately, Logic, 235.
74 Ibid., 209. Cf. McKerrow, “Richard Whately,” 182.
75 Whately, Logic, 243–244.
76 Ibid., 243.
77 JHN, OUS, 253; [OUS 13, § 8].
78 Ibid., 252; [OUS 13, § 7]. This image was already contained in the manuscript On Reasoning, which

Newman transcribed in 1822 (BOA A.6.21, 44).
79 JHN, OUS, 252; [OUS 13, § 8].
80 See M. Jamie Ferreira, Doubt and Religious Commitment: The Role of the Will in Newman’s Thought

(Oxford: Clarendon, 1980), 29; Evans, “Newman and Whately’s Logic,” 184: “Like Whately, Newman thought
that all valid arguments of a kind which logic is able to encompass could be reduced to syllogisms.”
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The exercise of analysis is not necessary to the integrity of the process analyzed.
The process of reasoning is complete in itself, and independent. The analysis is
but an account of it; it does not make the conclusion correct; it does not make
the inference rational.81

Such an analysis can even be harmful, because “the multiform and intricate
assemblage of consideration, which really lead to judgment and action, must be
attenuated or mutilated into a major and a minor premiss.”82

This distinction between what Newman described as “reasoning and arguing, or
as conscious and unconscious reasoning, or as Implicit Reason and Explicit Reason,”
underlay his response to Whately in the fourth and final sermon of the series.83 On
St. Peter’s Day, 1840, Newman chose to preach from the text that had served as the
scriptural justification and the leitmotif of Whately’s apologetic program: “Be ready
always to given an answer to every man that asketh you a reason of the hope that is
in you” (1 Peter 3:15).84 Newman acknowledged—with Whately—that St. Peter’s
admonition provided “a clear warrant, or rather an injunction to cast our religion into
the form of Creed and Evidences,” but he challenged Whately’s application of this
injunction to the rational justification of religious belief.85 First, faith—as an implicit
mode of reasoning—is logically prior to evidential procedures; it is “in all cases a
reasonable process,” even if it is not “founded on investigation, argument, or proof;
these processes being but the explicit form which the reasoning takes in the case of
particular minds.”86 Secondly, faith does not require explicit a posteriori evidential
verification. Although “faith cannot exist without grounds or without an object . . . it
does not follow that all who have faith should recognize, and be able to state what
they believe, and how.”87

All things considered, Whately provided Newman with a theoretical framework
to distinguish the original process of implicit reasoning from its explicit logical
analysis. Newman used this distinction to present faith as a kind of implicit reasoning,
thereby undermining a foundational component of Whately’s evidential theological
framework: its rigid separation between faith and reason. Yet, Newman’s model is still
liable to the charge that faith rests on insufficient grounds.88 To answer this objection,
Newman drew on Whately again, but this time on his Elements of Rhetoric.

whAtely’s ELEMENTS OF RHETORIC

Newman succinctly stated the principal objection to his view of faith in the first
sermon of the series: “How is it conformable to Reason to accept evidence less than
Reason requires?”89 Faith, Newman replied, “is mainly swayed by antecedent

81 JHN, OUS, 255; [OUS 13, § 10]. Earnest’s contention (“Editor’s Introduction,” xci–xcii) that Newman
chose “a relatively little-noticed text” which required “ingenuity” and “exegetical genius” to be applied to
the problem of faith and reason is misguided in view of Whately’s apologetic.

82 JHN, OUS, 223; [OUS 12, § 10].
83 Ibid., 254; [OUS 13, § 9]. The original title of this sermon brought out the contrast with Whately more

sharply: “Reasoning and argumentation powers contrasted together, with the evils resulting from the
exercise of the latter” (BOA A.9.4).  See Earnest and Tracey, “Editors’ Notes,” in JHN, Fifteen Sermons, 377. 

