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1. Introduction 

 Liberal education is a name applied to many quite different things. A liberal education is 

first of all an education in the liberal arts, so a college which claims to educate liberally is 

generally called a liberal arts college. But what is liberal education and what are the liberal arts? 

 Probably the main belief that anyone holds about the liberal arts is that they are less 

concerned with acquiring facts than with forming the mind, or as is sometimes said, teaching the 

student to think. Another common idea is the association of the liberal arts with learning for its 

own sake. Less common, but still prevalent, is the idea of the liberal arts as leisurely learning, or 

the pursuits of cultured leisure. However, there is also a tendency to think of the liberal arts as 

encompassing all of the “soft” disciplines: English, philosophy, psychology, sociology–in short, 

the so-called “humanities”. But we stray into uncertain territory for the liberal arts when we ask 

whether the sciences might be included. Is physics a liberal art? Chemistry? We may have a few 

intuitive ideas about the liberal arts, but it is often the case that the more we ask, the less we 

seem to know. What is needed is a definitive set of criteria by which to determine what is a 

liberal art and what is not. 

 To call something a liberal art is to attempt to situate it in a tradition which reaches back 

thousands of years to Greek and Roman education. But the length and breadth of the tradition are 

also what makes it so difficult to discern exactly what the liberal arts are. Even calling it a 

tradition may sometimes be misleading, if this conjures up images of a set curriculum passed 

from generation to generation. Quite to the contrary, the tradition which we as liberal artists are 

part of is an entire universe of different views and practices. Nonetheless, we are not at a total 

loss. I think that a clear conception of liberal education–though neither an exhaustive nor an 
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authoritative one–can be extracted from the morass of the tradition. That is what I intend to do in 

this essay. I hope, at least, to be able to raise the right questions. That, after all, is half the battle. 

2. Art 

 We sometimes use the phrases “liberal arts” and “liberal education” as if they were 

interchangeable. Clearly they are related, but they are not identical. The most important aspect of 

a liberal education, however, is liberal art. This then must be the main point of attack: a 

definition of liberal art. Simply looking at the phrase “liberal art”, we can see that there are two 

parts, a noun and its modifying adjective. This is no great insight, but it gives us a direction for 

the inquiry. Begin with the subject, art, and then proceed to what is predicated of it, namely, 

liberal. 

 Aristotle says that art is “a state of capacity to make, involving a true course of 

reasoning”1. The crucial point of this definition is that art is concerned with making. Art is, in its 

most basic sense, the human productive faculty. The sculptor, for example, makes a statue and 

the architect builds a house. Both of these activities have some product outside of themselves. 

Thus, the first distinction we make is between art and action, or between making and doing. To 

put it more precisely, the good of art always lies in the object, whereas action is concerned with 

the good of the one who acts, that is, the human good. The one who acts does so because of a 

choice based on deliberation. But he deliberates about what action tends most to his own good. 

His activity is therefore ordered to this good. The artist, or artisan, also considers a good as the 

principle of his activity, but it is the good of the work to be made. In less technical terms, we 

would say that the whole of the artist’s activity is–ideally–planned with an eye to creating 

                                                
1  Aristotle. Ethics, 1140a10 



Ladd 4 

 

something, and specifically, to the best way to create it. Art always strives to bring to 

completion, that is, to perfection, a new being. 

 This Aristotelian way of speaking about art should sound similar to the way Aristotle 

considers nature. Nature, too, brings things into being and seems to work toward their perfection, 

or, as we sometimes say, to bring them to fruition. This is why Aristotle says that art sometimes 

“imitates nature”2. We must be careful, then, of not confusing the two. Consider a tree. If a seed 

is planted, then, given the right conditions, it will grow out of the earth, into a sapling, and 

eventually into a tree. Nature takes matter–that out of which the tree is made–and brings a 

particular form into being in that matter. In doing so, it brings the form, namely the tree to 

completion. We complicate the matter if we posit that a man has planted the seed. To what, then, 

do we attribute the bringing of the form to its fullness? To nature or to art? 

 This tree which suffers human meddling is a product of both art and nature. Art is 

distinguished from nature in that the artist is, in principle, external to his work. That is to say, the 

principle of the work comes from outside itself3. The growth of a tree is not art–not even if the 

seed is planted by a man–because the principle of growth lies within the tree. Each of those 

things which belong to nature “has within itself a principle of motion and of stationariness”4. The 

tree does not grow by application of an outside force, but by its internal principle. So while the 

planting of trees is art, the trees themselves, insofar as their principle of growth is within 

themselves and not within a man, are not art. There is a collaboration here between art and nature 

which St. Thomas–in the context of a doctor healing a patient–characterizes by saying that “art is 

                                                
2  Aristotle. Physics, 199a16 
3  Even in such cases as a doctor healing himself, there is, as Aristotle remarks, a kind of division 
between doctor and patient. 
4  Aristotle. Physics, 192b13 
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nature’s handmaid”5. Similarly, one can grow healthy merely from nature or by the combined aid 

of art and nature. 

