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Abstract
This article is an analysis of the original purpose of studying the seven 
liberal arts in the context of contemporary higher education. Nile 
Valley theorists in ancient Africa tied the purpose of studying liberal 
arts to the conceptualization that all humans are born divinely natured. 
In order to cultivate a learner’s divinity properly, the student studied 
the seven liberal arts. Greek theorists embraced and promoted liberal 
arts along Mediterranean Europe. However, Rome’s ascendency and 
eventual collapse created an educational void in the West until the Moors 
reintroduced liberal arts curricula into Europe during the medieval period. 
Medieval schools featuring liberal arts eventually incorporated Western 
cultural trends of male superiority, upper class privilege, social inequality, 
and ethnic-group discrimination into the academic environment. American 
higher education institutions followed the European model but included 
racial discrimination, segregation, and financial accumulation, which 
contrasted the original purpose of investigating the seven liberal arts.
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Introduction

Historians and educators generally do not trace the origin of the seven liberal 
arts and higher education to ancient Nile Valley civilizations (Cohen & 
Kisker, 2010). However, ancient people of Africa valued liberal arts curri-
cula. People on the continent referred to Africa as Alkebu-lan thousands of 
years before it received the appellation Africa (Ben-Jochannan, 1989). The 
inhabitants of Alkebu-lan were the earliest formally educated people who 
conceptualized and practiced liberal arts disciplines. In higher education 
institutions in the Nile Valley region of Alkebu-lan, liberal arts curricula 
developed between 4,400 and 4,000 bce. According to Ben-Jochannan 
(1989), in ancient Kemet (Egypt), liberal arts became the core of university 
studies. In Kemet’s Mystery Schools, the original sequence of studies were 
the seven liberal arts, which featured mystic science (religion and spiritual-
ity), philosophy, African history, science, mathematics, language, and music.

Hilliard (1995) indicated that a spiritual framework supports the educa-
tional philosophy associated with studying the seven liberal arts in higher 
education, which serves as the major component of the learning experience. 
As part of an analysis of academic studies in the Nile Valley, Ben-Jochannan 
(1989) asserted that the purpose of a liberal arts education was to nurture the 
divinity within the learner as a complementary process to interpreting natural 
functions. Ancient Egyptian educators viewed the study of liberal arts as an 
academic system that would minimize and eventually eliminate a learner’s 
tendency to display irrational behavior that emanated from illogical thoughts. 
Ancient Kemet’s spiritually, scientifically based education that featured theo-
retical, social, and cultural balance would affect the natural development of 
knowledge acquisition and human character. The study of liberal arts acted as 
a conduit for building life experiences necessary to become a moral, spiritual, 
ethical, critical, liberated, balanced thinker (Hilliard, 1995).

However, contemporary Western education curricula developers and theo-
rists for post-secondary institutions embrace an oppositional perspective. 
Shifting the emphasis from progressing spiritually and ethically as comple-
ments to scientifically based processes, the acquisition of information as a 
way to achieve prominence, esteem, and material wealth are the Western 
world’s prescribed purposes for completing a post-secondary education 
(Agresto, 1999). In support of this concept, Perry (2001) suggested that 
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Western theorists and educators have repositioned religion and spirituality 
from the mainstream of intellectual activity to the periphery of human affairs 
to accommodate the predominance of rational thought. Influential theorists 
and philosophers of the West have failed to qualify spiritual, ethical, cultural, 
and scientific balance as significant components related to the original pur-
pose of education. This research effort offers a critical discussion about these 
distinct philosophies.

In ancient Europe, Thales was the first European theorist to study and 
teach the seven liberal arts. Thales acquired his education by studying abroad 
in the Mystery Schools of ancient Kemet (Obenga, 2002). When Thales 
returned to Ionia after completing his formal education, the theorist advanced 
his teaching career by opening the first school of rational thought in the 
Aegean region (Durant, 1933). Other renowned Greek theorists also studied 
the seven liberal arts in Kemet, which included Pythagoras, Plato, Democritus, 
Socrates, Eudoxos, and Lycurgus (James, 1980; Poe, 1997). Prominent Greek 
theorists who did not study abroad were influenced by the liberal arts curri-
cula of the Mystery Schools in Kemet. Aristotle, for example, probably did 
not travel to Kemet to study, but Aristotle’s primary teachers were Plato and 
Eudoxos. Both theorists had studied extensively in Kemet before they tutored 
Aristotle (Poe, 1997).

Van Der Wende (2011) characterized the implementation of liberal arts 
curricula within medieval European colleges and universities as a signifi-
cant academic development. Chandler (2004) asserted that the Moors from 
North and West Africa initiated this academic process when they established 
the first colleges and universities in medieval Europe as early as the 10th 
century. These institutions featured the study of the seven liberal arts. 
Although European liberal arts colleges and universities preceded American 
higher education institutions, many Americans believe liberal arts curricula 
emanated from a distinctive American tradition (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). 
However, Van Der Wende indicated that American colleges and universities 
modeled their curriculums after Moorish-designed European institutions of 
higher learning.

Medieval universities controlled by Europeans arranged their curriculums 
to center on the seven liberal arts, but they divided liberal arts curricula into 
two broad disciplines of Quadrivium and Trivium. Quadrivium studies were 
numerical arts consisting of geometry, astronomy, music, and arithmetic (Van 
Der Wende, 2011). Trivium featured literature arts, which included logic, rhet-
oric, and grammar. Medieval educators not only separated liberal arts curri-
cula into two distinct classifications but also placed values on Quadrivium and 
Trivium. Medieval educators decided that Quadrivium or numerical arts were 
superior subjects to investigate in comparison with Trivium or literature arts.
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Through an emphasis on academic obedience, conformity, and character 
instruction, early American schools trained students to become compliant 
laborers for industrial and agricultural settings (Spring, 2010). These conser-
vative schools reinforced the political and economic hegemonic desires of 
America’s elite class, which created a business model of education. 
Nonetheless, higher learning educators of the late 19th and early 20th centu-
ries attempted to distinguish higher education from pre-college institutions 
by reevaluating the validity of investigating liberal arts (Lucas, 2006). In the 
tradition of the 1828 Yale Report that emphasized the importance of an arts-
centered education, American institutions implemented curricula that 
reflected conventional applications of investigating liberal arts (Committee 
of the Corporation and the Academical Faculty, 1828). American educators 
implemented an arts-intensive curriculum for students to have access to so 
much knowledge that it would compel them to study vigorously and view 
higher education as a significant academic activity (Lucas, 2006). However, 
the divine, ethical, integrative, balanced character of the original purpose of 
investigating liberal arts was either underemphasized or altogether ignored.