84 JHN, OUS, 246; [OUS 13, heading].
85 Ibid., 248; [OUS 13, § 2 ].
86 Ibid., 258; [OUS 13, § 15].
87 Ibid., 249; [OUS 13, § 4]. 
88 See ibid., 200; [OUS 11, § 10].
89 Ibid., 178; [OUS 10, § 25].



considerations,” rather than by “direct and definite proof.”90 Faith is a presumptive
kind of reasoning, “influenced by previous notices, prepossessions, and [in a good
sense of the word] prejudices.”  This reasoning process is distinct from formal
inference on the basis of evidence, which Newman defined “as meaning in the main
such inferences concerning facts, as are derived from the facts in question
themselves, that is from Evidence, and which lead consequently to Knowledge.”91

Presumptive and evidential reasoning are more specifically distinguished by their
respective grounds and the relation of these grounds to the fact or conclusion to be
proven. Evidential reason “makes the particular fact which is to be ascertained the
point of primary importance, contemplates it, inquires into its evidence, not of course
excluding antecedent considerations, but not beginning with them.”92 The
presumptive reasoning of faith works the other way around; it “begins with its own
previous knowledge and opinions, advances and decides upon antecedent
probabilities, that is, on grounds which do not reach so far as to touch precisely the
desired conclusion, though they tend towards it, and may come very near it.”93 In a
clear appeal to the academic formation of his Oxford audience, Newman claimed
more technically that faith “is influenced more by what (in language familiar to us of
this place) are called εἰκότα than by σημεῖα, – less by evidence, more by previously-
entertained principles, views, and wishes.”94

A distinction between two classes of argument “according to the ‘relation of the
subject-matter of the premises to that of the conclusion’” formed the heart of
Whately’s rhetorical theory.95 The first class is parallel to “the εἰκὸς of Aristotle” and
consists of “such Arguments as might have been employed to account for the fact or
principle maintained, supposing its truth granted.”96 The second class comprises
arguments “such as could not be so employed,” which Whately terms “‘Sign,’ (so called
from the Σημεῖον of Aristotle).”97 In the Method of Composition, Whately termed the
former class “A, for à priori or antecedent probability—the latter B, for body of
proof.”98 In order to elucidate these rather terse definitions Whately offered a clear
example:

If a murder were imputed to any one on the grounds of his ‘having a hatred to
the deceased and an interest in his death,’ the Argument would belong to the
former class; because, supposing his guilt to be admitted . . . the circumstances
just mentioned would account for it; but not so, with respect to such an
Argument as his ‘having blood on his clothes;’ which would therefore be referred
to the other class.99

Whately explained the latter class of arguments as follows: “As far as any circumstance
is, what may be called, a Condition of the existence of a certain effect or
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90 Ibid., 179; [OUS 10, § 26].
91 Ibid., 216; [OUS 12, § 2]. .
92 Ibid., 216–217; [OUS 12, § 3].
93 Ibid., 217.
94 Ibid., 180; [OUS 10, § 27].
95 Whately, Elements of Rhetoric (Oxford: J. Parker, 1828), 34.  These two methods of reasoning reflect

Whately’s division of arguments in his Elements of Rhetoric.
96 Ibid., 40, 35–36.
97 Ibid., 35–35, 42.
98 Method of Composition, BOA A.6.21, 2. Cf. McKerrow, “‘Method of Composition’,” 50.
99 Whately, Rhetoric, 36–37.
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phenomenon, so far it may be inferred from the existence of that Effect.”100 Applied
to the murder case at hand: “A man is suspected as the perpetrator of the supposed
murder, from the circumstances of his clothes being bloody; the murder being
considered as in a certain degree a probable condition of that appearance.”101

Examining these two kinds of arguments from the perspective of the relation
between their premise and their conclusion, their distinct nature becomes clear.
Since the suspect’s hatred of the deceased (premise) explains the fact of the murder
(conclusion), the fact of the murder (conclusion) explains the blood on the suspect’s
clothes. In other words, the suspect’s hatred for the deceased makes his being the
murderer antecedently probable, while the blood on his clothes is a ‘sign’ or evidence
of his being the murderer. In a case like this, both kinds of arguments will be used in
tandem to constitute the suspect’s guilt. In his Rhetoric, Whately argued that in such
cases, the first kind of argument, from “Antecedent-probability,” usually takes
precedence.102

