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Introduction 

In to~'s world the university is often regarded as an essen-

tiaJ. component of society, The universities are accepting an in-

creasing number of aspirants and attempting to equip these students 

wi th a background to deal successfully with life. Often this func-

tiOIl is interpreted to mean a secure start on the road to material 

success. At the same time, the universities have assumed an inten-

sified responsibili ty to produce the leaders, the int;ellectual e-

lite, in many parts of the world. 

The efforts to accomplish such aspirations have gone through 

several stages of transformation since the inception of the univer-

sity system with the founding of the University of Bologna in the 

late eleventh century. Even the aims of the university r~ve changed 

from time to time. From the folloWing passage it is readily dis-

cernible that a wide chasm of development and philosophy separates 

the concept of the medieval university from that of its modern 

counterpart. "Ecclesiastical philosophy, canon law, together with 

a desultory inheritance of antiquity in the schemes of the septem 

arte! liberales--all this, bound together with monastic forms in 

a co::nmuni ty of work and social intercourse, makes up the medieval 

universi ty.1I 1 

In writing this paper! have attempted to present an overall 

view of the English universities of the eighteenth cent.ury (Cam-

lWalter M. Kolschnig and Elined Frys, eds., The University in 
a Changing World (London: Oxford University Press, 1932), p. 53. 
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bridge and Oxford), giving an indication of where they might stand 

in the total spectrum of change from medieval to modern times. Many 

historians and men of that century as well have indicated their low 

opinion of the eighteenth-century universities, even to the point of 

implying that this was a period of regression for the university 

system. There are a great many manifestations of deficient prac

tices and personnel at the universities to uphold these arguments. 

But perhaps this Situation, while not condoned, can at least be un

dars·tood when one perceives the source for the ascent of a majority 

of the troubles which plagued the universities for the entire cen

tury. 

The development of the eighteenth century which might well be 

considered the prime instigator of the degradation of the universi

ties would be the move froD'~ royal and religious patronage of the 

universities to regional and even national support. It was at this 

point that the universities seem to have lost their positions as 

centers of high academic endeavor and become predominantly arenas 

for :political maneuvering by the small and the great. The univer

sities were constantly being harassed by political disputes and 

their normal procedures distorted due to outside interference by 

the powerful. One such instance was a royal decree in 1702 which 

required an oath of allegiance from all teachers. Many of the best 

professors felt themselves unable to comply with its terms and this 

began an exodus which resulted in few really exceptional instruc

tors remaining in the universities. In fact, even the graduate 

student produced by the universities was of a rather low caliber 

in the majority of cases. Can this low level of academic achieve-



ment in both teacher and student be solely explained by political 

meddling? I think not entireIy--some of the explanation must come 

from the effect of the Enlightenment philosophy on n~ men of the 

eigh1ieenth century. The structure of the universi ty had become so 

restrictive that to those affected by this Enlightenment belief in 

the strength of the individual the university system i~d become un

bearable. Escape seemed to be the most common remedy which resulted 

in the founding of several "dissenting academies." Perhaps in a 

time other than the Age of Reason--when man had not begun to value 

his powers of reason above all else--the oppressive atmosphere of 

the universities could have been borne, but not during the eight

eenth century. 

Not only did the political and philosophical mood. of the times 

pervade the universities, but the events of the preceding century 

had a very strong affect on the academic inclinations of the men of 

the eighteenth-century universities. The civil conflicts of the 

seventeenth century had gravely disrupted the habit of the quiet 

pursu:l t of knowledge. With the selfish aims of the Age of the Cav

alier and the even more selfish aspirations of the Age of the Puri

tan, the academic life with its search for truth had become consid

erabl:, relaxed. When the gloom of the Puri tan Age was finally 

lifted due to the Restoration, the people over all of England found 

great and extended cause for celebration. As the period progressed 

it began to seem as though the quiet pleasures of academic life had 

been thoroughly forgotten. In essence the early part of the eight

eenth century was viewed as one of widespread moral laxity, a sit

uatior.L which permeated all areas of English life, including the 

---------------
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universi ties. 

This learned torpor into which the eighteenth-century univer-

s1 tiles had allowed themselves to descend was easily discernible in 

most phases of their scholastic life. One of the most blatant in

dicators of this condition was to be found in the examination system. 

Superficially the universityls method of evaluation seemed adequate, 

but :it had degenerated into exercises which were a meaningless for

mali'ty. The whole system had become a farce and, to make matters 

wors.e, everyone in the university community was well aware that it 

was so. Another serious indicator of the plight of the universities 

was the poor caliber of the professors and instructors who supposed

ly held their positions as guides for the students on the path to 

higher education. After the Oath of Allegiance had removed the 

finest professors, the political arena took its toll through the 

practice of nepotism and favored candidates. Often candidates were 

appointed to teach subjects with which they were not in the least 

familiar. All of these factors combined with a secure tenure posi

tion to entrench professors of a rather low caliber in the univer

sities. Since the professors were providing slight example for 

those students truly interested in an academic life, a system of 

priv,ate tutoring was established which was designed to offset the 

deficiencies of the professors. Unfortunately much the same sit

uation arose with the tutors in that they, too, proved somewhat in

dolent in fulfulling their responsibilities. Even with such disad

vantages the eighteenth-century universities could. still have pro

duced superior students if the raw material had been present ini

tially. During this century, however. the students were generally 
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appraised as being much more interested in their social than in 

their scholastic life. In fact, a university education was often 

considered as an integral part of the social preparation of a well

bred gentleman before making his entrance into the real world. The 

quality of this social preparation might well be questioned when 

one considers that the three main obsessions of university students 

were thought to be drinking, wenching, and disloyalty. 

Obviously in considering these conditions prevalent in the 

eighteenth-century univerSities, one could easily find a great deal 

for ~fhich the universities should be held accountable. Yet as evi

dence is presented through which a reasonably accurate evaluation 

might be made, it is essential to keep in mind the difference be

tween the value-system and expectations of today and those of a pe

riod removed from us by two hundred years. There is a vital ques

tion to be asked: -Did the universities fulfill their purpose for 

existence in the eyes of eighteenth-century ment" In many cases the 

answer would be largely negative, but there was some redeeming value 

seen by even the most critical of observers. Perhaps it is really 

not our place to condemn, but to atte~t to understand the cause

and-effect relationship of their problems. As a result we may be 

able to view some of our own twentieth-century university problems 

in a more objective light. 



British Universities in the Eighteenth Centur.Y 

The patrons of higher education in early centuries were reli-

gious bodies, kings, queens, and rich merchants. The eighteenth 

cent\~y saw the beginning of a movement away from private patronage 

towards corporate patronage. With the help of civic funds came 

naturally the involvement of city or regional or provincial, or 

even occasionally national, interests in university affairs. The 

government of universities ceased to be solely a matter for close 

corporations of scholars and began to be the shared preoccupation 

of scholars and distinguished laymen drawn from regional life. As 

a co:nsequence of the growth of this interaction, the universities 

began to develop a sense of service to their region. It is this 

regional element in the life of an institution of higher education 

that forms another distinctive part of the historical pattern. The 

resounding triumph of corporate rights and vested interests over 

the attempted interference of James II, considered necessary to 

preserve English liberties in 1688, had for a long time afterwards 

the bad effect of freeing all privileged persons from any dread of 

inquiry or interference. This was as true for Parliament and the 

Church as it was for the Universities. Edward Gibbon deplored the 

monopoly enjoyed by Oxford and Cambridge of all the University 

privileges in England, because lithe spirit of monopolists is nar

row, lazy, and oppressive. lIl 

lG. M. Trevelyan, British History in the Nineteenth Century 
(London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1922), p. 26. 
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Since outside interests had come to play such a prominent role 

in university affairs, it is important to realize their condition 

at the time of the eighteenth century. Politically, both the Jaco-

bite ~wd Whig factions still had enough of a following to retain 

hopes for the future; the prestige and power of the national army 

and navy were still very much on the rise; the Church had been 

greatly revitalized in temporal matters by ~een Anne, especially 

in regard to her poverty-stricken clergy; and the Lower House of 

Convocation was making an extensive effort to revive ecclesias

tical discipline and to suppress immora11ty.l 

Regardless of the positive aspects of university development, 

many have perceived this period as one of intellectual decline. 

Some very definite indications of this were the occurrences of pro-

fessors being appointed to teach subjects of which they were large-

ly ignorant, the indolence of many college tutors, and the disturb-

ing number of students who spent the major portion of their college 

years in idleness and sometimes in dissolute living. There are 

some who view this situation as arising from the fact that Oxford 

and Cambridge were hindered in much of their development by those 

who sought to control them. These institutions were often harried 

and torn by political disputes. So perhaps the low level of thought 

and life, seemingly characteristic of both universiUes in the seven-

teeIlth and eighteenth centuries, is therefore largely due to this 

control and outside interference exercised by the King and Parlia-

lChristopher Wordsworth, Scholas Academicae (Cambridge: Cam
bridge University Press, 1910), p. 1. 
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ment.l But the causes behind the existing condition do not excuse 

that state of affairs and many have found rrP.lch cause for condemna-

tion of Oxford and Cambridge in the eighteenth century. Lord Mal-

mesbury, who spent two years at Merton, indicates the severity of 

the young nobleman 1 slife ".,hile at college: "A gentleman commoner 

was under no restraint and never called upon to attend either lec-

tures, chapel, or hall. My tutor, an excellent and worthy man, gave 

himself no concern about his pupils,1I2 Nicholas Amhurst of Oxford 

"'as much more critical in his observations upon the qualifications 

of the faculty: 

I have known a profligate debauchee chosen professor of moral 
philosophy; and a fellow, who never looked upon the stars 
soberly in his life, professor of astronomy; we have had his
tory professors who have never read anything to qualify them 
for it, but Tom Thumb, Jack the Giant-Killer, and such-like 
valuable records.) 