 I have, for the sake of convenience, been straying slightly from the definition of art which 

I borrowed from Aristotle. While I have described art as making, Aristotle describes it rather as 

“a state of capacity to make”. Art is not, then, the act of creation but an ability to create, or, in 

another sense, that by means of which creation is carried out. This is what is meant by “a state of 

capacity”, or, in Greek, “hexis”, which derives from the word “echō” which means “having” or 

“possessing”. Art is something one possesses. We say this partly as an explanation of how it is 

that one is an artist even when he is not currently engaged in any object-producing activity. 

When he does create, the artist uses his art to make the object in question. Insofar as he uses or 

does not use his art, he succeeds more or less in making his object. 

 It might seem strange that a person should be called an artist even when he is not engaged 

in the activity of creation which characterizes art, but this is of course evident from our own use 

of language. Aristotle argues on these same grounds in the Metaphysics. We consider a man to 

be a builder, he says, who has the ability to make buildings, and we do not imagine that such a 

man stops being a builder simply because he is not at that moment engaged in building. Rather, 

we consider that he possesses the art of building at all times. If not, he would lose his art each 

time he ceased building and miraculously regain it each time he began to build again. We would 

be forced to admit that an artist such as Rembrandt, while he was wholly destitute of art each 

time he approached the canvas, became a great painter in the instant he applied the paint. But this 

is not what we mean by saying that someone is an artist. So, it is clear–and this will be an 

important point to remember when we come to those arts called “liberal”–that art is a possession 

of the intellect. 
                                                
5  Thomas Aquinas. Commentary on the De Trinitate of Boethius, Question 5, Article 1, Reply to 5 
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 Another way of translating the Greek word “hexis”, which was mentioned earlier, is 

“habit”. So, we might say that art is the habit of making with reason. But it is important to be 

clear that this kind of habit is not what Socrates derides as merely a “knack”, or a “tribē”6. The 

literal sense of the word “tribē” is “rubbing”. In a metaphorical sense, this means a well-worn 

path, as in a routine ingrained by practice. Hence, a bricklayer may simply be a man with a 

knack, who through practice, has gained the ability to lay bricks. However, the builder who 

oversees the work must go beyond practice; he must have knowledge. He must understand when 

the bricks should be laid in what particular way, why they should be laid so, and how this can be 

accomplished. Thus, art is intellectual in its origin. It is the intellect which orders the activity of 

creation, and it is in this way that we see that art is a virtue of the intellect. St. Thomas, drawing 

from Aristotle, says that virtue “denotes a determinate perfection of a power”7. The intellectual 

powers which are used to determine the best way to create something are, in the artist, perfected. 

 If this talk of sculptors and trees, art and nature, seems foreign to the seven liberal arts or 

seems like Scholastic hair-splitting, it is not. It is easy enough to see that sculpting is an art, and 

it is also easy to understand its operation as such. We can identify the artist, his work, and their 

particular causes. But the liberal arts are not so simple, so it is important to have a precise 

understanding of art which we may apply as a touchstone. Take, for example, astronomy, which 

is one of the canonical seven liberal arts. It is far more difficult to see why we should call this an 

art. Where is the work, and is it independent from the artist? Why should astronomy be called an 

art and not a science? To address these questions will require persistence and a subtle 

understanding of art. 

                                                
6  Plato. Gorgias, 463B. 
7  Thomas Aquinas. Summa Theologica, 1-2.55.1 
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 So far, I have only mentioned those arts–architecture, building, painting–which deal with 

physical things. While all arts have their seat in and are ordered by the intellect, these particular 

arts have their objects in the world outside of the intellect. By means of these arts, a form which 

exists in the intellect is given to some matter in the physical world, thus making a new, fully-

constituted being. These arts in-form physical matter. But there is another class of arts whose 

objects, properly speaking, reside in the intellect. As St. Thomas says, “Even in speculative 

matters there is something by way of work”8. Logic is the clearest example of such an art. The 

work made by logic is, of course, the syllogism, which has its existence in the intellect. The art 

of logic is in some ways the intellectual art par excellence, and it brings to light some of what we 

said earlier about the nature of art as an intellectual virtue. For example, art relies on what 

Aristotle calls “a true course of reasoning”; that is to say, as explained above, art implies 

knowledge and not merely habituation. To take the example of logic, one might acquire, by 

confronting enough arguments, an intuitive sense for argument and the ability to produce sound 

arguments with some consistency. However, this intuitive grasp of logic and the basic facility in 

identifying valid or invalid arguments which it entails is not an art, as anyone who studies logic 

for the first time will find.  A knack for logic lacks the knowledge of the principles of argument; 

it does know know why a given syllogism is valid or not. It lacks the important characteristic of 

art which distinguishes it from mere experience, namely, wisdom, which deals with the 

principles of things9. Thus the construction worker, who builds a structure, is distinguished from 

the engineer, who knows the principles of building and, so, also knows how to build a structure 

in the best way. 