Whately applied this rule to “the statement of the Evidences of our Religion, so
as to give them their just weight.”103 It is only after “the Antecedent probability that a
Revelation should be given to man, and that it would be established by miracles” is
argued for, that the actual appeal to miracles as evidence suffices to establish the
conclusion that such a revelation has in fact been given.104 Yet, in spite of his own
recommendations, arguments from antecedent probability are conspicuous by their
absence in Whately’s apologetic praxis. Whately’s argument in his Easy Lessons and
his Remarks relied exclusively on the second class of argument.

For Newman, this approach constituted one of the chief flaws of an evidential
apologetic such as Whately’s: “The word Evidence is often restricted to denote only
such arguments as arise out of the thing itself which is to be proved; or, to speak more
definitely, facts and circumstances which presuppose the point under inquiry as a
condition for their existence”—in other words, Whately’s arguments from signs.105

Newman used the same example as Whately: “Thus blood on the clothes is an
evidence of a murderer, just so far as a deed of violence is necessary to the fact of the
stains, or alone accounts for them.”106 “Such,” Newman maintained, “are the Evidences
as drawn out by Paley and other writers.”107 The parallel is exact indeed: A miracle is
an evidence of a revelation being given, just so far as divine intervention is necessary
to the fact of the miracle, or alone accounts for it. Yet such arguments from miracles
neglect “antecedent considerations, presumptions, and analogies, which . . . are more
truly the grounds on which religious men receive the Gospel.”108 Like Paley, Whately
reduced his apologetic to arguments from signs, thereby ignoring antecedent
probabilities as the most important factor in prompting people to decide for or
against religious belief.

100 Ibid., 42.
101 Ibid., 42–43. 
102 Ibid., 81. See McKerrow, “‘Method of Composition’,” 53.
103 Whately, Rhetoric, 84.
104 Ibid.
105 JHN, OUS, 260; [OUS 13, § 17].
106 Ibid.
107 Ibid.
108 Ibid. 



Antecedent considerAtions And superstition

Newman gave a hint about the nature of the antecedent reasoning of faith in the
manuscript of the first sermon of the series. After his foundational claim that faith “is
mainly swayed by antecedent considerations,” he added, “principally of a moral
nature.”109 As Walter Jost has pointed out, Newman’s understanding of antecedent
probability is “more individualistic and subjective” than, for instance, Aristotle’s.110

Newman argued: “Since probabilities have no definite ascertained value, and are
reducible to no scientific standard, what are such to each individual, depends on his
moral temperament.”111 He then pithily added: “A good and a bad man will think very
different things probable.”112 Accordingly, “a correct moral judgment and view of
things is the very medium in which the argument for Christianity has its constraining
influence.”113

Newman provided a particularly well-chosen example from scripture to illustrate
his point. When St. Paul preached at Athens, he gave evidence but “very slight, yet
something; not a miracle, but his own word that God had raised Christ from the
dead.”114 St. Paul integrated his testimony with “an appeal to the antecedent
probability of a Revelation, which would be estimated variously according to the
desire of it existing in each breast.”115 His argument “was enough, for some did
believe,—enough not indeed in itself, but enough for those who had love, and
therefore were inclined to belief.”116 This insightful illustration effectively dismantled
two central arguments in Whately’s Easy Lessons. First, it showed that at least in this
case, conversion did not originate in a miracle. Secondly, it challenged Whately’s
contention that right faith rests on evidence, and resists prejudices and expectations. 