Arohurst and many others seem to agree that the three obsessions of 

Oxford men were drinking, wenching, and disloyalty. Thus one can 

easily see by this small sample of contemporary opinion that at 

leal3t a portion of eighteenth-century men held their institutions 

of higher learning to be of little intellectual value. 

Mediocrities play their part in buildine; up the whole; and it 

may at least be said of Cambridge during the middle years of the 

eighteenth century that, though not prolific of great scholars, it 

lAlbert Mansbridge, The_Qlder Universj. ties of ~land--oxford 
an~:.-9..ambr~ (London: Longmans. Green, and Co •• 1923), p. 55. 

2Christopher Hobhouse, Oxf~rd (New York: Random House, 1939), 
p. 65. 

3 Anthony 'a. Wood, Life and.: Times of Antho~ 'A WQ...od (London: Ox
ford University Press. 1961). p. 56. 
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was platlcularly rich in university politicians. But this period of 

university history does not present an unrelieved picture of sordid 

struggles for the satisfaction of small, petty ambitions. The lamp 

of learning was not burning with startling brightness but it was 

still burning; jobbery was rampant but honest merit came sometimes 

into its own; scandals were unpleasantly frequent but probably not 

as frequent as is often assumed. For instance, there is a positive 

side to be attributed to the university professor who so often bears 

the brunt of criticism against the eighteenth-century university 

systElm. Generally in relieious orders and often of comparatively 

lowly origin. he was a stranger to the exclusive social world of 

his time. A professor commonly had no higher ambition than to be-

come a tutor to the son of an inflUential nobleman through whose 

assistance he might secure advancement in the church. The average 

university "don" only saw the polite world from the point of view 

of the bumble dependent. l Servile towards his superiors and over-

bearing towards those he considered beneath him, he was frequently 

boorish with his friends and equals; but it must. in fairness, be 

remembered that the seclusion which kept him a boor was productive 

of certain virtues. It is likely that he had a far deeper and more 

enduring love of his college and university than is at all common 

at 1ihe present day. To his education he was mainly indebted for 

Wha1;ever success he had achieved in life, and his college, if not 

his first, was at least his greatest patron. It was, moreover, his 

hom43 in a way which it has nowadays ceased to be except for the few, 

----~----

lDenys A. Winstanley, The Uni~ersity of Cambric1ge in the Eight
eenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1958), p. J. 
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and he therefore gave it the affection which men reserve for their 

homes. He may often have qQarrelled with his colleagues and neg-

lected his pupils; but he was seldom found wanting in loyalty to 

the society to which he belonged. l 

One aspect of the university experience Which often is taken 

as an indication of its qwality, but can be misconstrued to show an 

inadequacy which does not reallY give an accurate picture of the 

valUE' of the university, is the examination system. Before inspec-
I 

ting more specificallY the eighteenth-century university1s method, 

we ought to try to divest ourselves of a modern opinion, that study 

exists for examinations rather than examinations for study. The 

eighteenth-century univerSity student was often more encouraged 

and inspired in his scholastic endeavors by tutors and friends than 

by the examinations held by the university.2 As books became cheap-

er.the quicker and more diligent students discovered that they 

COull~ acquire knowledge for themselves where previous generations 

had been dependent on the oral teaching. Then arose the necessity 

of examination, and as this has come to be more scientifically con-

ducted, and its results to be more public, and at last in a sense 

marketable, there has been a fresh demand for oral instruction. But 

the objective observer must investigate the two-fold implications 

of their oftentimes deficient examinations: 

1. Did this method encourage the ascendancy of a situation 

lDenys A. Winstanley, The Univ8rsit of Cambri e 
eenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2Christopher Wordsworth, Scholae Academicae (Cambridge: Cam
bridge University Press, 1910), p. 16. 
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wherein those gentlemen who had little interest in studies 

became devoted to a life mainly consisting of drinking and 

whoring? Or 

2. Did this system allow the learning and research of the more 

diligent students to explore more easily new, untried ter

rain? 

The proposition of the establishment of a system where each person 

is allowed to follow his natural inclinations is foreign to much of 

today1s educational philosophy. Is it really serving the best in

terests of everyone to compel each person to reach certain arbitrary 

standards in very structured areas--thereby risking the suppression 

of any creativity? All of this is usually defended by the certainty 

that those who are not interested in certain academic areas never

theless must be made to study them. At any rate these are some con

siderations which should be kept in mind if one is to catch a 

gliml'se of the eighteenth-century man's understanding of his edu

cational system and if one is to discern the positive aspects of 

his examination system. 

Yearly college examinations were the exception and through

out the century candidates for degrees were examined sometimes nom

inally, sometimes thoroughly, by the fellows of their own colleges 

before they were allowed to pass to the public examination of the 

schools or Senate-house. Oxford had a system which "'as actually 

called Wall-lectures and was required as a qualification for the 

degree of Master of Arts. These were supposed to be the delivery 

of three orieinal dissertations in natural philosophy and three in 

morf~l philosophy. Their orieinal purpose was to stinulate original 
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invention and research, but they had so degenerated that they were 

held pro for~ in an empty school. l 

During the eighteenth century these exercises were required at 

Camb:ridge from Senior Sophs and Q;\l,estionists in the last year of 

qualification for the degree of Bachelor of Arts. The first and 

very important ordeal through which all candidates had to pasS was 

the Ac~! ,and ~onencie~ or public exercises of the Schools, con-

ducted in Latin under the superintendence of two Moderators. The 

"Res:pondent" or tlAct," as he could then call himself, submitted 

three subjects on which he proposed to argue. The Moderator gener-

ally accepted the theses brought to him, and selected three other 

students whom, from inquiry of their tutors, he thought suitable 

to o:ppose the Respondent I s arguments. In the course of the fort-

night, in which the Respondent had to prepare himself, he asked the 

three opponents to take wine with him, partly to secure personal 

goodwill, but also to arrange the sham-fight beforehand.2 G. V. Cox 

explained that 

The examination for the B.A. degree under the old system had 
dwindled into a formal repetition of threadbare '~estions 
and Answers' (in Divinity, Logic, Grammar), which had been 
transmitted in manuscript from man to man, and were unblush
ingly admitted, if not adopted, even by the 'Masters of the 
Schools' .3 

In fact it was regarded as something exceptional when a student 

did arrange his own arguments. 

lChristopher Wordsworth, SCholae Academicae (Cambridge: Cam
bridge University Press, 1910), p. 220. 

2Ibid•• p. 36. 

3Denys A. Winstanley. Th~_~niversitl of Cambridge in the Eight
eent.l:!_Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1958) p. 123. 
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When the fateful day arrived, the Respondent read a Latin 

thesis on whichever of his three subjects he preferred. Then each 

of t:~e Opponents countered with various arguments of syllogistical 

form the Respondent attempting to reply to each in turn. John Jebb, 

who was a Moderator and was considered a radical reformer for the 

times, gave his opinion on the worth of these acts in 1772: 

These exercises are improving; are generally well attended; 
and consequently are often performed with great spirit. But 
many persons of good judgment, observing with pain, the un
classical Latin, generally uttered by the student upon these 
occasions, have maintained that the knowledge of that lan
guage is not promoted by the present method of disputation; 
and have delivered it as their opinion, that these exercises 
shouli be held in !nelish in order to their absolute perfec
tion. 

So obviously all was not completely dismal for the outlook of the 

~lination system at Cambridge. There were a few, at least, who 

cons:idered there to be some hope for the development of the exam-

ination system. But the deficiencies were still great--for example, 

two books of EUclidts Geometry, simple and quadratic equations, and 

the early parts of Paleyts Moral Philosophy were deemed by most stu

dents amply sufficient in order to pass the examination. 2 The crux 

of the matter lies in the fact that while it may not have required 

a ~'eat deal of effort merely to pass the examinations, it did ne-

ces=~itate a considerable amount of proficiency in order to achieve 

the status of being placed on the Honors List. Here we encounter 

the situation which has greatly added to the disrepute of the eight-

eenth-century universities, but was considered to be equitable at 

lCbristopher Wordsworth, Scholae Academicae (Cambridge: Cam
bridge University Press, 1910), p. 42. 

2Ibis .,P. 56. 
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the time. This type of examination allowed even the most indolent 

student to pass with a minimum of effort-thus causing no embarrass-

ment to the young noblemen who comprised the major portion of the 

uniTersity. But still there were provisions made to reward those 

who had a genuine desire to attain intellectual accomplishments. 