 

                                                
8  Thomas Aquinas. Summa Theologica, 1-2.57.3 
9  Aristotle. Metaphysics, 981b27 
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3. Liberal 

 Art is fairly simple to define. There are some subtle distinctions to make, but for the most 

part we find that there is agreement among authors about what art means, provided that it is clear 

that we are using “art” in the more comprehensive sense as opposed to just the “fine arts”. The 

real difficulties arise when we want to call an art “liberal”. There are more possible definitions of 

a liberal art than it is reasonable to examine here. Further, as I will explain later, there are 

inherent difficulties in calling an art “liberal”. A certain paradox arises just from this concept 

itself, so we will have to show that the idea of the liberal arts is even coherent. 

 The root of the word “liberal” is the Latin liberalis, free man, which itself derives simply 

from liber, free. Thus, liberal in its most basic sense means free. Liberal education is free 

education and the liberal arts are the free arts. But there are, of course many ways to read this. 

Free could mean unencumbered or not ruled by something outside of itself. Free might also mean 

that the arts make one free, or it might mean that the arts are freely acquired. Another slightly 

more fanciful–though happily apt–reading takes the root of “liberal” to be liber, meaning 

“book”10. 

 Plato, who is in many ways the greatest forebear of this tradition of liberal education, 

takes the position that education is freeing. Although, he predates both of the phrases “liberal 

art” and “liberal education” by several centuries, he lays out the earliest notion of something like 

liberal education. 

 As Socrates tells the famous myth of the cave in Book VII of Plato’s Republic, we, as 

uneducated humans, are like the inhabitants of a dim cave. Socrates says to Glaucon: 

                                                
10  The Latin words for “book” and “free” are not the same, in spite of their similarity. The word for 
“book” is properly lĭber, whereas “free” is līber. 
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...make an image of our nature in its education and want of education, likening 

it to a condition of the following kind. See human beings as though they were in 

an underground cave-like dwelling with its entrance, a long one, open to the 

light across the whole width of the cave. They are in it from childhood with 

their legs and necks in bonds so that they are fixed, seeing only in front of them, 

unable because of the bond to turn their heads all the way around. Their light is 

from a fire burning far above and behind them. Between the fire and the 

prisoners there is a road above, along which see a wall...also see along this wall 

human beings carrying all sorts of artifacts, which project above the wall...such 

men would hold that the truth is nothing other than the shadows of artificial 

things.11 

 

We are much like the inhabitants of this cave, and we, too, live among shadows much of the 

time. We speak of virtue, of justice, as if we were speaking of real things. We imagine that we 

know many things which are in fact only shadows. What we need is to be educated. This means 

being freed from the chains of the cave and undertaking the arduous process of coming into the 

light, by which light we can see things in their real forms. Education gives us this intellectual 

freedom. Some think education consists in transmission of knowledge from teacher to student. It 

is not so, Plato tells us. Education is the turning of the soul to the real. The soul which looks 

upon the real is then able to stand to it in the relation of truth. Thus, the student is freed from 

error and illusion in order to pursue the truth. 

                                                
11  Plato. Republic, 514a 
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 Here, we have a doctrine of liberal education, but we have not properly accounted for 

liberal art. Plato does speak of an art of the soul’s turning from illusion to reality12, but he does 

not go into enough detail to permit speculation as to what exactly he means. Besides, even if we 

were to admit that this was what we sought in looking for a liberal art, we would run into another 

difficulty. We must consider another sense in which the arts themselves are free. Aristotle and St. 

Thomas will be helpful in explaining this view, but first we should turn to the apparent originator 

the term “liberal arts”, or artes liberales, Cicero. 

 For Cicero, the artes liberales are the arts of the liberales, the free men. They are the arts 

necessary for a free person. Cicero’s earliest use of the term is in his De Inventione13, but he 

gives a fuller explanation of it later in his De Oratore. In that work, he argues that the highest 

end for a free person is participation in the activity of the republic, and therefore the arts must be 

political in their aim. Thus, rhetoric, the chief tool of the political man, becomes the highest of 

the liberal arts. Rhetoric, or its Latin analogue oratory, is in fact regarded as the epitome of 

education as a whole. The De Oratore, or “On the Orator”, is Cicero’s dialogue about education. 

