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From Genteel to Liberating

——A Historical Semantic Analysis of the Concept of Liberal Education
SHEN Wen-qin

(Graduate School of Education s Peking University, Beijing,100871)

Abstract: The idea of liberal education dates back to Aristotle’s “eleutherion epistemon” and Cice-
ro’s “artes liberales”. In the Middle Ages, this idea was embodied as “seven liberal arts”. From the seven-
teenth century on, the concept of “artes liberales” married the idea of “gentleman” and “gentleman-scholar”,
and gave birth to the modern idea of “liberal education” in the eighteenth and nineteenth century Britain, which
emphasized both “general” and “genteel”, but the semantic focus shifted more and more from “genteel” to
“general”. In the twentieth century, liberal education lost its connection with “gentleman” and became the gen-
eral education for all citizens, increasingly linked with the ideology of liberalism. Meanwhile, its semantic
meaning changed form “learned and genteel” to “free” or “liberating”.

Key words: historical semantics; liberal education; conceptual change; semantic analysis