In consideration of the unexacting manner of the examinations, 

it was regarded as a great reproach to the College to send any men 

without proper qualifications to such an examination. All Colleges, 

at some time before the final Senate-bouse examinations, would in-

vestigate the merits of their own men before they would permit them 

to undergo the examinations. l Vicesimus Knox, who took his M.A. in 

1753, had these comments on the examination system: 

The examination ••• , though represented as very formidable. 
is such a one as a boy from a good school just entered might 
go through as well as after a seven years' residence. Few 
however reside; for the majority are called term-trotters, 
that is, persons who only keep the terms for form sake, or 
spend six or eight weeks in a year in the university to 
qualify them for degrees according to the letter of the 
statutes. 2 

The two-told implications of the examination ~stem which were 

previously investigated m8T be used once again to advantage. S~ 

ilar implications ~ also arise from a study of the detrimental ef-

fect which professors are reputed to have had on the eighteenth-

century univerai ty. There is a great deal of truth in the tradi-

tional belief that the instruction given in the university was very 

far from satisfaotory. It was by no means unknown for a newly ap-

lChristopher Wordsworth, Scholae Academicae (Cambridge: Cam
bridge University Press, 1910), p. 56. 

2 Ibid., p. 233. 
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pointed professor to be unacquainted with the very rudiments of the 

subject he was supposed to teach. Undoubtedly, the eighteenth-cen-

tury dons often set a bad example for scholastic endeavor. Their 

tenure was secure, sometimes irremoveable. The extraction of an oath 

of allegiance which few honest churchmen could take meant that the 

plums of office went to the easy-going time-servers. Nepotism was 

common and celibacy was imposed upon the fellows. Many of them pre-

ferred to establish an illicit liaison rather than lose a comfortable 

sinecure. 1 

Since the preceding century there had been a great falling off 

from the search for truth in the Science of Religion. The great 

civil conflict had unsettled the habit of quiet search, of sober 

life, and of the discovery of pleasure in intellectual pursuits. 

And when the struggle was over for aWhile, the selfish worship of 

the Iluritan, and more selfish ungodliness of the cavalier, conspired 

towards the debasement of scholasticism. Although there was no 

wanting men of learning, the few great SCholars of the eighteenth 

century did not communicate their knowledge and enthusiasm to the 

younger men. For a professor at a university to lecture was almost 

the exception. There were a large number of professors at each Uni-

versity who did not even pretend to lecture. Oftentimes they ex-

pected their wisdom to be conveyed in the disputes of the schools, 

by the publication of their writings, and by private instructions.2 

lChristopher Hobhouse, Oxford (New York: Random House, 1939), 
p. 62. 

2Christopher Wordsworth, Social Life at the English Universi
ties-.!n the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Deighton, Bell, and Co., 
1874), pp. 82-83. 
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The Universities were by no means altogether dens of idleness; 

there was then a great part of the instruction of younger men which 

was not covered by the efforts of the professors. This deficiency 

was supplied in part by the work of college tutors. Although some 

tutors did neglect the instruction of their pupils, there was al

ways l3. supply of tutors who fulfilled their duty scrupulously. Con

sequently these men caused their colleges to be popular with prudent 

parents and aspiring students. Students often relied upon their 

college tutors for initiation in each subject which they took up. 

But whether they did their work conscientiously or not, there was 

not that comradeship and intercourse between the senior and junior 

members of the university that there once had been. 

It would seem that students were admitted, on the whole, at a 

later age than they had been in earlier time. This might well have 

been IJne of the causes which led to the discontinuance of the inti

macy rlfhich had exi sted between tutor and pupil. :Be that as it may t 

there can be little doubt but that the violence and suspicion which 

prevailed, the offspring of those party struggles which were so 

very j?revalent in the early part of the eighteenth century, togeth

er with the spirit of self-indulgence which dominated the period 

following the Restoration, were thoroughly successful in bringing 

about an estrangement between the older and younger men. The re

sult was that dons did not care for the society of undergraduates 

and. undergraduates avoided dons. 

The duty of the college tutors in the preceding century had 

been primarily to superintend the moral and religious discipline 

of th~~ir pupils, rather than to instruct in their stUdies. :But 
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when stricter attention was paid to the performances of Exercises 

for :Degrees, and above all when the Examinations were enforced. 

there grew up a class of private tutors. Their use had a tendency 

to become abused when the same persons could exchange the office 

of private tutor for that of examiner, within a very brief period. 

As early as 1759 the employment of private tutors. as examiners. 

was found to be a cause of unfairness. As to the effect upon young 

tutors themselves. William Wordsworth wrote to a young graduate of 

Cambridge: 

I have only one observation to make, to which I should attach 
importance, if I thought it called for in your case. which I 
do not, I mean the moral duty of avoiding to encumber your
self with private pupils in any number. You are at an age 
when the blossoms of the mind are setting to make fruit; and 
the practice of pupil mongering is an absolute blight for 
this process. l 

Thus far in this investigation it has become apparent that in 

many cases the student was largely on his own if he wished to a-

chieve a high degree of academic accomplishment. His tutor might 

encourage his endeavors and guide his reading, his professors might 

add some quantity of information through their lectures, but in the 

final analysis he depended to a great degree on his own desire and 

diligence to gain scholastically from his college experience. How-

ever, there was one very vital facility necessary to independent re-

searoh which was lacking. either in quantity or availability. in the 

eighteenth-century university--the library. One of the things which 

would. impress a viei tor most during this period would be the wretch-

lChristopher Wordsworth, Social Life at the English Universi
ties in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Deighton, Bell, and Co., 
1874), p. 116. 
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ed state in which most of the college libraries were kept. The 

great exception was the library of Trinity College, but even here 

the librarian knew little of his charge. At the smaller colleges 

the condition of things was most deplorable. Many librarians em-

ployed their time in noisi~ disturbing the readers or in making a 

profit from the sale of duplicates. To aggravate this problem the 

under-librarians were paid too little and worked too much. l An in-

structive example of the typical state of affairs on the Oxford cam-

pus '~uld be the Bodleian Library. Characteristic of the libraries 

of the period, its arrangement of books seemed deliberately con-

structed to make them as inaccessible as possible, the book indexes 

gave little assistance in the art of locating a book, and the 11-

brarians gave even less assistance. It becomes easier then to un-

derstand the reasons why many days passed without there being a 

single reader in Bodley, and rarely above two books were consul ted 

in a day. The situation real~ becomes inexcusable when one dis-

covers that the average between 1648 and 1650 was above a dozen. 

In 1787 complaints were formally lodged against the librarian for 

neglect and incivility; new rules were set up and conditions began 

to improve about 1789.2 

But Cambridge was in an even more miserable plight as regards 

its library. The entire collection was so small that it was accom-

modated in two rooms of moderate size. While Oxford's collections 

were greatly enri.ched by donors, Cambridge came off very poor~, 

lChristopher Wordsworth, Scholae Academicae (Cambridge: Cam
bri~~e University Press, 1910), p. 3. 

2 Ibid., p. 5. 
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whether because it did not make more of an attempt to attract bene-

factors, or because the inexorable care with which Bodley kept the 

books within its walls pleased book-collectors better than the ex-

cessively accommodating openhandedness with which Cambridge lent 

and practically gave away its treasures. From the nature of the 

terms of admission into the Cambridge library, it is impossible to 

measure the use made of it at any period, as was done in the case 

of the Bodleian, but one of the causes which probably deterred some 

from frequenting that building in the more studious months was not 

wanting here. The severity of the cold in winter had the power to 

dishearten even the most enthusiastic student. It was not until 1790 

and 1795 that fire-places were finally installed in the library.l 

\ 
Anthony a Wood had also suggested another contributing factor 

which added to the deficient state of the intellectual climate at 

the universities: 

Why doth solid and serious learning decline, and few or none 
follow it now in the University? Answer, because of coffea
houses, where they ~end all their time; and in entertain
ments at their chambers, where their studies and coffea-houses 
are become places for Victuallers; also great drinking at 
taverns and ale-houses, spending their time in common cham
bers whole afternoon, and thence to the coffea-house. 2 

Thus far much has been presented displaying the grave deficien-

cies which plagued the eighteenth-century university--professors who 

did not lecture, indolent tutors, examinations performed merely as 

a formality, inadequate library facilities, and even the distrac-

lCbristopher Wordsworth, Scholae Academicae (Cambridge: Cam
brid.e!:e University Press, 1910), p. 9. 

2Christopher Wordsworth, Social Life at the ~lish Universi
ties in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Deighton, Bell, and Co., 
1874), p. 147. 
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tiona offered by the coffee-houses. What caused these conditions--

what factors contributed to the inception or growth of such condi-

tiona? The most blatant and perhaps most destructive force unleased 

upon the universities during this period was R2litical interference. 

This seems to have been a prime component in the system which came 

to ~:quire the ignominious reputation which the eighteenth-century 

university has been compelled to bear. 

It might at first sight appear that politics could, or at least 

~d. have little to do with the life and studies of a university_ 

But 'this is far from being the real state of the case. .After three 

such revolutions as England had experienced within half a century, 

it ~~s impossible that the interest of the country should not be 

fixe<i upon public affairs. With this concern over national policies 

arose a greatly increased taste for pamphlets. This ephemeral lit-

eratu.re supplied the place which newspapers and magazines occuw in 

our time, as well as in some measure the need for books. Pamphlets 

were also one of the important commodities with which the master of 

the <:offee-house supplied his guests. During the eighteenth century 

these establishments were the stronghold of politicians--even as 

early as the time of Charles II, who had thought of terminating their 

operntions wi thin twenty years of the opening of the first one. In 

perudng the eighteenth-century tracts relating to both of the Uni-

versities, very few can be found which are totally unconnected with 

party dissensions. l 

It has all too often been conveniently generalized that during 

lChristopher Wordsworth, Social Life at the English Universj: 
ties in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Deighton, Bell, and Co., 
1874), p. 25. 
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this period Cambridge was Whig and Oxford Tor.y. This, like most 

brief classifying formulas, requires explanation, and, it ~ be, 

correction. Oxford had declared for William; and it is certain 

that the compulsory measures of the government had produced at least 

a seeming loyalty to the new king among its governing body. But it 

was during the reign of Charles and James II that the seeds of idle

ness and licentiousness were sown, products of which were later to 

affect Williamts reign. The severity of Puritanism was still fresh 

enough in the minds of Englishmen to tempt them to protract the re

joicing at the Restoration. It was not until personal holiness Was 

all but extinct, and publiC religion was almost forgotten, that the 

death of Charles II brought his less genial brother to the throne. 