Indeed the title is evidence enough of the importance which he gives to oratory. In this dialogue, 

Catullus, one of the interlocutors, lists some of the arts which form the basis of the artes 

liberales, “mathematics, music, knowledge of literature and poetry, and the doctrines of natural 

science, ethics and political science [de rebus publicis]”14. This, then, is the first definition of the 

liberal arts proper. But, insofar as the liberal arts are something we still wish to study, I do not 

think that this is what we mean. How many of us really believe that the highest human end is 

politics? Now, I will not attempt to refute this view, but I do not think that we could make it the 

grounding of our educational practices. Our educational aims simply do not match Cicero’s. 
                                                
12  Plato. Republic, 518d 
13  Cicero. De Inventione, I.35 
14  Cicero. De Oratore, III.xxxii.127 
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Should this worry us? Should we be concerned the we are in some way misusing the term liberal 

arts if Cicero, who coined the phrase, meant by it something quite different than we do? Not at 

all. The genealogy of a term does not necessarily prove anything about its meaning. Etymology 

is often helpful for clarifying what exactly we mean by a certain word, but it would be wrong to 

say that a word’s meaning is determined by its etymology. To take an example, Lavoisier coined 

the word “oxygen” from two Greek roots (oxus and genos) to mean acid-maker because he 

believed it was the key to the formation of acids. Scientists no longer believe this. Should we 

contradict them on the grounds that they are misusing the term “oxygen”? Of course not, because 

the derivation of a word, or the intent of the person who coined it, does not ultimately determine 

its meaning. So we will keep in mind the Ciceronian idea of liberal education but search for a 

better one. 

 But let us return to the root of the inquiry: freedom. What does it mean to be free? The 

most fundamental notion of freedom is individual freedom. The question therefore narrows: what 

does it mean for a man to be free? Aristotle is as reliable a guide as ever for this question; he 

says, “the man is free, we say, who exists for himself and not for another”15. I am free if I exist 

for myself. To exist for oneself means to have the positive capacity to determine one’s own ends. 

On the other hand, to be for another means to act in such a way that one’s actions are determined 

as to their ends by another. Thus, I am not free when I am for the sake of someone else. Why, for 

example, does the slave work for his master? A slave’s particular actions, whatever they may be, 

are for the sake of his master’s desires, for his master’s ends. This is the essence of 

subordination, to be for the sake of another. For a person, then, freedom is self-determination. 

Because things which are not persons have neither desire nor choice, freedom takes on a slightly 

different appearance. We say that for something to be free means to be an end in itself. 
                                                
15  Aristotle. Metaphysics, 982b25 
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Happiness, for example, is free in this sense. Happiness is not subordinated to an end outside of 

itself. It is, as Aristotle says, desired for its own sake. Cooking, on the other hand, is not for its 

own sake. One cooks for the sake of food to eat. So cooking, on might say, is not a free pursuit 

because it is subordinated to an end outside of itself. This therefore, is the definition of freedom 

which we will use: that is free which is for its own sake. 

 The obvious next step is to attempt to predicate this notion of art, in order to determine 

how an art can be free. But this brings us directly to a paradox. Art, as explained above, is the 

human faculty for making, and the act of making involves both a maker and an object made. The 

good of an art is always the good of its object. This is how art, which is the use of right reason in 

making, is distinguished from prudence, which is the use of right reason in doing. Where 

prudence aims at the good of its subject, that is the actor, art aims at the good of its object, 

namely the artifact. A contractor aims to build a good house, and a rhetorician aims to create a 

good speech. But neither of them is concerned with himself.  The contractor, insofar as he is 

exercising his art, in no way aims at his own good. He can aim at his own good if he 

subordinates his art to his own desires, but in the act of making, the artist is always and only 

striving for the good of his creation. So in order to make a bookcase a carpenter, to take another 

example, measures boards, cuts them, makes joints to hold the boards together, levels them, 

planes uneven edges, sands down the finished product, and so on. Every one of these actions 

aims solely at creating a good bookcase. Everything the carpenter does is for the sake of this 

bookcase, and thus, as he is involved in creating it, the carpenter himself is for the sake of the 

bookcase. This is true of all artists: they subordinate themselves to their products. Is this not the 

relation between master and slave which I outlined above? To be an artist means to be a slave to 

one’s opus. 
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 This is clearest in the manual arts. These arts do not simply subordinate the actions of the 

artist to the good of the object, they also in many cases leave their mark on the artist. A career as 

a blacksmith produces certain effects on the artisan: calloused hands, strong arms from continual 

swinging of the hammer, and probably an assortment of burns. Some of these effects are 

incidental, but others, strong arms, for example, are essential to being a good artist. A good 

blacksmith must have strong arms, and in this respect, his body must become subservient to his 

art. This sort of art deforms the artist as an essential part of its practice. Still more does art appear 

to be a kind of voluntary servitude, and it is hard to see how it would be regarded as freeing.  