For Newman, Whately’s understanding of faith as an impartial judging of
evidence went squarely against the notion that faith is a moral principle. According
to Newman, the “very boast” of “mere evidence” is “that it does but require a candid
hearing.”117 On this model, “there is no room for choice; there is no merit, no praise
or blame, in believing or disbelieving; no test of character in the one or the other.”118

For Newman, because faith is dependent on antecedent considerations, “a man is
responsible for his faith, because he is responsible for his likings and dislikings, his
hopes and his opinions, on all of which his faith depends.”119 Accordingly, the quality
of all these antecedent considerations determines the quality of faith:

When the probabilities we assume do not really exist, or our wishes are
inordinate, or our opinions are wrong, our Faith degenerates into weakness,
extravagance, superstition, enthusiasm, bigotry, prejudice, as the case may be, but
when our prepossessions are unexceptionable, then we are right in believing or
not believing, not indeed without, but upon slender evidence.120

NEWMAN STUDIES JOURNAL94

109 MS University Sermons, BOA A.9.4.
110 Jost, Rhetorical Thought, 44. 
111 JHN, OUS, 182–183; [OUS 10, § 35].
112 Ibid.
113 Ibid.
114 Ibid., 196; [OUS 11, § 2], emphasis added.
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116 Ibid., 196, emphasis added.
117 Ibid., 183, 184.
118 Ibid., 184, [OUS 10, § 36].
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This was the core of Newman’s reply to Whately’s contention that reason safeguards
faith from becoming superstitious. 

In his twelfth University Sermon, “Love the Safeguard of Faith,” Newman
addressed this position directly: “Reasoners of a school which has been in fashion of
late years,” maintain that people’s “religion will be rational, in as much as they know
why they believe and what.”121 Accordingly, “the young, the poor, the ignorant,” should
be educated by drawing “their attention to the Evidences of Christianity.”122 In that
way, “you tend to prevent enthusiasm and superstition, while you are erecting a
bulwark against infidelity.”123 This, of course, was Whately’s explicit contention in his
Easy Lessons and his Remarks. Newman directly countered this position, by “denying
that any intellectual act is necessary for right Faith besides itself . . . by denying, that
is, that Reason is the safeguard of faith.”124 Instead, “the safeguard of Faith is a right
state of heart.”125 Faith is kept from degenerating into superstition, if it is “the
presumption of a serious, sober, thoughtful, pure, affectionate and devout mind.”126

conclusion

On 10 November 1840, a few months after his University Sermon on St. Peter’s
Day, Newman wrote to his brother Francis, who had maintained that “‘the dry
external argument is inadequate as a demonstration of Christianity’.”127 John Henry
replied:

I most entirely agree with you, I have been for some years preaching University
Sermons, as I have had opportunity,—on this one subject, that men judge in
religion, and are meant to judge by antecedent probability, much more than by
external evidences, and that their view of antecedent probability depends upon
their particular state of mind.128

This view of faith is the essential argument of the University Sermons.  Against the
Lockean distinction between faith and reason, Newman posited faith as a kind of
reasoning itself. The theoretical framework of Whately’s Logic allowed Newman to
distinguish between implicit and explicit reasoning and to identify faith as an
instance of the former. Drawing on Whately’s Rhetoric, Newman developed a view of
faith as a presumptive mode of reasoning, distinct from formal evidential procedures,
that judges on the basis of antecedent considerations in conjunction with small
pieces of evidence. In this way, Newman was able to challenge the strict formal
argumentative and evidential requirements of Whately’s apologetic, while at the same
time offering a view of the reasonableness of faith that would have been plausible to
an Oxford academic audience familiar with Whately’s works on logic and rhetoric.

121 Ibid., 226–227; [OUS 10, § 31].
122 Ibid., 227.  
123 Ibid., 227; [OUS 12, § 14]; see Poster, “Organon,” 46–49.
124 JHN, OUS, 227; [OUS 12, § 16]. 
125 Ibid., 227–228.
126 Ibid., 244; [OUS 12, § 36]. 
127 JHN to Francis William Newman (Oriel College, 10 November 1840), LD 7:436–442, at 438. 
128 Ibid.