The house of Stuart was still popular at Oxford, and even the wrongs 

done them by James II could not efface from their hearts the loyal 

feeling impressed there by the other wrongs voluntarily suffered for 

his father. This deeply set loyalty was something which William 

could not inherit--thus the people were in no way blinded to or more 

forgiving of his faults as was the case with Charles and James II. 

For who had not forgotten their reverence for Godts worship, 

what sympathy could be felt for a king who wore his hat in church? 

King James at least did not err upon that matter. Where again was 

Williamts learning? What encouragement did he give to literature? 

Above all, what right did he have to rule over Englishmen? SUch 

perhaps were the arguments of those who became known as the high

church party (Hickesites), some of whom suffered as non-jurors. 

This situation of suffering penalties as a non-juror came about as 

a resalt of an Act which received the royal assent on March 2, 1702. 
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It required that "all members of the foundations of any College or 

Hall in the Universities being of the age of eighteen~ears, and 

all persons teaching pupils, are obliged to take and subscribe the 

oath of abjuration in the court at Westminster.- l Nevertheless 

these Hiekesites stood up boldl7 in the lower house of the South-

ern Convocation against the new low-church bishops, Hoadleian s, 

to be silenced onl1 by the unconstitutional measure of suppressing 

the Convocation. 

In spite of the significant diminution of the Crown's powers 

wrought by the Revolution, William III in 1689 still retained con-

siderable royal discretion, and John LoCke, perhaps not without bit-

ter memories of his expulsion, urged upon the King the following ad-

vice: "Sire, you have made a most glorious and hapP1 Revolutioni 

but the good effects of it will soon be lost, if no care is taken 

to regulate the universities."2 William, however, must have neg-

lected this admonition, for Oxford during his reign smouldered as 

a center of Jacobite sympathies. Although the University had op-

posed James's inter~etation of his powers, it was not yet ready 

because of that to shift its allegiance to a new king. 

While Oxford, though outwardly acquiescing in the Revolution, 

was still Jacobite at heart--so much so that even in the middle of 

the century it was accused of wholesale dishonesty and unconscien-

tiousness. There was within it a party of young men who manifested 

lChirstopher Wordsworth, Social Life at the Inglish Universi
ties in the Jighteenth Century (Cambridge: Deighton, Bell, and Co., 
1874), p. 28. 

~obert O.Berdahl, British Universities and the State (Berke
ley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1959), p. 63-
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their detestation of the Stuarts. On January 30, 1706. which the 

non-j,~ors would be observing as a day of humiliation, the anniver-

sary ()f the martyrdom of their king, there was a riot at All Souls 

College. While fewer expressions of allegiance to the ~nasty of 

the Revolution are to be found at Oxford, one cannot help but be 

impressed by the pains which the majority at Cambridge took to as-

sure the Sovereigns of their loyalty. It does not appear that King 

William had much sympat~ with either of the Universities. He had 

on ot~e occasion thought of making a royal visit, but he was dis-

suaded from it by the legal advisors of the Crown. 

It mq have been owing to her womanly tact that his succe8sor. 

~een Anne. deigned to visit Cambridge in 1705. She was received 

by Hnes of students with acclamations of Vivat Regina. Although 

only a small proportion of the High Ohurch party at Cambridge were 

Jacobite--while such was not the case at Oxford--the change in par-

ties which was going on throughout the reign of Ql.een Anne appears 

to have produced a considerable increase in the ranks of Tories at 

Oaml:.r i dge. 

At the death of ~8en Anne in 1714, Oxford became more openly 

Jacc)bi te and expressed its hostility to the new Hanoverian line in 

numerous unmistakable w~s. including riots. Martial law was pro-

cla:Lmed in 1715, and a force of government cavalry was dispatched 

to lnaintain order in the city. Meanwhile Cambridge received a do-

nation from the king of a considerable library--tbis state of affairs 

inspiring some student to poetic endeavors: 

King to Oxford sent a troop of horse, 
Jor Tories own no argument but force: 



With equal Skill to Cambridge books he sent, 
Por Whigs admit no force but argument. l 

Cambridge, although much more friendly to George I than vas its 

rival university, shared enough of Oxford's alleged other sins of 

sloth and lethargy to be included as a target of a spate of crit-

ici8ms and demands for university reform published in pamphlet form 

in 1116 and 1717. One of these diatribes, in demanding a royal 

visit of the universities, argued that Ingland's future clergy were 

being trained in an atmosphere of perjured oaths, immorality, and 

disl.)yal ty, but that, with royal intervention, 

The Universities, those nests, or cages of unclean birds. 
would be effectuallY cleansed, the Church be honored with 
a learned, sober, piOUS, and laborous clergy, Religion would 
flourish, Virtue be encouraged, Wickedness fly, and be a
Shamed to show its face, a Protestant government be secured 
and established and God would delight to dwell among us. 2 

By the time of the reign of George III, there bad been working 

a radical change in the meaning of party names. When the possibili-

ty e)f the restoration of the stuarts became extinct, the minds of 

the Tories vere set free; and so the strong feeling of personal 107-

alty began to concentrate itself around George III. Here was an 

1Dg1iabman by birth, and a monarch by hereditary right, though de-

rived from usurption. The king was a man of great force of char-

acter and fair abilities, and one who could command respect. It 

van not surpriSing therefore that he was enabled to enlist the sym-

pathies of the party of prerogatiVe whose Toryism was now a habit 

ID~s A. Winstanley, The University of Cambridge in the Eight
E!,e:o.th Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Preas, 1958), p. 61. 

Zaobert O. Berdahl, British Universities and the State (Berke
ley and Los Angeles: University of Aclifornia Press, 1959), p. 82. 

------------------------
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rather than a sentiment. Instead of attempting to suspend the laws 

~nich were affecting prerogative, the king made free use of patron

age-;s. powerful influence over all parties in an age when the House 

of Commons was nominated by lords of boroughs headed by the king. 

The Tories as yet had with them, as they had had all along, the 

s1lDP8.thies of the people. In the eighteenth century Whiggiem was 

by nOI means popalar. and it was not until the nineteenth century 

that the Whigs began attempting to enlist the power of public opin

ion on their side. 

At no time perhaps was a shuffling and a changing of the suits 

of PIU'ty easier than in the years which followed 1760. In the 

reigns of the first two Georges the most consistent Tories had found 

themselves doing the same work of opposition to the Crown aa the 

more thorough and the less conservative of the Whigs. But as soon 

as G-eorge III had come to revive the flame of loyalty which was lan

guhhin€ for want of one to feed it, the ardor of the Tories was 

satisfied in him, and they became attached to him and his successors. 

Yet this was not done with the devotion of a first love, but rather 

in the more cautious spirit which had characterized the allegiance 

of the more moderate Whigs. 

For the remainder of the century both universities became as

similated to the new Tory Party. the one from High Church Whiggism, 

the other from High Ohurch Toryism, so that even at Cambridge by 

1793. the friends of the first French Revolution were in such dis

creldit that even a Whig was scarcely to be found. It was not until 

thEl nineteenth century that the "evangelical" movement gained any 

strength at Cambridge, and then m&Ilj"' of its members held High Church 
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Doctrine in the eighteenth-century use of the term, or that the 

"tractarian" school developed itself in Oxford. 

It is 80metimes assumed that the University of Cambridge in 

the eighteenth century led an isolated existence, remote from the 

stream of the national life, and that its numerous deficiencies were 

due to its immunity from external interference and its freedom to 

wallow in its sin. At least as long as the Duke of Newcastle was 

C~,cellor of the University, the connection between the academic 

and political worlds, instead of being nonexistent, was in reality 

much too close and intimate to be salutary, and the university was 

very far from being left to itself. The abuses were many, but they 

were not exclusively of home manufacture, and the politicians must 

shoulder their portion of the blame. From 1748 until 1768 Oambridge 

had as its Chancellor that very typical eighteenth-century politi-

cian, Thomas Pelham-Holles. Duke of Newcastle, and any society over 

which Newcastle presided was not likely to lack opportunities of 

exercising its talents in the direction of intrigue and wire

pulling. 1 

Perhaps it was this atmosphere of political intrigue permeating 

the university that caused the professors to feel uncertain of t~e 

future. As a result they sought to make the most of the present. 

