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chools and the administrative state have

worked in tandem since the Progressive
Eratoremake America. Progressive educational
reformers followed the playbook put together
by their forerunner, John Dewey, who hoped to
detach education from the past to form subjects
suited for bureaucratic rule. Americans are now
awakening to the radicalism of both projects and
are pushing back against the administrative con-
quest in politics while reviving non-Progressive
classical education in schools.

Classical schooling has expanded dramatically
in recent years, serving families, local communi-
ties, and the country well. Graduates of classical
schools are poised to renew the American order—
if the movement stays true to itself. Rebirth
brings a host of complications. No one has aliving

memory of an authentic classical education from
before the Progressive Revolution, so classical
education enthusiasts must build and recover at
the same time.! Further, the growth of classical
education brings temptations to compromise.
Getting education right is a matter of the utmost
consequence for America and must begin with a
proper understanding of the stakes involved.

Both the Founders and the Progressives rec-
ognized the political and civilizational stakes
of education. They agreed that certain kinds
of schooling prepare students to be citizens
of a republic while others incline them to be
members of a centralized state ruled by expert
administrators; they disagreed on which goal was
desirable and, thus, which educational scheme
should be preferred.?
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The local, classical education that charac-
terized early America, that formed most of the
American Founders, and that many of them
prescribed for the new nation reinforced the
principles of a free federal republic. Classical
colleges taught Americans that human nature
was fixed and purposive; that human beings
perfect their nature in and owe profound obli-
gations to their familial, political, and religious
societies; that the masterworks of classical
Greece and Rome, the teachings of the Chris-
tian religion, and the heritage of European
civilization are part of our birthright and are
indispensable aids in cultivating the moral,
intellectual, and theological virtues as well as
securing the safety and happiness of our nation.
In part because they acknowledged that men are
not merely parts of the state, but members of
communities that precede and transcend the
political community, such classical colleges
prepared their graduates to be citizens of a
limited republic.

The Progressives’ education, by denying
each of these classical contentions, sought to
supersede classical education while paving the
way for the growth of the administrative state.
Modern research universities claimed to fulfill
rather than subvert our civilizational inheritance
but understood that inheritance along strictly
modern lines. Education would be dedicated
to the conquest of nature for the relief of man’s
estate via the progressive advancement and
technological application of the natural and
social sciences. Politics would be replaced by
the administrative rule of credentialed experts.
Importing the German educational model would
aid Progressives in repudiating America’s out-
dated, limited, and decentralized constitutional
order and replacing it with a centralized, rational,
Prussian-style state.

Today, the divergence of our political and
educational regimes from those of the Founding
Fathers is even more pronounced. Our post-Pro-
gressive research universities still seek to serve
atechnological society managed by credentialed
experts but have largely lost confidence in their
own claims to progress. They have increasingly
surrendered to postmodernity’s deconstruction
of Western civilization and dedicated themselves
to the identity politics of the cultural Left, which
simultaneously seeks to repudiate the modern
West and wield the powers of the bureaucratic
state that grew up in the past hundred years.
In Joshua Mitchell’s terms, our colleges and
universities originally educated for “citizen com-
petence,” then educated for “expert competence,”
and now are discarding both in favor of the rule
of “innocent victims” to the detriment of their
irredeemable oppressors: “The left today is not
progressive; it is identitarian. It does not want
experts to rule; it wants innocent victims to rule.
It does not wish to strengthen America; it wishes
to destroy it.”®

In short, for these post-Progressives, a clas-
sical education in Western civilization is not
merely outmoded; it is an enemy, a stain of the
past that, just like the cultural products and
political structures—including the U.S. Con-
stitution—produced by its graduates, must be
wiped clean.

Many Americans, ranging from liberal college
professors disgusted by “woke” to state legisla-
tors seeking to rein in the excesses of public
universities to Christian homeschoolers going
their own way to the pioneers of the classical
education renewal movement creating parallel
institutions, sense the need for an educational
alternative to the post-Progressives’ contempt
for the West. Yet few fully strip away all the
progressive accretions. Some embrace Western
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civilization but neuter it by denying its formative
character and the civilizational stakes. Slogans
like “education, not indoctrination,” teaching
“how to think, not what to think,” “open inquiry,”
and “institutional neutrality” offer partial relief
in the form of carve-outs. Other responses to
our educational crisis, like homeschooling, pro-
vide much-needed pressure-release valves for
those who rightly worry about the corruption of
schools, but emphasizing such private options
risks ignoring the political-civilizational stakes
of a nation’s common form of schooling. Even
the classical movement often retreats: Chris-
tian variants emphasize cultivating “saints,
not citizens”; secular ones embrace neutrality
amid crisis.

