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1. Introduction: The Classical Tradition in Liberal Education 

Classical education—understood broadly as a mode of formation anchored in the study of 
the liberal arts, the cultivation of virtue, and the disciplined pursuit of truth—has shaped 
the intellectual fabric of Western thought for more than two millennia. Rooted in the 
educational ideals of Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Quintilian, Augustine, Boethius, and the 
medieval scholastics, the classical model conceives learning as a unified enterprise in which 
mathematics, philosophy, language, and natural science stand in essential relation to one 
another. It holds that rigorous intellectual training does more than transmit information: it 
forms habits of mind, shapes moral judgment, and orients the student toward the 
transcendent demands of reason. 

In the universities that emerged from the monastic and cathedral schools of the Middle 
Ages, the classical ideal took institutional form in the trivium—grammar, logic, and 
rhetoric—and the quadrivium—arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy. These 
constituted the seven liberal arts, which served as the foundation for further studies in 
philosophy, theology, law, and medicine. Central to this tradition was the conviction, 
expressed most famously by Boethius, that mathematics offers a uniquely powerful means 
of training the intellect toward clarity, order, and the apprehension of universal truths. 
Mathematics was not merely a tool for applied calculation but a pathway to wisdom. 

In the modern era, the classical model persisted in the fellowship-driven tutorial systems of 
Oxford and Cambridge, in the Scottish Enlightenment curricula, and in the humanistic 
programmes of the American liberal-arts colleges. St Anselm’s College stands within this 
lineage, continuing the classical commitment to intellectual breadth, philosophical 
seriousness, and mathematical excellence. Its mathematics programmes are designed not 
only to impart technical proficiency but to form the whole person—integrating pure and 
applied mathematics with history, philosophy, cosmology, and scientific reasoning. 

2. The Classical Vision of Mathematical Study 



From Euclid’s Elements to Newton’s Principia, classical mathematics has been understood 
as the paradigm of demonstrative reasoning. Plato famously placed geometry at the 
threshold of the Academy, believing that the study of ideal forms trains the soul to perceive 
eternal realities. Aristotle likewise treated mathematical demonstration as the highest form 
of knowledge of the natural world, emphasising the role of abstraction and the pursuit of 
causes. 

This classical understanding shapes the structure of the mathematics programme at St 
Anselm’s College in several key ways. Mathematics is approached as a discipline that refines 
the intellect through the pursuit of precise definitions, rigorous argument, and systematic 
generality. The curriculum emphasises not only “how to compute” but “how to think”. In 
this respect, the College follows the Platonic and Aristotelian conviction that mathematics is 
integral to the broader cultivation of reason. 

The classical tradition treats arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and harmonic theory as 
branches of a unified intellectual enterprise. Students encounter this unity through modules 
that connect algebra, geometry, analysis, topology, differential equations, and theoretical 
physics. The College affirms, as did the ancient and medieval educators, that mathematics 
attains its full significance when viewed not as a set of disconnected techniques, but as a 
coherent vision of structure and order. 

Classical thinkers—from Pythagoras to Kepler—believed that the structure of the universe 
is fundamentally mathematical. This conviction informs the College’s approach to dynamics, 
cosmology, relativity, and orbital mechanics. Students examine the mathematical 
architecture of natural laws in a way that resonates with Newton, Laplace, Lagrange, and 
Einstein, whose works feature prominently in the curriculum. 

3. The Classical Curriculum and the Modern Quadrivium 

Although contemporary mathematics encompasses far more than the ancient quadrivium, 
the quadrivial spirit endures in the deep structural connections among the College’s 
programmes. Arithmetic, in the classical sense, concerns the properties of number and 
proportion; modern algebra continues this tradition. Geometry remains central, and 
students study Euclidean geometry, differential geometry, manifolds, and classical topology. 
Harmonic theory appears in real analysis, Fourier theory, functional analysis, spectral 
theory, and differential equations—fields that explore the interplay between number, space, 
frequency, and time. Astronomy, the historical capstone, finds its analogue in the College’s 
modules on cosmology, relativity, and orbital mechanics. 

4. The Role of Logic, Philosophy, and Intellectual Virtue 

A distinct hallmark of classical education is its integration of mathematics with philosophy. 
Logic, computability, and foundational studies draw upon Aristotle, Boole, Frege, Russell, 
and Gödel. Students examine philosophical debates surrounding Platonism, formalism, and 
structuralism, engaging with selections from Plato, Aristotle, Kant, Hilbert, and 
contemporary thinkers. Classical education holds that mathematics cultivates virtues such 



as attentiveness, perseverance, clarity, humility before truth, and respect for evidence—
virtues explicitly cultivated in the College’s pedagogy. 

5. Pedagogical Methods Rooted in Classical Education 

The teaching methods used in the mathematics programmes reflect classical practice 
adapted for modern scholarship. Tutorials and supervisions draw upon the Socratic 
method. Mathematical proof is treated as a literary and philosophical tradition. Students 
engage with foundational texts, including Euclid, Newton, Euler, and Riemann, using 
methods akin to classical commentary. The College fosters a residential and scholarly 
environment that encourages contemplative study, disciplined discussion, and the shared 
pursuit of truth. 

6. Classical Education in the Structure of the St Anselm’s Mathematics Programmes 

Pure mathematics modules—including group theory, ring theory, geometry, topology, 
combinatorics, number theory, and differential equations—reflect the classical concern for 
universal structures. Applied mathematics modules in dynamics, relativity, quantum 
mechanics, and field theory build upon Newton’s legacy and link mathematical reasoning to 
physical law. The mathematical-physics sequence embodies the quadrivial ideal by 
integrating geometry, algebra, and analysis in physical modelling. Philosophy modules 
deepen students’ understanding of knowledge, causation, metaphysics, logic, ethics, and 
political philosophy. 

7. The Aims of Classical Mathematics Education at St Anselm’s 

St Anselm’s seeks to develop intellectual mastery, integration of knowledge, ethical 
formation, and preparation for research and leadership. Mathematics is taught not merely 
as a technical subject but as a path toward intellectual maturity and civic responsibility. 
Students are encouraged to pursue excellence not merely for personal achievement but for 
service to the common good. 

8. Conclusion 

Classical education is not a nostalgic return to antiquity but a living tradition capable of 
renewing modern scholarship. In the mathematics programmes of St Anselm’s College, the 
classical spirit manifests in the unity of the liberal arts, in the rigorous pursuit of truth, and 
in the formation of students as whole persons—capable of mathematical excellence, 
philosophical depth, and humane leadership. Mathematics—rooted in the quadrivial 
sciences, enriched by historical insight, and extended by contemporary inquiry—remains a 
powerful instrument for cultivating the mind. By uniting tradition with innovation, St 
Anselm’s offers a mathematics education that is both intellectually demanding and 
profoundly formative: a true expression of the classical ideal in the modern university. 