For whatever be charged against the senior members of the univer-

sity, they cannot be accused of neglecting their worldly interests, 

and Cambridge was not backward in that shamelesB hunt for places 

and preferments which is associated with the eighteenth century. As 

lDe~s A. Winstanley, The Universit of Cambri e t-
eenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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long as the Duke of Newcastle remained in the service of the king 

and dispensed the crown's ecclesiastical patronage. he was constant-

ly being reminded by his academic supporters of their claims to re-

cogni tion. It was inevitable that lII8llY of these seekers atter pre-

ferment should be disappointed. but it can be asserted that as long 

as Newcastle remained in office the claims of Cambridge were recog-

nized in over-running measure. It was good to be a Whig in those 

~s, but atil1 better to be a Cambridge Whig. and best of all to 

be a Whig who had been educated at Westminster and Clare, the Duke's 

school and college. This hunger for advancement in the church had 

some unfortunate consequences. The uniVersity was not only fami1-

iarized with the most sordid side of contemporary political life, 

but ,also sutfered in its independence. It was only natural that 

men, so anxious to receive, should be timorous of offending possible 

benefactors and unwilling to pa;r much attention to scruples which 

stood in the w~ of obedience to their patrons. There is at least 

a suspicion that impartiality in university and college examinations 

had to be abandoned to comply with the wishes of the great. Thus, 

in October 1757, the Duke of Newcastle wrote to Dr. Green, Master 

of Corpus, to recommend to his favorable attention Jonathon DaVies, 

an undergraduate of KiD& I s College, who was thinking of competing 

for t.he Craven scholarship. The Duke wrote: 

My Lord Hertford, a particular friend of mine, having desired 
me, as you will see by the enolosed note, to recommend Mr. 
DaVies, who is represented to be a very ingeniou8 young man, 
to your favor for the scholarship founded by Lord Craven, I 
should be much obliged to you if you would be so good as to 
assist him upon that occasion.1 

IDeI17s A. Winstanley, The University of Cambri~e in the Eight
eenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1958), p. 14. 
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Dr. Green did point out to the Duke that no Craven scholarship had 

yet been declared vacant, that, as the right of electing was COD-

fined to the Vice-Ohancellor, the five Regiue Professors and the 

Public Orator, he would not have a vote until he became Vice-Chan

cellor, and that "the candidates tor this scholarship are examined 

with great care and it has been given, as far as I have been con-

cerned in the disposal, to those who wanted it most and deserved it 

best.al Then, having paid this tribute to the decencies, he pro-

ceedad to remark that "should this young man's character and im-

provements be found to answer, as I have no doubt but they will an-

swer, the representation made to your Grace, I should with the ut

most readiness and pleasure assist in choosing him. a2 

Yet, as long as many among the university authorities were de-

pendElnt on the great, it was difficult to prevent the great from in-

terVE!ning. It must not be imagined that the practice originated 

with or was confined to the Duke of Newcastle. As Chancellor he 

was closely in touch with the authorities of the university and 

therefore favorably situated to exercise an influence; but he was 

cer~!.inly not the only nobleman who commended a candidate for a 

scholarship or tellowahip to the favorable consideration of the ex-

aminers and electors. But, even if the university had been immune 

from outside interference, it is unlikely that all would have been 

well; for jobbery had taken a strong hold in this 8€e and was by no 

means a monopoly of politicians. 

lDe~s A. Winstanley, 
~h Cent11l7 (Cambridge: 

2 Ibid., p. 13. 

The University of Cambridge in the ~ght
Cambridge University Press, 1958), p. 13. 
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Since the academic and political worlds had become so closely 

connected. the party divisions at Cambridge had come to more or less 

correspond with those at Westminster. Such a connection was almost 

inevitable as long as the power ot a statesman depended to a great 

extent upon the amount of patronage at his disposal. It is not ~ 

prising that the average Cambridge don was keenly desirous to be on 

the winning side in politics, tor unless he was skilled in seeing 

which wq the political wind was likely to blow and steering his 

course accordingly, he had little chance of obtaining the preferment 

he coveted. It is as little ~ri8ing that politicians sought to 

enlarge the number of their followers by establishing a connection 

with the university ldlich would enable them to influence the dis

posal of academic posts. l Doubtless the prizes of university life 

were small in comparison with the rich sinecures for which politi-

cians competed; but eighteenth-century statesmen were not particu-

lar in their methods of accumulating patronage. And as the obvious 

wa:y of establishing an influence in the univerei ty was by becoming 

its Chancellor, eminent statesmen were treqnently eager competitors 

tor that otfice. Conseqnently. when this place tell vacant. the 

parliamentary contest was apt to be extended to Cambridge and aca,.. 

demic peace to be rudely disturbed by the clash ot rival political 

parties. 

Thus university and national politics were closely connected; 

and neither the nation nor the university profited. The higher in-

terests of the university were not advanced by its Chancellor being 

IDenys A. 'Winstanley. The Universit of CaIlbri e 
eenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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a politician who would be tempted to be principally interested in 

extellding the influence of his party, and no advantage accrued to 

the nation from an increase of the means of bribery and corruption 

at the disposal of a statesman. The connection was certainly unfor-

tunate and the responsibility for it partly rests upon that master 

in the art of corruption, Thomas Pelham-Holles, Duke of Newcastle. l 

Until comparatively lately Newcastle has been depicted as an indus-

triouB nonentity whose only weapon was treachery; but a mora com-

plat,. analysis is needed to explain the fact that this seemingly 

contemptible person proved more than a match for many of the ablest 

politicians of his time. From the fall of Sir Robert Walpole until 

the d.eath of George II, Newcastle exercised a parliamentary influ-

ence which made his support indispensable to Bn7 administration. 

The secret of his success is not difficult to discover. Undistin-

guished as an orator, inefficient as an administrator, and deplor-

ably deficient in all the higher arts of statesmanship, he triumphed 

by uniting a sincere and entirely disinterested passion for public 

life with a frank and cynical appreciation of the politics of his 

age. Understanding that bribery and corruption were the acknowl-

edged weapons of politicians, he took full advantage of his pod-

tion as a servant of the crown and used the vast resources of the 

royal patronat;e to win and maintain a personal following in Parlia-

ment which made him independent of the favor of the king and the 

confidence of the country. He bestowed places in church and state 

with a lavish though discriminating hand, and became a. power in the 

lD.~s A. Winstanley, The Universit of Cambri e 
eenth Century {Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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land by pl~ing upon the weakness of his fellow creatures. l 

There is no reason, however, to think that when in 1737 New-

castle appeared as a candidate for the office of High Steward, the 

university realized that it was being asked to place itself under 

the control of the greatest living exponent of the art of jobbery. 

Tho~gh Newcastle had been a Secretary of State for thirteen years, 

he vas overshadowed in the cabinet and in the country by the prime 

minister, Sir Robert Walpole. It was not until Walpole's fall from 

office, five years later, that his power became apparent. It was 

moreover natural and in the order of things that a university, which 

was predominantly, though not exclusively, Whig should desire to 

confer a distinction upon a prominent Whig minister who was also a 

Cambridge man. JUrthermore, there does not seem to have been any 

serious opposition to the Duke's candidature. 2 Tho~h he had little 

or no interest in learning or education, he desired to become the 

head of a learned society in order that he might convert it into a 

stronghold of his party and increase his means of rewarding his 

followers. As Chancellor he would be consulted in the disposal of 

professorships and the other prizes of academic life, and therefore 

his political creed would commend itself to those who might need his 

favor. Newcastle's candidature was inspired by the same motives, 

and it was therefore as leaders of rival political parties that he 

and his rivals for the office of Chancellor contended for the suf-

frage of the members of the Senate. Neither they nor those to whom 

lDenys A. Winstanley, The Universit of Cambri e 
eenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2Ibid., p. 45. 
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they appealed thought overmuch of the interests of the university, 

and the struggle was almost as purely political as a party contest 

in the House of Commons. l 

Another significant cause for the decline of the eighteenth-

century university was the individualism which arose as a result of 

the philosophy of this Age of Reason-the Enlightenment. This in-

dividualism came into its own e~ecially as a consequence of the re-

strictions which the government placed on the professors. Many 

found this situation intolerable and the outcome was the beginnings 

of a new society of dissenting academies. Here they escaped the 

political intrigues and rigid structure of the university and could 

seek fulfillment in their scholastic endeavors with the utmost cre-

ativity and originality. 

The Act of Uniformity in 1662 restricted membership of the Eng-

lish universities to members of the Established Church. This was 

soon followed by acts of the same nature. All teachers who would 

not take the required oaths were expelled. With the best teachers 

leaving and many inadequate ones filling in, naturally the quality 

of UIl.iversity education had to suffer. As a result student numbers 

fell and discipline deteriorated. In 1660 a neW and monumental 

challenge to the whole system of university education appeared. 

Some forty men of learning who were particularly interested in sci-

ence agreed to hold regular meetings together in London. Two years 

later the group beoame incorporated as the Royal Society. Despite 

the opposition of the universities this institution had from the 

IDenys A. Winstanley. The University of Cambridge in the Eight
eenth Cent~ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1958), p. 48. 
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start an irreaistable attraction for eminent scholars, and, profit-

ing largely from the university expulsions, the Royal Societ.1 quic~ 

ly became the national center of scientific experiment and research.1 

In 1675 Charles Morton opened at Stoke Newington in London the 

firs,t of the -Dissenting Academies, It and this was quickly copied all 

over the country. Staffed in their earlier dqs largely by teachers 

who had been expelled from the universities, the Academies at their 

best gave an education of university qna1ity. often in a wider range 

of subjects and in a manner better calculated to .erve the needs of 

the age. 2 

It further seems to be the case that the waning of the influ-

enoe of the university in the oourse of time was due in large part 

to the loss of freedom. As the university obtained endowments and 

buildings. as their governing bodies became organized, they lost 

their spontaneity and oreative leadership. The great philosophers, 

scholars, and men of Icience of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-

turie. worked in large measure outside the university. Baoon, 

Hobbes, Locke and Berkeley; Descartes, Spinoze and Leibniz; Harvey, 

HUygens, Linnaeus and Lamarck were not university professors or not 

primarily suoh. The men of science of the eighteenth century worked 

largely in connection with the academies of science and in the newly 

forIllEld museums, observatories, and botanical gardens. There was too 

much dogmatism, formalism, discipline, routine, control--it might 

have been called efficiency if they had had the word in those daJs. 