This study also offers an analysis of the original liberal arts curricula in 
consideration of contemporary higher education. Liberal arts curricula are 
prevalent in American colleges and universities (MartinezAleman & 
Salkever, 2003). However, the distinction between an American liberal arts 
education and ancient Kemet’s curricula is the American educational system 
induces learners to study for the purpose of accumulating financial wealth 
and acquiring prestige and status. As Barton (2006) contended, although col-
leges and universities train students in various academic-specific disciplines, 
a simultaneous empty pop-academic culture has emerged in American soci-
ety. This pseudo-academic culture has permeated the university system, 
which has caused American scholarship and intellectualism to decline con-
siderably in the midst of the liberal arts dynamic.

Educators usually require American undergraduate students to take a 
series of liberal arts courses before they concentrate on major studies. This 
academic structure mimics medieval curricula development. As Agresto 
(1999) pointed out, however, Americans often question the relevance of a 
liberal arts education in a technology centered, specialized society. Parents 
and other concerned citizens ask questions such as How can students earn a 
living by majoring in philosophy, art history, language, or astronomy? What 
is the practical purpose of studying liberal arts?

To investigate the paradigm shift from the original purpose of studying 
liberal arts to contemporary higher education, a major proponent of this arti-
cle centers on the following questions: Why did ancient higher education 
institutions base their curriculums on the study of the seven liberal arts? What 
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caused the original purpose of studying liberal arts to change from the inte-
gration of spiritual, ethical, scientific development to the investigation of 
separate subjects, financial accumulation, and individual social advance-
ment? What made liberal arts the focus of higher education for early educa-
tional institutions in Europe and in America? What is the significance of a 
liberal arts education today? An investigation of early higher education cur-
ricula in contrast to higher education today may uncover pertinent informa-
tion about the transformative trends of studying and applying liberal arts to 
the realities of the world.

Origin of the Seven Liberal Arts

The curricula of the Mystery Schools in ancient Kemet featured the seven 
liberal arts that were mystic science, philosophy, African history, science, 
mathematics, language, and music (Ben-Jochannan, 1989). The concepts of 
mystic science centered on reflective analyses that provided explanations 
about the depths of what is recognized today as religion. Philosophy empha-
sized theories about precise, complex human, non-human, material, and non-
material relationships. An analysis of these phenomena was one method of 
examining the interconnectedness between character development and exter-
nal realities (Hilliard, 1995). African history featured the study of early human 
activities in various regions of Alkebu-lan and in other parts of the world to 
understand the present and to offer assumptions about the future. The study of 
science consisted of investigating biological structures, geological systems, 
astronomical observances, and astrological arrangements to explain natural 
occurrences in the context of cultural development (Adams, 1988).

Learners in Kemet studied mathematics as a way to understand abstract 
concepts. This art enabled theorists to measure and describe the interrelation-
ship between natural processes and the development of creatively designed 
structures and activities (Lumpkin, 1988). Kemet’s theorists framed Language 
acquisition within the formal writing system of hieroglyphics. The study of 
language and grammar intensified as populations increased in various com-
munities and as the inhabitants identified with certain cultural inclinations 
(Crawford, 1996). The study of music centered on systematic, improvisa-
tional interpretations of formal and informal sociocultural experiences. 
According to Ben-Jochannan (1989), the original seven liberal arts were not 
distinct subjects students studied separately. Kemet’s educators taught the 
seven liberal arts as interconnected entities, so the learner had to master the 
arts entirely or holistically instead of as separate subjects.

As early as 4,100 bce, ancient Egyptian educators developed a philosophi-
cal position about the value of higher education curricula. Egyptian educators 
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theorized that everyone on earth was born with a piece of God inside 
(Karenga, 1990). In order to develop this divinity properly, the individual 
followed the 42 Divine Principles of Maat (social justice and peace) and stud-
ied the seven liberal arts. A student in ancient Kemet studied liberal arts to 
cultivate the learner’s divine element and to eliminate tendencies to think and 
behave illogically. The theorists believed in social harmony and physical, 
mental, and spiritual balance as Kemet’s educational institutions advanced 
these cultural ideals (Hilliard, 1986). Therefore, Egyptian theorists viewed a 
formally educated person as a generalist because the learner studied liberal 
arts holistically. However, theorists also acknowledged learners as specialists 
because students studied engineering, architecture, masonry, medicine, law, 
administration, finance, design, and cosmetology within the context of inves-
tigating the seven liberal arts. Consistent with the ancient Egyptian cultural 
tendency to achieve balance, formally educated persons were fundamentally 
generalists-specialists.

Ancient Development of the Liberal Arts

In corroboration with the analysis of higher education curricula in ancient 
Kemet as described by Ben-Jochannan (1989) and Hilliard (1995), Obenga 
(2002) examined the significance of the seven liberal arts among ancient 
European theorists. Through an evaluation of the educational endeavors of 
Thales (624-548) who was the first Greek rational thinker, Obenga detailed 
the development of the seven liberal arts in the Aegean region. Thales was 
born in Miletus, Ionia, and became the first well-known rational philoso-
pher in the region. Historians determined that Greeks in Asia Minor were 
the first people of the Aegean region to investigate the seven liberal arts, 
which led to the establishment of the first rational school of thought 
(Durant, 1933; Perry, 2001). Although Thales became the first Greek theo-
rist, Greece had no primary, secondary, or post-secondary institutions at 
this time (Perry, 2001). Therefore, Thales acquired a formal education by 
studying abroad.

Obenga (2002) noted that Thales studied extensively in Kemet’s Mystery 
Schools where he acquired his theoretical and philosophical perspective 
about the world. In addition to philosophy, Thales studied astronomy, geom-
etry, and engineering. According to Ben-Jochannan (1989), Kemet’s Mystery 
Schools had three levels or stages that required students to spend approxi-
mately 13½ years at each level: the Mortals (probation), the Intelligences 
(inner vision), and the Sons of Light (spiritual consciousness). When a learner 
successfully completed all three levels, the student would have spent 40 years 
in school and acquired 360 degrees of knowledge. A student who finished the 
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first level and part of the second one probably was comparable with the 
achievement of PhD in American universities today.

