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Have you ever heard of Liberal Arts or General Education? Most universities require their students to
take a set of such courses. But how did these courses come to be?

In America, where higher education does not have a long history, pracfica] learning was the focus of
education, Fields of study such as engineeriné‘, agriculture, business administration, and applied science
were at the center of higher education. There was a need to provide basic knowledge serving as the
standard for all educated people. To fulfill this need, general education curricula were developed to offer
students such basic knowledge, as opposed to specialized knowledge acquired later in their chosen
technical or professional curricula. ’

In Europe, higher education began to develop as early as the 11th century. Some of the cldest
universities include those established in Bologna, Oxford, and Paris. The goal for European university
students was to acquire a basic understanding of the natural world and society at large through Christian
disciplines. As the means for pursuing an& discussing the truth, students trained in the seven liberal arts:
grammar, logic, rhetoric, arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music. These subjects can be traced back to
ancient Greece, where they were considered essential for a free person to actively participate in civic life;
" hence the name “liberal arts.” After acquiring the arts, students could go on to study theology in order to
pursue an understanding of how the world works.

When Japan modernized its education during the Meiji Restoration, a Germanized version of the
European university was introduced to establish what is now the University of Tokyo. At the time, Japan
prioritized practical skills and knowledge over the pursuit of truth and enlightenment. Thus, the
-6rganization of academic departments was centered more on Américan-ﬁke practical subjects. This mixture
of ideas and traditions of both European liberal arts and American general education can still be observed

within Japanese higher education institutions today.

Hiroyuki Iyoda, et al. Amazing Future Prospects’ Exploring Human Activity. NAN'UN-DO, 2024, p.8. (—
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