 We can even take this line of reasoning a step further. We have said that by this account 

arts do not seem to free the artist. One possible alley of retreat would be to say that even though 

the arts are not freeing they are nonetheless in themselves free, that is, they are pursued for their 

own sake despite involving the servitude of the artist. But this leads to its own difficulty. Not 

only does the artist aim at the creation of the object, but the art itself is inherently object-

oriented. True, we could say that the objects of the art are pursued for their own sakes, but this 

does not resolve the earlier problem of the servitude of the artist to his art. 

 Another problem which is closely related to–but not identical to–this problem of 

servitude is the distinction between practical and speculative. This is one of the first divisions 

made between different human faculties. Aristotle, for example, divides philosophy into two 

branches, practical and speculative. Speculative philosophy encompasses theology, mathematics, 

and physics, whereas practical philosophy encompasses ethics, politics, economics, and the like. 

The principle of this distinction is the distinction between knowing and doing. In this sense, art is 

practical. However, there is also a class of intellectual arts, like logic and mathematics, and these 

would therefore also be practical. Yet mathematics clearly aims at knowledge, whether of 
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numbers, of plane figures, or of conic sections, and this would seem to make it speculative. 

Should we then call it speculative or practical? Can any art, which is always a capacity to make 

and hence practical, also be speculative? 

 One key to the resolution of this paradox is that the speculative and the practical are not 

entirely irreconcilable. The speculative involves looking (specere, “to look”), whereas the 

practical involves doing (prattein, “to do” or “to act”). In this, their barest form, they cannot be 

applied to the same subject in the same way. Astronomy, for example, is certainly speculative. 

The aim of astronomy is to understand the motions of the heavens. To know something in this 

sense can be called a type of mental seeing. The point is not so much that we see the heavenly 

bodies moving in our mind’s eye–this belongs more properly to imagination–as that to know 

something is to conceive it as it exists in reality. I see something truly if my vision of it 

corresponds to its reality, and I know something if, in a similar relation, my conception of it 

corresponds to its being. Thus by way of analogy, we call knowledge “seeing”, and hence, 

“speculative”. Yet astronomy requires not just speculation, but practice. Knowledge is not 

simply granted to the knower as if by some sort of unio mystica16. The truth must be discovered, 

and in discovering it, we create theories which convey that truth. In this, there is practice and a 

work. 

 We can further connect the realms of the speculative and the practical by way of another 

etymology. In the sciences, as I have just said, we are concerned with making theories17. Both 

speculation and practice are encapsulated in this phrase: “making theories”. Clearly there is 

something artistic, or productive, about making theories. This is the sort of intellectual work 

                                                
16  This is not to say that there might be not be both a rational and an intuitive part of knowledge. In 
any case, there is still a great deal of work involved in acquiring the sort of knowledge which we have 
mentioned. 
17  “Theory” should be taken in a wider sense than that which connotes a hypothesis supported by 
observation and experiment. 
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which we earlier said characterizes the liberal arts. On the other hand, a theory is a kind of 

seeing, or speculation. The word itself is descended from the Greek theoria, which means “a 

looking at, viewing, beholding, observing”. There is something, thus, in the very act which we 

call theorizing, which combines both the practical and the speculative. 

 Nonetheless, we ought not to call the same thing both practical and speculative in the 

same way. So while it is fair to say that mathematics, as an intellectual art, is both practical and 

speculative, we cannot simply rest content with this explanation. We must also say how this can 

be so without simply implying a contradiction. In fact, it is possible to distinguish a practical and 

a speculative part of mathematics and thereby resolve the contradiction. 

 This leads us to another important distinction in the domain of liberal education, namely, 

the distinction between liberal art and liberal science. What we loosely call a liberal art actually 

consists of both an artistic and a scientific part. Let us take mathematics as an example of this. 

The practical part of mathematics, namely the making of proofs, is familiar. This is mathematics 

as an art. However, mathematics in its fullest sense is not a set of proofs; that is to say, it is more 

than just an art. 