Although Thales reached a high level of academic achievement, it is dif-
ficult to discern whether Thales ever completed the second level in the 
Mystery Schools system. Nevertheless, Durant (1933) thought so highly of 
Thales as an accomplished scholar of the liberal arts that the author referred 
to Thales as the originator of philosophy. It certainly is an honor to be recog-
nized as the first philosopher, but Thales was not the creator of philosophical 
thought. The Greek theorist learned the framework of philosophical pro-
cesses in the Nile Valley region of Alkebu-lan. Thales spent so much time in 
the schools of Kemet learning the seven liberal arts that upon returning to the 
Aegean region, “. . . he had become an elder—an old man with wisdom . . . 
and founder of the first Greek school of philosophy and science” (Obenga, 
2002, p. 168). After Thales opened his school of liberal arts, several Greek 
learners followed this path of acquiring a formal education.

According to James (1980), another prominent Greek theorist who studied 
the seven liberal arts in Kemet and later opened a school in Mediterranean 
Europe was Pythagoras (580-507). When Pythagoras was young, he became a 
student of Thales. After studying under Thales for a significant amount of time, 
Thales recognized and admired the enthusiasm and dedication Pythagoras 
exuded for learning the arts. Therefore, Thales strongly advised Pythagoras to 
study in Kemet. Pythagoras heeded the advice and later traveled to Egypt 
where he eventually entered school. According to Finch (2002), Pythagoras 
studied under the priests of Kemet for approximately 22 years. Pappademos 
(1988) added that as part of curriculum requirements for the Mystery Schools, 
Pythagoras learned mystic science, advanced mathematics, and astronomy. 
Upon completion of his studies, Pythagoras returned to Samos sometime 
between 540 and 530 bce where he started his teaching career (Finch, 2002).

Pythagoras learned that Kemet’s educators utilized mathematics to com-
prehend theoretical impressions to calculate and explain the relationship 
between natural developments and artistically devised constructions 
(Lumpkin, 1988). Any American student today who investigates geometrical 
and trigonometric concepts may learn the accepted teachings that Pythagoras 
created what mathematicians and other educators refer to as the Pythagorean 
Theory. In an Adult Education mathematics text, under the section titled The 
Pythagorean Relationship, it boldly states,

The Pythagorean Relationship is a formula for finding the length of a side of a 
right triangle when the other two are known. The relationship was discovered 
in about 550 B.C. by a Greek mathematician named Pythagoras, for whom the 
relationship is named. (“New Revised Cambridge GED Program Comprehensive 
Book,” 1993, p. 552)
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Although this statement is not at all accurate, it is part of the liberal arts 
curricula American schools utilize to instruct learners. The adult education 
book indicated that Pythagoras created the relationship theory sometime 
around 550 bce. According to Finch (2002), however, Pythagoras was a stu-
dent in Kemet during this same period. Pythagoras returned to the Greece 
region after 540 bce. Nonetheless, in another basic skills mathematics text, 
Howett (1999) supported the idea that Pythagoras invented the trigonometric 
function of measuring angles. Howett (1999) asserted,

More than 2,500 years ago, a mathematician named Pythagoras discovered the 
relationship among the sides of a right triangle. He found that the square of the 
hypotenuse equals the sum of the squares of the legs. The formula for the 
Pythagorean relationship is c2 = a2 + b2, where c is the hypotenuse and a and b 
are the legs of a right triangle. (p. 160)

Interestingly, the architects and engineers of the pyramids in Kemet uti-
lized the same relationship theory at least as far back as 2,700 bce (Lumpkin, 
1988). For example, an examination of the Pyramid of Giza, which was con-
structed in 2,575 bce (Browder, 1992), indicates that Kemet’s architects 
embedded the relationship theory in the mathematical calculations of the 
pyramid’s structure. According to the overall measurements of the Pyramid 
of Giza, its height is approximately 480.4 feet and its base length is 755 feet 
(Browder, 1992). As illustrated in Figure 1, the height of 480.4 feet (a) and 
half of the base length (b), which is 377.5 feet, are the legs according to the 
relationship theory. When a mathematician squares each leg and adds them, 

610.975 ft 

480.4 ft c

a

377.5 ft b

Figure 1. One side of the pyramid.
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the answer is 373,290 feet. The square root of 373,290 is 610.975 feet, which 
is the hypotenuse or the length of the third side of the pyramid (c). Ancient 
Egyptian theorists who utilized the calculation a2 + b2 = c2 to build the 
Pyramid of Giza is the same computational process present-day educators 
incorrectly attribute to Pythagoras. Nevertheless, it is evident that ancient 
Egyptians viewed mathematics as a language of expression and creativity 
that complemented other aspects of liberal arts.

Furthermore, ancient Egyptians understood the value of pi as theorists 
measured the earth as a preliminary procedure to constructing complex edi-
fices. To acquire pi, mathematicians divide the diameter of a circle into its 
circumference or pi = c/d. The length and width of the Pyramid of Giza is 755 
feet for each of the four sides (Browder, 1992). To discover the perimeter of 
the pyramid, mathematicians add the four sides, which amount to 3,020 feet. 
It appears that Kemet’s theorists calculated the perimeter of the pyramid to 
equate to the circumference of a circle because the height of the pyramid 
(480.4 feet) is equivalent to the radius of a circle, which is measured from the 
center of a circle to any point on the circle (Figure 2). To obtain the diameter 
of a circle, mathematicians multiply the radius by two or d = 2r, which 
amounts to 960.8 feet. When 3,020 feet (perimeter or circumference of a 
circle) is divided by 960.8 feet (the diameter), the answer is 3.14, which is pi 
represented now by the Greek letter π.