~. C. Dent, Universities in Transition (London: Cohen and 
West, 1961), p. 40. 

2 Ibid., p. 43. 



ScienUfic men found greater freedom and stimulus in the academies, 

which, though under the patronage of the court, they themselves con

trolled. l 

It is amazing to note the medieval universities were so extra-

ordinarily unhierarchical, democratic, anarchic in their organiza-

tion. The university was then the professors and the students--

they-went as far in unexplored territory as their ingenuity and in-

vention would allow. The professors had complete control of the 

conditions under which degrees were given and in the selection of 

their colleagues and successors. There was an elected council and 

rectors were elected for a year or for some other short period. 

OnlJ later was there a single rector for the entire studium. The 

paraphernalia of the modern university--endowments, buildings and 

grounds, trustees and president, heads of departments and deans, 

curri,cula, grades and examinations-were absent or subordinated. 

TherEI were indeed many forms of routine, customs, and limitations, 

but lihe university, in an age of feudalism and of absolutism of 

stat •• and church, attained a remarkable freedom, and its great 

performance was in large measure due to this freedom. 2 With the 

complex hierarchical structure of the eighteentb-century university, 

it became very difficult to rectifY those situations which were in-

hibiting the growth of the university. The right to amend the sev-

enteentb-century statutes had been won in 1760, but the conservative 

forces were 80 strong that reformation was only a possibility when 

--.-------
lJames McKeen Cattell, University Control (New York: The Sci

ence Press, 1913), p. 5. 

2Ibid., p. 6. 
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the head and shoulders took the initiative. The head and shoulders 

cons:lsted of Hebdomadal Board, comprising the Vice-Chancellor, the 

Proc'tors, and the Heads of the Colleges. Behind the Hebdomadal 

Boar!i there was the democratic but reactionary body of all those, 

reBi~ient and non-resident, who kept their names on the books of an:y 

college. This body, the Convocation, had the ultimate voice in all 

major issues; its composition was almost entirely clerical and its 

vote overwhelmingly against reform. But while academic conservatism 

rema:i.ned vigorous, its vigor was born rather of torpor than of any 

atta!::bment to principle. A heavy burden of inertia prevailed in 

every sphere. The existing system, so wrote Vicesimus Knox, a fel-

low of st. John's, was "so futile and absurd, as to deserve not only 

the :geveri ty of censure but the utmost poignancy of ridicule. "1 

The rationalism and self-confidence of the men of the eight-

eenth century led them to despise or at least to neglect, classi-

cal anti~ity. They felt they had nothing to learn from the an-

cients in regard to 8cience and philosophy, and therefore they 

ceased to regard the universities, which were still largely de-

voted to classical studies, as places of the first importance. As 

for ]Urope, the universities and schools suffered from the same con-

tempt as Aristotle, to whom they still adhered; they were considered 

as illstitutions which had remained behind the times, and where noth-

1118 was taught but disputation and idle talk, certainly not any true 

SCience. With similar feelings the courtier looked upon the human-

istie schools, and upon Latin poetry and eloquence, as taught there: 

IV1vian H. Green, Oxford Common Room (London: Edward Arnold, 
Ltd., 1957), p. 13. 



obsolete arts which bad ceased to be of any earthly use in real 

life. This contempt for the ancient university studies was not the 

rule in England, where Oxford and Cambridge still exercised a social 

ascenciancy among the well-to-do classes, and when a vigorous Parlia.-

mentary life put a premium upon oratory and, to some extent. on po-

lite learning. On the Continent, however, Parliaments were dead or 

in decay, and the universities bad never enjoyed any social pree

tige. l In England the well brought up young gentleman was expected 

to attend the university as a matter of course. Then he would ab-

sorb additional culture and wisdom in a Grand Tour of the Continent, 

ll1&llY spots such as Venice and Paris becoming almost overrun with 

these young "gentlemen' on tour. After all of this, society ~ 

thought him ready to enter into the world as a full-fledged adult 

member. Oxford and Cambridge thus tended to be regarded as places 

wher., gentlemen, other than sailors and soldiers, should pass the 

years from nineteen to twenty-two. They bad the merit, however, ao-

cording to Madame de Staal, of providing the young men who were to 

be orators and statesmen with a particularly useful equipment. "The 

English universities have singularly contributed to spread among the 

English that knowledge of ancient languages and literature which 

gives the orators and statesmen of England such liberal and bril

liant instruction. n2 

There were some men of this time who professed to be cosmopol-

itmls, deliberately citizens of the world, such as Gibbon, Rousseau, 

lR. ~. Mowat, The Age of Reason (London: George G. Rarrap and 
Co., Ltd., 1934), p. 30. 

2Ibid., p. 241. 



37 

and Voltaire. Edward Gibbon learned to be a European by passing 

the most impressionable period of life, the age from sixteen to 

twenty-one, in the home of a pastor at Lausanne. Preceding his time 

at L~uaanne he had been an undergraduate at Magdalen College, Oxford, 

from which his father bad removed him owing to a (temporary) conver-

sion to Roman Catholicism. He wrote in his Autobiograpgy: 

If my childish revolt &«ainst the religion of my country had 
not stripped me in time of my academic gown, the five impor
tant years, so liberally improved in the studies and conver
sation of Lausanne, would have bern steeped in port and pre
judice among the monke of Oxford. 

Throughout this paper it has been pointed out that theology, 

politics, and conviviality were the absorbing interests at the uni-

versities in the eighteenth century. Although learning is often 

considered to be at low ebb at this time, classical and antiquarian 

learning were definitely not forgotten even in the dullest days. 

Although the proposals for reform proved to be ineffectual, critics 

did not cease to urge the need of maintaining university studies. 

The ~estions put forth by Dean Prideaux and Lord Macclesfield in 

1715 and 1718 would have tightened college diSCipline all around. 

They would have remodeled the rules for Fellowships, 11mi ting their 

tenure to twenty years. Statutory powera might be created for re-

vising College statutes and elections, a board of arbitration to 

settle college quarrels, an organized body of tutors with definite 

duties to perform. Rules could be framed to cure political dis-

affection, to keep down expenditure, to help poor scholars, to check 

illiteracy in candidates for ordination, incompetence in those who 

la. B. Mowat, The Me of Reason (London: George G. Harrap and 
Co., Ltd •• 19)4), p. 30. 
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wore "Lawyer's Gowns." Macclesfield's scheme urged the development 

of teaching in science, in mathematics, and in the Law of Nature and 

of Nations.l 

Although there were critics of almost every aspect of the uni-

verdty system, there seems to have been no vigorous demands for a 

change in curriculum. Few Toices within the University of Oxford at 

any rate seem to have suggested any reconsideration of the teaching 

of the past. In SCience, while Cambridge was learning to understand 

the genius of Sir Issac Newton, Oxford had allowed itself to fall 

behind. David Gregory, Savilian Professor of Astrono~ from 1691 

to 1708, exerted himself to give life to m&thematical stadies. He 

brought out an edition of IUclid and attempted to elucidate practi-

cal geometry by a lecture on "the five orders of pillars and pilas-

ters." Gregory had brought Newtonian ideas from Scotland, but they 

were not too graciously received by the Oxford men. The ~s when 

Oxford gave a lead to science seemed in the eighteenth century, ~ 

likely to return. Classics, logic, and philosophy were still the 

favorite studies of Oxford, but it cannot be said that they showed 

much vigorous development as the century went on. The classical 

authors stood unchallenged--Terence and Xenophon, Cicero, Virgil, 

Homer, luripides. Horace, and many more. Logic was still supreme 

at Oxford and the classical tradition was unbroken. In ethics Aris-

totle had no serious riTal, though it maT be doubted whether the 

s~ of Aristotle was really comprehensive or profound. Locke was 

read with some caution and reserve. The Code which Archbishop Laud 

lCharles Edward Mallet, A Histo?! of the University of Oxford 
(London: Methuen and Co., Ltd., 1927 • p. 123. 
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had revised and handed on from the Middle Ages was still supposed 

to govern Oxford education in Dr. Johnson's day.l 

Dr. Richard Newton was one of the most vigorous of the earl1' 

eighteenth-century reformers and founder of Hertford College. He 

set to work in 1110 as Principal of Hart Hall e.gi tating for conver-

sion, of the Hall into a College. In 1139 he finally secured the 

Royal Charter and Hertford College was founded, with Newton as Prin-

cipal plus four Tutors. Newton" Statutes involved new standards 

which were to make education a reality. Principal and tutors were 

to lecture regularly. Disputations, genuine exercises in philosopbT 

and theology, were fixed for certain ~s each week and collections 

were to cheek the student's progress every year. In a day when uni-

versity requirements were either singularly easy or rarely enforced, 

Dr. Newton was free to vary his system and to make it very much what 

he pleased. In theory his scheme required that each of his four tu-

tors should train eight undergraduates for a degree in Arts, and 

most of them were intended to take Orders. But in fact the College 

came to consist chiefly of gentleman commoners. Dr. Newton had the 

fine faith of a reformer. He would have stimulated work at Oxford. 

have regulated undergraduate expenses. have insisted on more disc1-

pline and simplicity of life. And even in the eighteenth century 

his counsels were not without effect. 2 

Thus one can see that even at this early date the need for re-

form was not altogether neglected. As the years progressed the de-

lCharles Edward Mallet, A Historr of the University of Oxford 
(London: Methuen and Co., Ltd., 1921 , p. 128. 