 But let us first of all recall that the liberal arts are intellectual arts, and that their artistic 

aspect therefore consists in the capacity for a wholly intellectual act18. Their artistic creation both 

begins in the intellect–as does every art–and ends in the intellect with the creation of its 

intellectual artifact. For example, a geometric proof does not exist anywhere except in the mind 

of its creator. The proof which is printed on paper is only a token of the mental proof. True, we 

often need a written proof to tie down our thoughts, but such proofs still remain truly nothing 

more than an image and an aid to the proof which resides in the intellect. An intellectual art is the 
                                                
18  The so-called “fine” arts, such as painting and sculpture, which also ought to be considered 
liberal arts, are possible exceptions to this. They create a physical object which of course does not exist in 
the intellect but is nonetheless for the sake of an intellectual end. 
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capacity to produce this type of work. But this capacity is still not properly speaking speculative. 

Normally, we might describe the difference between the speculative and the practical by saying 

that the speculative aims at truth as its good, whereas the practical aims at activity. But St. 

Thomas gives us a slightly different way of considering the problem: “The theoretical or 

speculative intellect is properly distinguished from the operative or practical intellect by the fact 

that the speculative intellect has for its end the truth that it contemplates, while the practical 

intellect directs the truth under consideration to activity as an end”19. So, for example, the 

science of geometry has for its end simply the contemplation of geometric truth, but the science 

of engineering directs the truths of geometry to activity as an end. This example, however, 

concerns geometry studied as a speculative science as opposed to geometry applied to practical 

ends. Our claim is that even within geometry there is both a practical and a speculative element. 

 As we have just said, geometry considered under the aspect of a speculative science takes 

the truth as its good. As an art, on the other hand, geometry takes as its good the creation of 

definitions, postulates, and–most of all–proofs. Because it is an art, its activity is directed 

primarily to the good of the proof. But what is the good of the proof? Clearly, it is truth. A good 

proof must proceed with reason from sound principles in order to establish some truth. No matter 

how cleverly argued or how ingenious it may be, any geometrical proof which is invalid–and 

hence does not adequately establish a true proposition–is a bad proof. Thus, the way in which a 

liberal art like geometry is subservient to its work is different from any other kind of art. It serves 

the truth. 

 A liberal art, understood in its proper sense as a capacity, can only be practical; its end is 

the artifact. Therefore, the immediate end of a liberal art is in this sense not truth. It is the good 

of the work. But because a good work of this kind is a true one, a liberal art does always aim at 
                                                
19  Thomas Aquinas. Commentary on the De Trinitate of Boethius, Question 5, Article 1 
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the truth. If truth is not the immediate end, still we might say that truth is the fertile ground in 

which the liberal artifact is conceived. A liberal art in act thus passes over from the practical to 

the speculative. Its immediate end is a good work, but the end of a good work is speculative 

science. 

 Another example from geometry will help to illuminate this. Say, for instance, that I 

desire knowledge about the properties of the triangle. If I want scientific knowledge that the 

angles of a triangle add up to two right angles, I must craft a proof, which moves logically from 

accepted premises to my desired conclusion. In crafting a proof, I am exercising my artistic 

faculty. I order my activity to creating a good proof. But, of course, the desire for theoretical 

knowledge is part and parcel of the desire for a good proof. Thus geometry can be said to be both 

practical and speculative. 

 The situation is analogous to Aristotle’s model of desire and choice in the Ethics. I desire 

happiness, but I cannot simply choose to be happy. I must exercise the virtue of prudence and 

choose those things which will lead to happiness. In liberal art, on the other hand, I desire 

theoretical knowledge, but, in the same way, I cannot simply choose it. I must choose–in the case 

of art, make–those things which lead to theoretical knowledge.  

 However, this analysis does not quite hold for all of the liberal arts. Some of them are 

artistic but not scientific; some of them are scientific but not speculative. Grammar and rhetoric 

are examples of the former and logic is an example of the latter. All of these arts–not 

coincidentally, the trivial arts–are instrumental to the aims of liberal education as a whole but not 

in themselves worth studying. Thus they remain liberal arts in spite of–and because of–their 

instrumentality. The proof of any arithmetic or geometric proposition, of any model of the 

heavenly motions, or of any physical theory is impossible without the arts of the trivium. Indeed, 
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although the arts of the trivium and their kin may be liberal arts only by reason of their 

subservience to the liberal arts proper, this says nothing to their status as arts or sciences. The 

medievals sometimes called logic the ars artium or the scientia scientiarum, that is, the art of arts 

or the science of sciences. It is the virtue which perfects the intellect in its most fundamental 

operations. 