Greek theorists who did not study abroad were stimulated by the liberal 
arts curricula of the Mystery Schools. For example, Aristotle (384-322) may 
not have traveled to Egypt to study, but Aristotle’s primary teachers, Plato 
and Eudoxos, had studied in the Mystery Schools (Poe, 1997). As a result of 
the tutelage from Plato and Eudoxos, Aristotle became academically skilled 

Diameter         Radius 
          480.4 ft  
960.8 ft 

Figure 2. Pyramid as radius of a circle.
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enough to open a school in Greece. Aristotle opened the Lyceum School of 
Athens in 331 bce featuring the study of the seven liberal arts (Perry, 2001). 
One major lesson Aristotle discussed with his students was that a predomi-
nant trend in the Aegean region was for Greek learners to study mathematics, 
astronomy, philosophy, and other subjects of the liberal arts in Kemet’s higher 
learning institutions (Jackson, 1972).

Liberal Arts in Transition

Alexander the Great conquered Egypt in 332 bce. Before Alexander died in 
323, he handed political control of Egypt to Ptolemy I who was one of 
Alexander’s generals. Shillington (1995) pointed out that Ptolemy rule in 
Kemet was harsh and it lasted for approximately 300 years. However, the 
Greeks allowed the study of liberal arts to flourish as an integral part of 
higher learning. Ptolemy rule ended when Roman leader Octavian defeated 
Mark Anthony and his ally Cleopatra VII in 30 bce. Cleopatra VII was the 
last leader of the Ptolemy line in Egypt (Williams, 1987). At this point, the 
Hellenistic period (323-30 bce) transformed to the Greco-Roman era (30 bce-
476 ce) in which Romans took control of higher learning institutions along 
the Mediterranean (Hunt, Martin, Rosenwein, Po-chia Hsia, & Smith, 2003).

According to Perry (2001), after Roman Emperor Theodosius I instituted 
laws that made Christianity the legal religion of the empire in 392, many 
leading Christians adopted principles of intolerance against those who did 
not share the same beliefs. Mainly people labeled pagans or polytheistic 
believers were targets of Christians with hostile attitudes toward non-Chris-
tians. The conversion of the Roman Empire to Christianity meant the unadul-
terated acceptance of monotheism. Consequently, in this contradictory 
atmosphere of religious acceptance and intolerance, Theodosius I attacked 
the public practice of non-Christian belief systems. The emperor authorized 
laws that discouraged liberal arts-centered teachings emanating from sacred 
temples and schools, which conveyed the Nile Valley’s body of knowledge 
throughout the Mediterranean region. Theodosius I destroyed the University 
of Alexandria and the adjacent facility—the Temple of Serapis. This sacred 
temple was a place where people studied various religious concepts, Egyptian 
philosophical ideas, and other principles associated with liberal arts (Poe, 
1997). Theodosius I illegalized non-Christian schools, but the emperor did 
not fervently persecute non-Christians.

However, approximately 1 century later, Emperor Justinian (527-565) 
zealously continued the trend of dismantling the knowledge base of the 
ancient world centered on liberal arts. Justinian permanently closed all sacred 
non-Christian temples and persecuted non-Christians (Van Sertima, 2004). 
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Theodosius I initiated the process of replacing non-Christian beliefs with 
Christianity that culminated in Justinian’s uncompromising educational poli-
cies. Therefore, when Theodosius I began the process of shutting down 
enlightenment centers and schools approximately 85 years before Rome fell 
to the Germanic tribes in 476 ce, it reverberated throughout Europe in the 
form of educational non-development. The absence of enlightenment centers 
and schools in Europe created an academic and intellectual void (Van Sertima, 
2004). In other words, the Germanic tribes did not benefit from the ancient 
world’s knowledge base that featured liberal arts.

At the end of the Greco-Roman period or when Rome fell, the theoretical, 
philosophical, and theological concepts of Christianity were not developed 
enough to facilitate the type of intellectual activities that are required for the 
construction of higher learning institutions (Van Sertima, 2004). Without a 
model of theoretical, philosophical, and educational concepts to assess, it was 
an arduous task for the conflict-oriented, warlike, backward, hostile Germanic 
tribes to develop schools (Hunt et al., 2003). Consequently, after the Germanic 
groups took control of Rome, they could neither continue the tradition of 
studying the seven liberal arts nor organize civilized societies. Although the 
Germanic tribes controlled Europe, they could not incorporate the liberal 
arts-centered knowledge base into their culture (Van Sertima, 2004). The 
destruction of sacred non-Christian temples and schools and the inability of 
the Germanic tribes to investigate liberal arts were the primary reasons for 
Europe’s fall into the Dark Ages.

Emergence of Higher Education Institutions in Medieval Europe

Perry (2001) described the revival of learning in Europe as educational 
advancements that occurred during the High Middle Ages (1050-1300) when 
medieval thinkers investigated the practicality of studying Roman legal his-
tory and art. The general idea is internal conditions particular to Europe 
prompted the move toward educational achievements. Perry contended that 
no one planned to create colleges and universities in medieval Europe because 
these institutions emerged spontaneously. In other words, the underlying 
principle of this explanation for educational advancement is higher learning 
institutions in medieval Europe formed naturally, which means they started 
without plans and external influences. In the estimation of Perry (2001), “. . . 
the chief expression of expanding intellectual life was the university, a dis-
tinct creation of the Middle Ages. The first universities were not planned but 
grew spontaneously” (pp. 183-184).

It is inconceivable how colleges and universities emerged spontaneously 
in an environment where the people devalued education. In contrast to the 
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“spontaneity” concept of educational development, Rudolph (1990) indi-
cated that educators, theorists, designers, architects, and others must plan the 
implementation of higher education institutions. Colleges and universities do 
not emerge naturally. Therefore, the spontaneity theory of higher education 
development in Europe does not have a firm rationale. An investigation of 
early college and university curricula in medieval Europe reveals the extent 
that non-Europeans were responsible for the development of higher educa-
tion in the West.

The Moors and the Seven Liberal Arts in Europe

Primary, secondary, and post-secondary schools were non-existent during the 
Dark Ages, especially for the first 500 years after the fall of Rome. However, 
in 711 ce, the Moors, North and West Africans, invaded the Iberian Peninsula 
referred to today as Spain. After the Moors took control of the region and 
extended their political dominance into Crete, Sicily, and portions of Italy, the 
Moors established primary, secondary, and post-secondary educational insti-
tutions (Chandler, 2004). These schools were the finest of their time as they 
had outstanding facilities and teachers. For instance, educators such as Ibn 
Hazm (994-1064) from the Moorish city of Cordova recommended that one’s 
formal education should begin at the age of 5. By the time the learner reaches 
post-secondary education the student would have had to master basic math, 
geometry, writing, logic, Botany, Zoology, history, religious law, and a num-
ber of other subjects (Robinson, Battle, & Robinson, 1987).