2Ibid., p. 129. 
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mand for a real examination system was slowly gaining ground. The 

Laudian Code of Oxford with its provisions for lectures, disputa

tions, studies, the system of government, and rules of discipline, 

still dominated university life. Time had done little to modify 

its processes, though the right to alter and amend the Laudian stat

utes was asserted after a struggle in 1760. The controversy of 

1759 and 1760 was over two new Statutes. one defining the members 

of the Convocation, the other explaining the prohibition against 

simultaneous enjoyment of privileges in the university and the city. 

Under the operation of the Laudian Code. the Hebdomadal Board. the 

Vice-Chancellor, Proctors. and Heads of Houses had become more and 

more the ruling influence in the university. The old Congregation 

of Regents, with no power to control the decisions of the Board, 

had become principa1~ concerned with the granting of dispensations 

and degrees. The Convocation. though depending for its initiative 

on the Hebdomadal Board. had become more than ever the supreme au

thority. Its reserves of voters included all Regents in Arts whose 

names were on the books of any College or Hall, and they could al

ways be called in to determine large issues. With this provision 

the most controversial matters could be settled by the interference 

of non-resident voters. The printed Code was meant to help revive 

the memory of Laud I s educational system, the old rules insisting 

upon disputations as the test of learning, and newer rules call

ing for a genuine .!.!!! ~ examination, conducted by the Regent 

Masters. But it also helped to remind the Oxford teachers under 

King George III how far the system in existence had deteriorated 

from the old ideals. And more than one voice was raised to expose 
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the futility of the exercises still maintained and the distressing 

stagnation into which the university had allowed itself to settle. 1 

One of these voices was that of John Napleton, who was deter-

mined to raise the standard of university education, and in 177'3 he 

published anonymously some interesting Considerations on the Pu.blic 

Exercises. Napleton set out the formal conditions with which Eache-

lors and Masters had to comply in order to gain their degrees. In 

his writing Napleton pointed out very poignantly the deficiencies 

of the requirements of the established system. He pointed out its 

inadequacy and its decay. He found the questions trite, the dis-

ptltauons languid, the examinations robbed of their old publicity 

and degenerated into farce. SUpervision was often entirely wanting, 

some of the old conditions were habitually neglected, and many of 

the old exercises had sunk into lifeless formalities. In repairing 

these imperfections Napleton would have gone to the root of the mat-

ter by making the examinations real--tests that required a certain 

degree of academic proficiency. Dates would be fixed for the exam-

inations and he insisted on a considerable amount of proficiency 

for them. They would be held in the presence of the Congregation 

in the theatre or the schools. 2 

But Napleton was not the only critic by any means--Vicesimus 

Knox, a well-known and popular essqist of st. John's College, de-

scribed a system which he looked upon as disgraceful. He maintained 

that disputations might sound like a formidable ordeal, but upon in-

lCharles Edward Mallet, A History of the University of Oxford 
(London: Methuen and Co., Ltd., 1927), p. 162. 

2 Ibid., p. 214. 
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spection they are shown to be the barest of formalities. Knox rath-

er stringently pointed out that the first and most important step 

upon beginning preparations was to secure a oopy of the arguments 

whioh had been passed down among the students for generations, oon

sisting of "foolish syllogisms on foolish subjeots. ,,1 Then on the 

aotua1 da7 for the disputation the two opponents went into the empty 

hall and read a book or carved their names on the desks for two 

hours, usnal17 never bothering with eTen the formality of present-

ing some arguments on their assigned subjeots. Knox admitted that 

the disputations would be useful if they had not a1w~s been oare-

1ess1y performed. He boldly requested the Prime Minister to oa11 

in Parliament to revise the statutes and oustoms of the university; 

to abolish useless and antiquated forms; to alter and diminish the 

oaths required; to insist on longer residence; more disoip1ine; less 

1U%Ur7; to put down the privileges of Gentlemen Commoners; to in-

crease the duties and ~ of oollege tutore--in effeot, to make the 

eduoation offered at Oxford worthy of the name. 2 

Though this system oontinued to provoke more opposition as the 

years passed, it was not until 1800 that effeotive aotion was fi-

na1ly taken. At this time the loD8"'"debated New Emmination statute 

received the aBsent of the Congregation. An examination was imposed 

on Masters as well as :Bachelors of Arts, and the examiners were 

sworll to take their duties seriously, to set aside all fear or fa-

Tor, to give no testimonial to an unworthy candidate, and to refuse 

1Denys A. Winstanley t ~ UniTersi t of Cambri e 
eenth Century (Oambridge: Oambridge UniTersity Press, 

2Ibid., p. 194. 
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sirable and momentous object that as many members of the University 

as possible, of all orders and degrees, Should be present at the 

examinations. nl In order to insure the utmost publicity and attend-

ance. it was required that every candidate who applied for examina-

tion for himself must have previously been present at the examina-

tion of others. In addition to the regular examinations, an Honors 

Examination at Oxford was established w.hich reported to the Oongre-

gation those students who had made outstanding progress in the ele-

mente of religion, in the arts and sciences, and in humane litera-

ture. Such a practice could provide the students with a stimulus 

to pr.obe the higher levels of learning, of research--to reach out 

for something more. But with every change that tightened or 1m-

proved the system. the authorities, remembering the mildness of ear-

lier ~s, reminded the young community of candidates that a spirit 

of indulgence would al~s be present in their hearts. With such 

an attitude prevailing, the aims of the new statutes could never be 

realized; no real change could be made until the attitudes of the 

professors had substantially shifted. 2 

The men who did manage to help raise the standard of university 

education raised instead the standard of their own colleges. One of 

the most prominent of these was Dean Cyril Jackson of Christ Church. 

He had a great company of the university's most high-spirited young 

men to deal with, but Jackson had the ability to stimulate industry 

lCharles Idward Mallet, A Histor! of the University of Oxford 
(Lonltion: Methuen and Co •• Ltd. t 1927 • p. 170. 

2Ibid., p. 176. 
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as well as to discipline the most unmanageable class of undergradu-

atee. The primary policies under his rule were to reward merit, 

choose the best tutors for the Oollege, and keep up the level of 

teaching and examination. Jackson vas constantly entertaining and 

encouraging his students, and they repaid him with unstinted adm.ira-

tion. This intense involvement with his students, evidenced by the 

deep impression he made on his surroundings, shows that there were 

definitely some exceptions to the indifference shown by Oxford per

Bonnel toward the students. l 

As there occurred a rising demand for reform, so also was there 

a rising demand for freedom in opinion during the latter half of the 

eighteenth century. Lovers of toleration found it difficult to de-

fend a system which impoled subscription to the Thirty-nine Articles 

not only on the clergy of the Ohurch of lIbgland but on Nonconformist 

ministers and university students as well. The petition of 1772 for 

relief from this obligation found strong support at Cambridge and in 

Parliament. while Oxford indentified itself with the resistance. 

Pamphlets were circulated at Oxford on the one side explaining the 

impropriety of lay subscription and on the other side insisting on 

the need of guarding against the two great factions of papists and 

Puritans, the latter Tindicating subscription on the ground that it 

meant little more than a general assurance of loyalty to the Ohurch. 

At that time the opposition carried the ~ in Parliament, but the 

demand for relief continued and in the case of Nonconformist minis-

ters and teachers it became too strong to be denied. In 1779 they 

lOharles Edward Mallet, A H1stoif of the University of Oxford 
(Londoll: Methuen and 00., Ltd. t 1927 , p. 225. 
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were admitted to the benefits of the Toleration Act without being 

compelled to subscribe to the Articles. The law ~ have been 

passed. but the opposition against it at Oxford was still strong, 

the Convocation even sending up a petition against the Bill. As 

the years passed more liberal forces came very near to attaining 

success in establishing such policies, but the coming of the French 

Revolution strengthened Oxford's unalterable dread of change.l 

In more closely examining the issue of religious liberalism 

and its crisis in 1772, it must be realized that the Established 

Churchmen were not merely struggling to score a debating pOint, 

but were sincerely concerned over the effect of the defection of 

the Dissenters. Only two years before, the great controversy be-

tween the liberal and the orthodox theologians, which had never com-

pletely died away since its first great eruption at the beginning 

of the century, had broken out with fresh violence upon the publi-

cation of Blackburne's Confessional. The orthodox took their stand 

on the ground that the articles of the Church were in no sense con-

trary to reason and that Protestantism was the religion of the Bible, 

which could itself be rationally demonstrated to be the Word of God. 

