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The Death and Survival of Faculty of Arts and Sciences:
Liberal Education and the Institutionalized Elite University System

CUI Nai-wen

(School of Education Science, Yangzhou University, Yangzhou , Jiangsu , 225002)

Abstract: The faculty of arts and sciences is an institute of liberal education or general education for
undergraduate students in Western universities. The 19th century witnessed the transition from ancient
to modern in European university systems. The faculties of arts and sciences in Continental Europe and
the United Kingdom, both originated from the Faculty of Arts in the University of Paris in the Middle
Ages, encountered the different fate of death and survival. This study finds that, due to the differences
in institutional logics and the corresponding interactions of institutional factors between liberal educa-
tion and professional education, the evolution of the European faculties of arts and sciences presents
four ideal types of gradual changes in institutions, and the forms of the faculties and the liberal educa-
tion depends on their relationships with the institutionalized elite university systems. When there is a
conflict between them, a “institution drift” emerges, leading to the decoupling, attachment, or repul-
sive relationships between the faculty of arts and sciences and the elite university system. When a coex-
ist is in demand, the logic of the old and new systems is coordinated and balanced. The emergence of
“institution layering” leads to a new organizational system that merges classical colleges with modern
professional schools. When modern professional education redefines people’s common understanding of
universities, liberal education is derogated and be considered only as the basic education of professional
education. Then the faculties of arts and sciences face the fate of being “displaced” instead of being
“converted. " The four ideal types represent almost all the possible fates of the faculties of arts and sci-
ences.

Key words: faculty of arts and sciences; liberal education; elite university system; institutionalizeds