Pimienta-Bey (2004) asserted that the Moors started the first colleges and 
universities in Europe during the medieval period. The Moors established col-
leges and universities as early as the 10th century at Cordova. They subse-
quently constructed higher education institutions at Valencia, Almeria, Malaga, 
Toledo, and Seville. These institutions featured the study of the seven liberal 
arts. Furthermore, Moorish schools preceded the establishment of colleges at 
Montpellier, Padua, Oxford, Bologna, Naples, Paris, Rome, Cambridge, 
Lisbon, Coimbra, and Toulouse, which occurred between 1158 and 1290.

Several institutions of higher education in Europe not physically estab-
lished by the Moors began during the latter part of the 12th century and 
beyond (Chandler, 2004). The colleges of Montpellier, Padua, Oxford, 
Bologna, Naples, Paris, Rome, Cambridge, Valencia, Lisbon, Coimbra, and 
Toulouse emerged between 1158 and 1290 (Pimienta-Bey, 2004). Because 
the Moors established schools in Spain featuring liberal arts curricula prior to 
the 12th century, it is evident that the later schools modeled and designed 
their curricula after Moorish colleges and universities. In 1224, for example, 
German monarch Frederick II opened the University of Naples. The 
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education-minded king implemented a liberal arts-based curriculum as the 
school offered studies in physical science, mathematics, medicine, and legal 
theory. According to Pimienta-Bey (2004), Frederick II had studied exten-
sively under several Moorish scholars from the schools in Spain. In fact, it 
became a popular trend for European students to travel to Spain to study in 
the educational institutions established by the Moors. The practice of travel-
ing to Spain to study under Moorish teachers became so popular among those 
who could afford an education that scholar Ibn Abdun proposed to restrict 
course books to people in the region (Pimienta-Bey, 2004).

The investigation of early educational institutions uncovers a significant 
relationship between Moorish curricula and medieval higher education devel-
opment. This relationship denotes the importance of an arts-intensive educa-
tion. Universities started and influenced by the Moors had curricula featuring 
science, philosophy, and math, including trigonometry (Chandler, 2004). 
Although Lucas (2006) was reluctant to espouse the “spontaneity” theory 
offered by Perry (2001) in terms of higher education development, Lucas 
contended that European schools established between 1158 and 1290 were 
uninfluenced by curricula from Moorish universities. Lucas at least admitted 
that Moors were the first people in Europe to establish higher learning institu-
tions during the medieval period, but the theorist did not examine the educa-
tional effects of this phenomenon. The assertion that the Moors were not 
responsible for the development of post-secondary institutions is a flawed 
assessment of medieval higher education curricula.

Burns and Ralph (1969) maintained that the only schools not to incorpo-
rate secular studies or Moorish curricula were church-dominated cathedral 
schools, which were primarily low-level learning centers. These religious 
centers were extensions of the Carolingian-sponsored monastic centers where 
church policy controlled the substandard curriculums. Because the church 
supervised European intellectual thought during the medieval period, cathe-
dral schools were theologically focused. These centers were places where 
clergy members copied manuscripts they could not understand. Although 
clergy members had inadequate literacy skills, they attempted to utilize these 
low-level learning centers to interpret Scripture (Leff, 1958). With shoddy 
curriculums of manuscript replication and Scripture interpretation, how did 
religious-focused, low-level learning centers naturally transform into secu-
lar-focused, higher level learning institutions that offered subjects such as 
law, medicine, and mathematics?

Independent institutions such as the University of Bologna (1158), the 
University of Montpellier (1180), Oxford University (1200), the University 
of Paris (approximately 1190), and Cambridge University (1226) started 
without any church-supervised restrictions (Burns & Ralph, 1969). These 
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institutions absorbed as much secular-based knowledge as possible. In other 
words, the independent institutions had Moorish curriculums, which was one 
major reason that church officials opposed such schools. In fact, the church 
vehemently disliked independent schools. Burns and Ralph (1969) asserted 
that church officials habitually criticized independent schools as institutions 
that propagated sacrilegious ideas, polytheistic beliefs, secular activities, and 
scientifically centered curriculums.

One independent school that transformed into a university began in the 
French city of Montpellier, which was previously the town of Maguelone. 
Peters (1977) indicated that Charles Martel stopped the Moors from advanc-
ing further into Europe by defeating them at the Battle of Tours in 732. 
However, as Pimienta-Bey (2004) pointed out, several thousand Moors set-
tled at Maguelone after the battle. Over the years, the academic and cultural 
activities of the Moors became central characteristics of French culture, par-
ticularly in southern France. The University of Paris developed out the school 
of Chartres that started with secular-centered studies based on the curricula of 
the Moors (Burke, 2009). Paris University featured the sciences and aca-
demic books authored by African scholars. Many students of Chartres trav-
eled to Spain for advanced academic studies under Moorish scholars 
(Pimienta-Bey, 2004). After Europeans established independent colleges 
based on Moorish curriculums, European students utilized the schools in 
Spain for graduate and post-graduate studies.

The French schools of higher learning became so reputable that students 
from as far away as Finland and England attended these institutions. Schools 
such as Oxford and other universities in Western and Northern Europe mod-
eled their curriculums after the academic system at the University of Paris 
(Pimienta-Bey, 2004). Students from England often traveled to France to 
study at the University of Paris. Many of these students also studied in Spain. 
After several English students graduated from the University of Paris, they 
returned to England and prominently contributed to the establishment of 
Oxford as a northern branch of the University of Paris (Pimienta-Bey, 2004).