 We can also see now that this definition of the liberal arts as productive faculties which 

aim at speculative knowledge coincides with the Platonic idea of education. Plato says that 

education is the freeing and turning of the soul toward being. This liberates the mind from the 

shadows of the cave. But a liberal art as we have explained it does the same thing. Since an art is 

an intellectual virtue, it perfects the intellect in its operation. The specific operations of the 

intellect which the liberal arts perfect are those which aim at speculative knowledge. The 

cultivation of liberal art allows us to create artifacts which lead us to the truth. This, in effect, 

frees us from the shadows. Hugh of St. Victor remarks in this regard that the liberal arts “are 

called by the name trivium and quadrivium, because by them, as by certain ways (viae), a quick 

mind enters into the secret places of wisdom”20. 

 

4. The Seven Liberal Arts 

 In the early middle ages, there arose a more or less set canon of the liberal arts. The 

canon of arts, numbering seven in total, was divided into two sets, the trivium and the 

quadrivium. In the trivium were grammar, rhetoric, and logic; in the quadrivium were arithmetic, 

geometry, astronomy, and harmony. No such formalized canon existed among the Romans, 

whose listings of the liberal arts varied widely. Authors began to settle on this set of seven arts 

                                                
20  Hugh of St. Victor. Didascalicon, 3.3 
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around the 4th or 5th century AD. This became the standard curriculum at many of the medieval 

European universities. It was not however, the entirety of the curriculum. The seven liberal arts 

were studied as preparatory studies for one of the three faculties of law, medicine, or theology. 

 Yet this canon of the seven liberal arts is by far the most common formal listing of the 

liberal arts. But is it a thorough and principled listing? Has it survived the centuries and 

maintained its relevance in spite of monumental intellectual shifts? Let us take the seven arts one 

by one and see how they hold up to scrutiny. 

 It is easier to see that the arts of the quadrivium are liberal arts. A few of them we have 

already touched on. The first, arithmetic (from the Greek, arithmos, meaning “number”), is not 

the schoolchild’s arithmetic. Arithmetic is the science of numbers, and is thus concerned with 

exploring and demonstrating their properties. Book VII of Euclid’s Elements is a good example 

of this. It should be clear that arithmetic fits the definition of a liberal art given earlier: the work 

of arithmetic consists of proofs which are made for the sake of knowledge about number. Hence, 

it is both artistic and liberal. The same rationale applies to geometry. Geometry makes proofs for 

the sake of speculative knowledge about points, lines, surfaces, and so on.  

 Astronomy is for the most part the same as arithmetic and geometry in terms of its status 

as a liberal art. Like those two quadrivial arts, astronomy has a practical part–observing, making 

models, and arguments for particular models–but it is still practical only for the sake of a 

speculative end, that is, for the sake of knowledge of the motion of heavenly bodies. 

 Music–sometimes in the context of the liberal arts called harmony–is more ambiguous 

than the other arts already mentioned. As we are familiar with it, music typically means playing 

music. Even the formal study of music is often undertaken for the sake of playing music. 

However, there exists also the scientific investigation of music which is not for the sake of 
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making music but only for understanding its properties. It was mainly this latter form which was 

studied as a liberal art in the middle ages, and it certainly qualifies as such by the standards 

which we have given. Not knowing enough, however, about the playing of music, I cannot say 

whether or not it is a liberal art. While it might at first seem that it could not be a liberal art 

because music, for the sake of which it exists, is physical, and it is the mark of the liberal arts, on 

the other hand to be directed to intellectual ends. However, it is entirely possible that music 

produces a physical work only for the sake of producing something in the intellect. If this were 

true–and the same might be said of other fine arts like painting, drawing, sculpture, and so on–

performed music would certainly be a liberal art. But, absent a true understanding of music, I 

will have to demur rather than take on this question. 

 Thus, we finish with the quadrivial arts. The trivial arts are more nebulous, not as well 

defined as the quadrivial arts. Geometry, on the one hand, is fairly unambiguous. It is clear what 

is meant by the term, and it has obvious artistic and scientific parts. It is also studied for its own 

sake. But what of a study like grammar? How is it either artistic or scientific? And, further, is it 

worth learning for its own sake? Logic, another of the trivial arts, is in many ways closer to a 

mathematical art. Of rhetoric, there is much debate whether it should even be considered an art at 

all. Indeed, the passage which I quoted earlier in reference to the idea of a knack–in Greek, a 

tribē–as opposed to an art was taken from Socrates’ polemic against rhetoric, in which he derides 

rhetoric as a knack and a flattery. 

 Let us again take the arts one by one. Our modern understanding of grammar–as a simple 

school subject regarding the various parts of speech–certainly gives a false impression of the 

importance accorded to it both in antiquity and in the middle ages. Grammar certainly 

encompassed the study of the parts of speech, but it also went beyond this to a general facility in 
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the use of language and to the study of literature. However, linguistic proficiency and literary 

study are two quite different things. The former is certainly an art: the essential object of its 

productions is the sentence and, further, it includes all forms of communication with language. 