Unhappily for the orthodox, the liberals were able to establish 

firstly that from an ari thInetical point of view the doctrine that 

the Godhead was a unity of three persons was not a mystery above 

reason but a patent absurdity, and secondly that the doctrine was 

not contained in the Bible at all. Blackburne not only re-stated 

these arguments with great vigor, but brought another old argument 

lDenys A. Winstanley, The Universitl of Cambridge in the Eight
een1!h Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1958). p. 154. 
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to the forefront of the debate. He claimed that Ariana and liberals 

asked for no more latitude in subscribing trinitarian articles than 

orthodox Arminians babi tual~ obtained in subscribing articles which 

he vehemently asserted were Calvinistic in tendency.l 

Thus the articles to which the University of Oxford required 

subscription at both matriculation and graduation were assailed as 

relic'S of a barbarous past; and the whole Anglican ascendancy was 

questioned as the liberal dissenters exploited the controversy to 

demand exemption from the subscription to articles the bearing of 

which was so evidently disputed in the Church. Worse still, the 

liberals argued that if Oxford rationalism had led to the expulsion 

of the evangelicals it should logically lead to the abolition of the 

prese,nt subscription, so strained by rationalists, Arminian or Arian. 

Certainly the one party to the controversy with an easy conscience 

was the group of Calvinistic evangelicals. Possessed by a vivid 

sense of being caught up in the sovereign purposes of God, they were 

impervious to the intellectual questionings of the liberals; they 

~pioned the articles as the truth rather than the arbitrar,y re-

quirement of state or Church. In addition they possessed a convio-

tion that the articles were the truth abjured by the orthodox, and 

unknown to the liberals. Liberal arguments that the doctrine of 0-

riginal sin vas an imposture of unscrupulous priests had no effect 

upon men overwhelmed by the sense that by grace they had been deliv-

ered from nothing less. Moreover, on the grand article of predes-

tination, Which increasingly occupied the forefront of controversy, 

!william R. Ward, Georgian Oxford (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1958), p. ~. 
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they had stood zealously firm from the beginning. They were secure 

in the knowledge that in some shape this doctrine was at the core of 

the biblical testimony, however hard it might be to demonstrate all 

the Calvinistic refinements to which they were attached. l 

For a period of time Oxford writers maintained an uneasy si-

lenl~e before this invitation to choose between orthodo:xy and ration-

aliem. It was easier for them to point out the failings of the lib-

erals than to find a positive defense of subscription as then re-

qu.ired. They were extremely cautious of the use of the only repu-

table defense, that the articles were a fair summary of the truth, 

and perhaps they already suspected what is now clear--that the in-

tellectual premises which they shared with their liberal opponents 

made a convincing defense of the Trinity and other doctrines prac-

tically impossible, and that on the ground chosen the liberal case 

was bound to appear stronger. 2 

In the spring and summer of 1771, however, events compelled 

the Oxford leaders to come off the fence, for the Feathers Tavern 

Association was formed to petition Parliament for relief from cler-

ical subscription, and great numbers of the dissenters also began 

to agitate for further relief. A lively agitation against academic 

subscriptions was begun at Cambridge, and the whole question was 

thoroughly aired in the press. In the violent press campaign a pro-

fessor insisted upon the New Testament requirement that those who 

taught should be sound in the faith, a requirement met by subscrip-

lYilliam R. Ward, Georgian Oxford (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1958), p. 247. 

2Ibid•• p. 256. 
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tion to the articles. He added that no subscription was re~ired 

of laymen. and there was no compulsion to enter the ministry; al-

though there was much clamor about the hardship suffered by those 

whose views changed after they had taken orders, he believed that 

inst,ances of starving, conscientious non-subscribers were rare. Not 

onl1" was there nothing Popish about the requirement of uniformity 

from ministers, there was nothing Calvinistic about the articles 

themselves, for the framers had been influenced by the moderate 

stan,dpoint of the Confession of Augsburg.l In all this there was 

nothing new, or any serious effort to meet the anti-trinitarian po-

sition, but by the beginning of 1772 the main center of interest had 

shifted from the press to the House of Commons. Despite some di8-

tinguished academic support at Cambridge, the promoters of the 

Feathers Tavern petition encountered a substantial reluctance to 

sign on the part of the liberal clergy, and in the end mustered 

only about 250 signatures, including those of a considerable number 

of laymen. Their lack of support in the House of Commons was shown 

up similarly with the defeat of the petition by a vote of 217 to 71. 

Yet the liberals were well pleased with the debate which had taken 

place in the House over the iSBue, and, in a sense, the Whole high-

church party and the University of Oxford as a corporate body were 

now deeper in trouble. The petitioners' defeat in the House was 

said to bave been decided by supporters of the Treasury who seemed 

to have little interest in the merits of the case, and in any event 

the petitioners bad attracted wider support among the influential 

lDenys A. Winstanley. The University of Cambridge in the Eight
eenth Centurl (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1958), p. 163. 
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laymen than among the clergy. Furthermore, both sides of the debate 

had .agreed that the requirement of subscription for the entrants and 

graduates of the University was a shameful and glaring evil, and it 

had been urged against the petitioners that they should have applied 

first to the universities for relief.l 

From the time of the Feathers Tavern Petition academic sub-

scri:ptions had become a very hotly debated publiC issue. Finally 

two :Illeetings were held by the Heads of the Colleges, the outcome of 

wich was that on February 19, 1772, the Vice-Chancellor of Oxford 

was officially informed that the Cambridge heads considered they 

had no authority to alter the statutes, though they saw no danger 

in abolishing subscription for those graduating as Bachelors of 

Arts. In June, after the best legal opinion had ruled that the 

UniTeraity was competent to alter the statutes, the Senate never-

theless decided, to the disgust of liberals and petitioning under-

graduates, to concede only that graduates of arts, instead of sub-

scribing to the Articles, should declare themselves members of the 

ChurCh of England as by established law. Thus the die was then cast 

at Cambridge; if there was to be any radical academic initiative in 

the :Illatter of subscription, it must come from Oxford.2 

The conservatives at Oxford protested that the attack upon Uni-

versity subscription was an attack upon the outer line of defense of 

the fortress of the religious establishment. They insisted that 

lDenys A. Winstanley, The Universit of Cambri e 
eenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni versi ty Press, 

2William R. Ward, Georgian Oxford (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1958), p. 262. 
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SUbElcxiption at matriculation only implied acquiescence in, as dis

tinct from assent to, the doctrines, and, of course, the University 

really did not have the power to repeal the statutes. Near the end 

of April 1772, the papers which had been circulating in the Univer

sity were published in pamphlet form, and as a collection were com

mented upon in another pamphlet. This pamphleteer was entirely in 

faTor of maintaining Oxford as an Anglican preserve, but since the 

papers had proved that there were not two persons in the whole Uni

versity who understood the matter of the Subscriptions in the same 

sense, he believed it would be better to require the matriculants 

simply to declare that they were members of the Church of England 

and ,'ould conform to its Ii turgy and worship--the very solution 

which. had been adopted at Cambridge. Once again the dissenters 

went to Parliament and, despite their efforts, were once again de

feated. 



Summary 

In reviewing the problems of higher education in eighteenth

cent·tlrY England, a list of major deficiencies and inequities can be 

easily amassed. Among the weaknesses there are two factors which 

must bear the main portion of the responsibility for the decline of 

the university system. Foremost would be the political turmoil of 

the previous century which had created an atmosphere of moral laxi

ty ~1thin the universities; it then became a simple matter for the 

eighteenth-century politicians to exercise their power and influence 

in the world of the universities. These politicians seemed to de

light in any opportunity to manipulate the choice of candidates for 

either administrative offices or teaching positions. In addition 

the King and Parliament often regarded Cambridge and Oxford as sub

verl~ive forces and attempted to squelch any threatening activities 

thr()ugh the enactment of laws requiring various oaths of loyalty by 

most members of the univerSity communities. With such conditions 

pr~failing it was not long before the better professors felt their 

only honorable course of action was to leave the university. 

The question then arises--would this decision to leave have 

been common or expected in any century or was it more understand

able in the eighteenth century? There is a strong possibility that 

this decision was more widespread as a result of the very dominant 

philosophy of the age--the Age of Reason. The Enlightenment philos

opby and its strong emphaSis on the individual had made it Virtually 

imkossible for the more sensitive and intelligent men of the age to 
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survi've under the philosophy of conformity in the universities. 

There was also an increasingly wider world and opportunities for in

tellectual contacts and pursuits than earlier centuries had known. 

Therefore one can see that the initial decline came as a conseqaence 

of political interference, but it might have been much less devas

tating if not for the forceful influence of the Enlightenment phi

losophy. 

Some other prominent forces accounting for the decline of uni

versity learning were the appointments of professors to teach sub

jectu of which they were largely ignorant, the indolence of IllS.llY 

colluge tutors, the fact that many professors never even attempted 

to lt~cture or conduct a class of any sort. an elaborate examination 

syst.~m which had become a mere formality, a disturbing number of 

students who spent the major portion of their college years in idle

ness and dissolute living, and highly inadequate library facilities. 

These and other components comprised a university system which has 

been largely degraded by twentieth-century scholars and those of 

the eighteenth century as well. Mediocrities do play their part in 

society and in this capacity the universities attempted to fill the 

need for higher education. Although properly condemned for their 

inadequaCies, the universities should also receive credit for the 

good that they did accomplish in the field of education during the 

eighteenth century. Perhaps the best judgment that can be made of 

this period is that while the universities were not of high quality, 

they remained institutions, and in rather indistinct form they did 

encourage some attempts at intellectual achievement. 
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