Liberal Arts Curricula in Medieval Europe

Institutions of higher learning dominated by European secular leaders slowly 
developed after Europeans took control of several Moorish towns and locali-
ties. An example of this transfer of control occurred in Toledo in 1085 where 
the Moors had established universities. After taking control of the area, 
European leaders coerced Moorish scholars to teach European learners the 
translation of Arabic academic texts into Latin (Chandler, 2004). In fact, the 
major objective of administrators for the first independent schools controlled 
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by Europeans was to acquire and develop faculty who could translate ancient 
academic scripts and texts into Latin (Burns & Ralph, 1969). Therefore, col-
leges and universities not physically created by the Moors began after a num-
ber of Europeans either had tutorial instruction from Moors or had attended 
schools established by Moors in Spain (Chandler, 2004). Burke (2009) sub-
stantiated this process of liberal arts curricula development in medieval 
Europe. Through tutelage, traditional instruction, and the teaching of transla-
tion, the Moors, who Burke referred to as Islamic societies, were responsible 
for creating institutions such as the University of Paris, the University of 
Bologna, Oxford University, and the College of Padua.

When medieval European leaders eventually established institutions of 
higher learning based on Moorish curricula, they restricted these schools to a 
limited number of White males (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). European academi-
cians decided to maintain the knowledge about liberal arts within a small, 
selective group. Although European intellectuals exhibited negative, dispar-
aging sentiments toward the common people, these learned men were anx-
ious to flaunt their academic superiority. However, the political and economic 
dominance of the church was so intimidating that these intellectuals were 
reluctant to spread liberal arts concepts in the public arena. Therefore, several 
calculating European educators who had studied under the Moors deliber-
ately criticized Moorish teachings publicly to promote the impression that the 
new knowledge was against official church doctrine (Van Sertima, 2004). 
Nonetheless, the decision to confine liberal arts to a selective group of White 
males extended the Dark Ages well into the 16th century.

Medieval Europeans believed the earth was flat and immobile. According 
to the cultural ideals, the earth was the heart of the universe and planets and 
other heavenly bodies revolved around the earth (Perry, 2001). When 
Europeans thought the world was flat and immobile, the few enlightened intel-
lectuals who had studied under the Moors purposely did not contradict these 
ideas (Van Sertima, 2004). This trend of academic exclusion foreshadowed 
the elitist, segregationist practices of higher learning institutions in America. 
Another way to look at this development is the decision to exclude the masses 
from access to liberal arts suggests that European intellectuals of the period 
viewed a liberal arts education as invaluable. A liberal arts education was not 
a common academic experience as it is perceived in America today.

Modification of Liberal Arts Curricula

As European secular leaders took control of several medieval colleges and uni-
versities, European educators reconceptualized the curriculums to reflect a 
Western cultural principle of exploring academic subjects. Unlike ancient 
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Egyptians and Moors who sought to achieve sociocultural, scientific, and spiri-
tual balance through educational concepts, medieval educators divided liberal 
arts curricula into organized hierarchical classifications of Quadrivium and 
Trivium (Van Der Wende, 2011). Quadrivium featured numerical arts, which 
included geometry, astronomy, music, and arithmetic. Medieval educators 
described Quadrivium as a higher form of study to Trivium or literature arts, 
which included logic, rhetoric, and grammar (Lucas, 2006). The decision to 
separate and rank liberal arts curricula reflects a Western cultural tendency that 
Ani (1994) traced to Plato’s theories about intellectual, academic development.

According to Ani (1994), Plato’s position about higher realities that are 
inaccessible to most people initiated the Western cultural tendency to rank 
intellectual practices and academic subjects. Plato hypothesized that an indis-
pensable amount of knowledge exists beyond the comprehension of ordinary 
people (Cassirer, 1944). Therefore, Plato viewed opposite entities as uncom-
plimentary and imbalanced within a superior/inferior context of human devel-
opment. As Plato promulgated his superior/inferior concepts, he promoted the 
cultural practice of classifying certain subjects as subordinate to others (Ani, 
1994). In line with this Western cultural principle, medieval theorists repli-
cated Plato’s inclination to rank academic subjects when these educators cat-
egorized literature arts (Trivium) as inferior to numerical arts (Quadrivium). 
The ranking process to label perceived academic imbalances as either superior 
or inferior has become a prominent Western cultural trend in higher education, 
which contradicts ancient Kemet’s ideal of complimentary opposites repre-
sented by the generalist-specialist concept of educational achievement.

American Liberal Arts Curricula

The Moorish schools in Spain had a tremendous effect on early higher educa-
tion institutions of Europe specifically and on American schools in general. A 
study of post-secondary curricula in Spain and in other regions of Europe 
point to the circuitous affect Moorish scholarship has had on curricula devel-
opment in the United States. American schools modeled their curriculums 
after the Moorish-based schools in Europe. Nevertheless, many Americans 
erroneously believe a liberal arts education is a distinctively American tradi-
tion (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). However, Van Der Wende (2011) indicated that 
American colleges and universities modeled their liberal arts curriculums 
after European institutions of higher learning such as Cambridge, Oxford, 
and the University of Paris.

Nineteenth- and early-20th-century American primary and secondary 
school educators taught students that academic obedience and acquiescent 
temperaments are important attributes for social advancement. In other 
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words, teachers trained learners to become compliant workers for agricultural 
and industrial settings (Spring, 2010). This form of teaching and learning 
expanded to the post-secondary level as administrators and professors accen-
tuated rules, acceptable conduct, structure, and a strict adherence to the cur-
riculum. Rudolph (1990) suggested that the penalizing character of early 
American higher education institutions facilitated rebellious attitudes and 
disobedience among students. Administrators and professors neither offered 
students academic leeway nor intellectual dialogue about the value of liberal 
arts. Instead of facilitating independent, critical thinking, faculty trained stu-
dents to conform to the political and economic conditions of American soci-
ety. Therefore, American higher education began as a pseudo-academic 
process with an anti-intellectual framework.

Another glaring issue about the development of post-secondary schools in 
America was the instantaneous affect of the sociocultural conditions on teach-
ing and learning. American schools began and still remain to a large degree as 
segregated, discriminatory, racist, conservative, anti-female institutions. Early 
American institutions catered to certain males of European descent (Cohen & 
Kisker, 2010). The ongoing practice of segregationist trends became so embed-
ded in the American tradition that, as Lucas (2006) pointed out, attempts to 
integrate these institutions were met with strong opposition from, above all, 
administrators and former students who had acquired a liberal arts education. 
The implicit learning process taught students that educational inequality, racial 
discrimination, and female subordination were normal practices, which reflects 
the hierarchical academic processes of medieval educational standards. The 
schizophrenic nature of learning to become fair-minded, well-rounded indi-
viduals through studying liberal arts while adhering to sociocultural Western 
principles such as ethnic-group discrimination, racism, and class privilege is a 
persistent theme of higher learning in America.