But it is not for the most part studied for its own sake. It is surely a propaedeutic to the liberal 

arts as a whole. Education requires language, but language is not a good in itself. Grammar, in its 

aspect as the honing of the linguistic facility, is a liberal art by extension. It is an art which 

directly serves the liberal arts, so it can be given the title of a liberal art in a secondary sense. 

 We can bring literature into the liberal arts insofar as literature shows to us objects which 

illuminate anew some aspect of reality. In fiction, for example, we meet with characters who re-

present to us some facet of the human condition in a more universalized way, a way in which we 

have not seen it before. This is what Aristotle says of tragedy in the Poetics. The work of 

literature is primarily the creation of these characters, who show us humanity in imagined forms 

and can thereby lead us to a more thorough understanding of humanity. Although literature is a 

liberal art very different different from all the rest–it is the only fine art of the seven liberal arts–, 

it still deserves to be included among them. 

 Rhetoric, like grammar, is an instrument of the liberal arts. It is the art which is 

productive of persuasive speech and therefore worth studying only insofar as it aids 

communication. There is also, as we have mentioned, debate as to its status as an art. For now we 

will give it the benefit of the doubt. 

 Logic is in much the position as the other two arts of the trivium. Logic produces 

definitions, propositions, and syllogisms, and these are an essential tool for every one of the 

quadrivial arts. Still, logic is not a science to be pursued in itself. Definitions, propositions, and 
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syllogisms have no worth in themselves but only as instruments to speculative or practical 

science. 

 Thus, it looks like the canon is sound; all of the arts of the trivium and quadrivium are in 

fact liberal arts. Yet, any list of liberal arts will only be a useful list insofar as it is complete, and 

there is good reason to think the seven liberal arts is far from a complete list. Even in the middle 

ages the seven liberal arts were not necessarily assumed to encompass all of the arts. In his 

commentary on Boethius’ De Trinitate, St. Thomas asks whether speculative science should be 

divided into the natural, the mathematical, and the divine. One of the objections to this is that 

neither natural nor divine science is included in the seven liberal arts and therefore should not be 

considered part of speculative science. However, St. Thomas responds, “The seven liberal arts do 

not adequately divide theoretical philosophy; but, as Hugh of St. Victor says, seven arts are 

grouped together (leaving out other ones), because those who wanted to learn philosophy were 

first instructed in them”21. This statement is at odds with the notion that the seven liberal arts 

were accepted as a complete educational curriculum. Quite to the contrary, they were beginner’s 

work, important but preparatory studies. As St. Thomas says, there are other arts not included in 

the canon which are part of speculative philosophy. These arts should also be considered liberal 

arts. Modifying St. Thomas’ statement, we might say that the seven liberal arts do not adequately 

divide the liberal arts. 

 Where, for example, among the seven arts should we place the science which we now 

call physics? It has no place among their ranks. The only reasonable head under which it might 

be included is astronomy if we accept that astronomy is essentially just the science of moving 

bodies. But even so, while this might have been a reasonable argument to make in the era of 

Newton’s Principia, it is far from being applicable to modern physics.  
                                                
21  Thomas Aquinas. Commentary on the De Trinitate of Boethius, Question 5, Article 1, Reply to 3 
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 In fact, very few of the modern experimental sciences would find any place in the seven 

liberal arts. Biology, chemistry, and physics are not contained in any of the canonical arts. Nor 

could many branches of mathematics reasonably be included. Calculus is neither arithmetic nor 

geometry, but it is a liberal art. 

 This is not to say the the canon of the seven liberal arts is a bad list or is without use. The 

arts of the trivium and quadrivium are worth studying, and they are useful as preliminary studies.  

But for a complete education–in whatever limited sense we can speak of such a thing–, we must 

look beyond them. To attempt to stretch the seven arts to contain the whole of a liberal arts 

curriculum would only be to stretch the seven arts beyond recognition. 

 

5. Summary 

 Let us, then, briefly recall what we have said so far about liberal education. Liberal 

education is education in the liberal arts. Art is the capacity to create using reason. We 

distinguish art both from natural creation and from a simple practiced knack. Some arts create a 

work which is intellectual. Among these intellectual arts are certain arts which are liberal in two 

senses: they are free and freeing. We say the arts are free because they lead to speculative 

knowledge, which is studied for its own sake, that is, which is not subservient to something 

outside of itself. The arts are freeing–or liberating–because they free the mind from error and aid 

it in its pursuit of truth. The acquisition of these arts and their attendant knowledge is what we 

call liberal education. 
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