Higher education institutions in the United States today require most stu-
dents to study liberal arts as core requirements, and a number of institutions 
are dedicated to the study of liberal arts. Subsequent to an analysis of liberal 
arts curricula, MartinezAleman and Salkever (2003) concluded that liberal 
arts colleges base academics primarily on reason and individual expression. 
Reason is scientifically centered thought, but individual expression translates 
to personal expression in the Western-liberal tradition. According to Wright 
(2007), adhering to the Western-liberal tradition of individual expression 
means a learner must conceptualize and practice conservative values to a 
great extent. However, many Americans regard the investigation of liberal 
arts as insignificant not because it may lead to conservatism, but because 
racial discrimination, class privilege, and financial accumulation are more 
valuable than fair-minded, well-rounded thinkers in American society.
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Cohen and Kisker (2010) indicated that a liberal arts education is designed 
to create balanced, thoughtful, considerate, well-rounded learners. These 
concepts are similar to the definitions offered by Ben-Jochannan (1989) and 
Hilliard (1995) who explained the purpose of studying liberal arts as the cul-
tivation of the divine element that exists inside every learner. The cultivation 
of divinity is the process of developing thoughtful, insightful, honorable stu-
dents. However, learners often succumb to American social and cultural 
trends of racial discrimination, female subordination, educational inequality, 
class privilege, and financial accumulation more than they adhere to the 
development of balanced, liberated, ethically centered cognitive processes. 
Furthermore, American higher learning institutions focus on specializations 
and technical skill development, which corroborates the schizophrenic nature 
of educational development in this country.

In consideration of economic influences on educational development, 
America’s higher education institutions function as businesses and corpora-
tions. Lears (2003), for example, indicated that American higher education 
institutions utilize knowledge as a commodity to be bought and sold like raw 
materials. Schools are steadily eliminating liberal arts courses not only in 
favor of specializations but also for pseudo-disciplines such as management 
training and computer science. Although these courses may be suitable for 
the marketplace, they have no lasting effects in terms of self-development 
and the comprehension of natural progressions (Lears, 2003). Schools design 
curriculums to accommodate the ever-changing needs of businesses and cor-
porations. Consequently, the business model of education has undervalued 
the liberal arts tradition significantly in American higher education.

During the formative stages of American development, colleges and uni-
versities maintained the broad curricula structure of superior and inferior lib-
eral arts subjects from the medieval age (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). After the 
Emergent Nation period of the latter 18th century, however, American educa-
tors further divided the two broad categories of liberal arts into separate, iso-
lated disciplines and subjects. The shift from emphasizing broad concentrations 
of higher and lower liberal arts fields to studying separate disciplines accom-
modated the development of vocations, specializations, and technologically 
centered professions. Nonetheless, the exclusive study of isolated subjects 
and specializations contradicts the original purpose and social mission of 
higher education in the liberal arts tradition.

The shift from the ancient Egyptian holistic approach of studying liberal 
arts is apparent in higher education institutions today. Repko (2012) asserted 
that Western educational practitioners have organized contemporary higher 
education content into four broad academic disciplines called humanities, 
natural sciences, applied professions, and social sciences. Educators have 

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on March 4, 2016jbs.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jbs.sagepub.com/


Cook 19

split these academic disciplines into subcategories or spheres of knowledge 
referred to as curriculums. History, for instance, has a curriculum that is a 
subcategory field of study under the humanities. In other words, a person who 
investigates history studies a specific system of core knowledge under the 
broad discipline of the humanities. Unlike the original holistic approach to 
investigating the seven liberal arts, contemporary higher education authorities 
have separated these interrelated subjects and have added specialization fields.

Regression of American Scholarship in Liberal Arts

Cruse (1984) assessed America’s perception of artistic expression, intellec-
tual achievement, and academic scholarship as collectively subordinate 
activities to financial accumulation. The reconceptualization of the purpose 
and significance of American scholarship shifted from medieval-influenced 
intellectual expressions to enormous segregated components that are not fun-
damental to cultivating human divinity originally framed by the seven liberal 
arts in ancient Kemet. The practice of non-divine, sociocultural development 
has pervaded higher education. Consequently, American scholarship has 
developed immaturely as educators have promoted social conventions and 
superficial content centered on Western traditions of racism, ethnic-group 
discrimination, class privilege, female subordination, conservatism, and 
financial accumulation. These Western educational characteristics have 
caused America’s intelligentsia to become flat, imitative, predictable, unap-
pealing, and unimaginative (Barton, 2006).

Agresto (2011) noted the uncertainty Americans have expressed consis-
tently about the usefulness of liberal arts. Unlike medieval educators who 
prioritized liberal arts disciplines, American educators deemphasized liberal 
arts, compromised the discipline’s foundational premise, and created a 
noticeable academic emptiness in the field. Although colleges and universi-
ties usually require students to take a certain amount of undergraduate liberal 
arts courses, the devaluation of liberal arts is an ongoing process. For exam-
ple, during the early 1970s, approximately 8% of all undergraduates awarded 
degrees majored in English language or literature and about 14% majored in 
business. However, by 2008, graduates who majored in English had declined 
considerably to 3.5%, but business graduates increased to approximately 
22%. History majors comprised about 2.2% of all graduates in 2008. The 
specialty centered majors of health services, business, and education 
amounted to 35% of all bachelor’s degree graduates in 2008 as compared 
with 5.7% for English and history majors (Agresto, 2011).

DiMaria (2009) indicated that over the last 20 years, approximately 75 of 
the 212 liberal arts colleges have shifted curricula to specializations such as 
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journalism, business, and nursing. DiMaria attributed the move toward spe-
cializations to the transitioning market-based economic conditions and the 
American cultural belief that it is more important to specialize to acquire 
prosperity than it is to formulate a philosophical view about balancing human 
processes. American journalists, for instance, report news in consideration of 
the way their corporate or business owners interpret events (Abulhawa, 
2013). Reports and articles from American journalists generally do not reflect 
the processes of free thinkers or critical thinkers who have developed ethi-
cally based philosophical positions about life. Although thoughtful, decisive 
thinking is reflective of a liberal arts education, journalism is equated with 
the medieval idea of the lower form of liberal arts—Trivium or literature arts. 
Therefore, American leadership values journalism only to the extent that 
journalists are under the intellectual and academic control of businesses and 
corporations.

Barton (2006) suggested that colleges and universities should encourage 
students to participate in diverse disciplines of liberal arts because a culture 
of instantaneous scholarship, popular literature, and superficial discourse has 
become a predominant American academic trend. A pseudo-academic culture 
has permeated the university system as the value of liberal arts has declined. 
This particular practice of American scholarship negatively affects intellectu-
alism in relation to liberal arts. In other words, American intellectuals fre-
quently offer the notion that the presentation of flawed evidence or no 
evidence at all to support a perspective or an idea is acceptable in the public 
arena of inquiry (Barton, 2006). Therefore, among the proliferation of media, 
social media, and financial consideration, the spiritual-scientific, ethical, cre-
ative, integrative, complementary attributes associated with the seven liberal 
arts have remained absent in American higher education curricula.

American parents want their children to become financially independent 
(Brooks, 2011). The sentiment among the American populous is to sustain a 
prestigious lifestyle requires a specialized education. To solidify the concept 
that the American workforce seeks specialized talents and skills, academic 
leaders promote college and university completion in specialty disciplines 
that are totally separate from the concept of balancing human divinity with 
scientific investigation. Ozmon (2012) suggested that society has become 
technologically advanced in the post-modern era. As part of the process of 
negotiating post-modern activities, Americans have questioned the role of 
liberal arts in an information-centered, specialization-based, pseudo- 
academic, capitalistic society (Agresto, 2011). Many Americans offer inqui-
ries such as “How do concentrations such as philosophy, human sciences, art 
history, astronomy, geology, language, or any devout studies help a college 
student obtain meaningful employment?”
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Agresto (1999) responded to these social, academic challenges by sug-
gesting that a liberal arts education develops a learner’s ability to balance the 
instability between the affect of natural processes and the development of 
human character. In this sense, liberal arts should be as valuable today as it 
was during the medieval period when academicians contained its concepts 
within a limited circle of intellectuals. Agresto (1999) also argued that a lib-
eral arts education is not academic training to create individuals who provide 
services for businesses. In fact, acquiring a specialization should not be the 
only avenue to financial contentment for formally educated persons (DiMaria, 
2009). Similar to the early years of educational development in the United 
States, however, today’s American higher education institutions train stu-
dents to become informational androids who only can act upon the demands 
of industry and business (Lears, 2003).

Sociologists such as Evetts (2009) described technical skills and special-
izations as necessary components for economic growth in modern society, 
which may be a valid assessment. However, to what extent does the concept 
of societal growth substantiate the role of specialized skills? Furthermore, is it 
certain that only one path involving technical skills and specializations exists 
for economic growth in today’s society? Perhaps DiMaria (2009) has debated 
this sociological perspective appropriately by suggesting that a liberal arts 
education enables students to investigate a number of subjects in depth. This 
process perpetuates further investigation about the world that also benefits 
specialized professionals. According to Clarke (1991), designing liberal arts 
curricula to empower individuals with self-knowledge and insight fosters 
introspective, free thinking. These characteristics epitomize an educated per-
son. In the liberal arts tradition, college graduates should be polished, insight-
ful, considerate, liberated, critical, balanced thinkers, which are attributes 
American educational institutions absolutely fail to develop within learners.

Conclusion

The study of the seven liberal arts originated in higher education institutions 
in the Nile Valley region of Alkebu-lan. In the Mystery Schools of ancient 
Kemet, theorists and educators described the seven liberal arts as mystic sci-
ence, philosophy, African history, science, mathematics, language, and 
music. Nile Valley theorists believed a thorough investigation of the seven 
liberal arts developed students who cultivated their innate divinity to under-
stand the world beyond the limitations of the physical environment (Ben-
Jochannan, 1989). Higher education learners in ancient Kemet studied liberal 
arts curricula holistically. However, to meet institutional academic standards, 
learners also studied specific subjects such as engineering, design, masonry, 
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and architecture. This educational method of inquiry created the generalist-
specialist professional and it accommodated ancient Kemet’s cultural ideal of 
achieving social, cultural, scientific, spiritual, and educational balance.

Greek theorists conceptualized higher learning within the context of edu-
cational principles from the Nile Valley. However, Western theorists and 
American educators erroneously acknowledge Greek theorists such as Thales 
and Pythagoras as the progenitors of higher learning in the liberal arts tradi-
tion. After Thales, Pythagoras, and other Greek students attended universities 
in Kemet, they attempted to share the knowledge about the seven liberal arts 
with people in the Aegean region. Although these Greek learners could not 
embed the new knowledge into the culture of ancient Europeans, Western 
educators have documented incorrectly that ancient Europeans created liberal 
arts curricula (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). Therefore, today’s higher education 
learners experience a great deal of academic misconceptions about the 
Kemetic origin, significance, and purpose of the seven liberal arts.

The Romans conquered Egypt in 30 bce and took control of higher educa-
tion institutions along the Mediterranean. After Rome adopted Christianity in 
392 ce, Roman emperors eliminated non-Christian schools that featured lib-
eral arts. The elimination of non-Christian schools and the fall of Rome cre-
ated an academic and intellectual void in Europe that is often referred to as 
the Dark Ages. However, in 711 ce, Moors from North and West Africa 
invaded the Iberian Peninsula and dominated the region until the 15th cen-
tury. As the Moors established communities in Spain during the 10th century, 
they started the first colleges and universities in Europe, which featured the 
study of the seven liberal arts (Chandler, 2004).

After the Moors introduced liberal arts curricula to people on the Iberian 
Peninsula during the medieval period, European-controlled institutions of higher 
learning eventually emerged in various regions of the continent. European insti-
tutions based their academic systems on Moorish curricula. These institutions 
became so reputable that early American colleges duplicated their curriculums 
and administrative designs (Lucas, 2006). However, American schools trained 
students to become manageable workers for the prevailing agricultural and 
industrial settings, which established an anti-intellectual practice of inquiry. As 
liberal arts permeated American institutions of higher learning, educators deval-
ued liberal arts curricula in a society of pseudo-intellectualism, racial discrimi-
nation, class privilege, female subordination, financial accumulation, industrial 
growth, technological advances, and specialized professions.
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