This paper is intended to contribute to the
recovery of our classical tradition. It estab-
lishes the relation between education and
politics, reveals the uniquely Roman heart of
Western civilization, and clarifies for both cit-
izens and policymakers the renewal that this
revival promises.

The Contemporary Challenge: How
Classical Educators Unwittingly
Promote Progressivism

Launching countercultural schools is a fraught
enterprise. Today’s classical educators them-
selves are often graduates of progressive colleges
and universities. The movement emerged only
after generations were steeped in technical train-
ing, egalitarianism, and multicultural ideology.

Historian Henri-Irénée Marrou identifies
the pressures that countercultural educational
movements face: “Education is a collective tech-
nique which a society employs to instruct its
youth in the values and accomplishments of the
civilization within which it exists. It is therefore
asecondary activity, subordinate to the life of the

civilization of which it forms a part, and normally

appearing as its epitome.”* Launching an alter-
native to rectify mainstream failures always risks

reproducing the same problems.

Too often, the “classical” response to the
rolling Progressive Revolution in education has
consisted of replacing bad values with confused
and selective appeals to value neutrality, fighting
the Left’s fire with the mist of critical thinking
instead of with civilizational substance. When
seeking substance, classical reformers have help-
fully turned to the Trivium, the Great Books, and
various conceptions of “Western civilization” to
orient the movement. None fully capture a suf-
ficiently robust civilizational vision.

Leaders and classical visionaries disavow
the shortsightedness of the technical modern
research university as well as contemporary edu-
cational ideology infused with identity politics.
Instead of “college and career readiness”—watch-
words of the technical—students in classical
schools seek the true, the good, and the beautiful.
Instead of egalitarianism, classical schools stand
for excellence and reject multiculturalism while
standing for the Great Tradition.

This bold stance against current fads, however,
is often tainted with progressive practices. Many
classical schools have grades and bells just as
progressive schools do. Classical schools must
cater to families that are interested in sending
their children to modern universities—and those
universities must recognize their transcripts.
Some classical schools apologize for the study of
Latin by claiming that it can boost SAT scores.
They adopt promiscuous conceptions of “classi-
cal” that range all the way from Enheduanna to
Khaled Hosseini, motivated too often by a sense
of guilt for not including enough “diversity.”®
Grade inflation and social promotion belie claims
to excellence.
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Classical enthusiasts have sought proper lode-
stars for the movement. Those who helped to
revive classical education displayed so prophetic
foresight that no task can be less pleasing than
to point out how their remedies have not fully
cured the disease. In fact, the benefit of hindsight
allows us to remark that Dorothy L. Sayers and
Mortimer Adler, exemplary 20th-century figures
who sought to renew liberal education, accurately
identified many of the symptoms of technocracy
but failed to prescribe the medicine that would
banish the disease and in certain unforeseen
ways accidentally exacerbated the infection.

Sayers’s 1947 lecture “The Lost Tools of Learn-
ing” became the unofficial founding document of
the movement after National Review republished
itin 1979.” Continued reliance on her framework,
however, hampers educators from developing a
sufficiently robust vision. Despite its medieval
verbiage, her lecture is neither deeply rooted
enough in the Western tradition nor particular
enough about what students should learn and
what kinds of persons students should become.

In “Lost Tools,” Sayers sees the Trivium as
pedagogical stages corresponding to juvenile psy-
chological development rather than as particular
areas of study. As she makes clear, her educa-
tional recommendations arise from her concern
about pervasive governmental and commercial
propaganda.® She laments how in the age of film,
radio, and universal literacy “we let our young
men and women go out unarmed, in a day when
armour was never so necessary.” Her program in

“Lost Tools” thus steers away from the content
of education while insisting that students learn
to think critically to avoid being hoodwinked by
advertisers and government propagandists: “Is

it not the great defect of our education to-day...

that although we often succeed in teaching our
pupils ‘subjects, we fail lamentably on the whole

in teaching them how to think? They learn every-
thing, except the art of learning.”

Her reborn Trivium was meant to foster
critical thinking but was not as concerned with
stamping Western character onto students.
Examples of this problem abound in Sayers’s lec-
ture. Her approach to the subject of history in the

“grammar stage” is concerned less with initiating
students into a meaningful and connected nar-
rative about the civilization’s origins and more
with ritual recitation of discrete facts which may
or may not be important in and of themselves:

The grammar of History should consist, | think,
of dates, anecdotes, and personalities. A set of
dates to which one can peg all later historical
knowledge is of enormous help later on in es-
tablishing the perspective of history. It does not
greatly matter which dates: those of the Kings
of England will do very nicely, provided they are
accompanied by pictures of costume, archi-
tecture, and all “every-day things,” so that the
mere mention of a date calls up a strong visual
presentment of the whole period.

Students could learn the dates “of the Kings
of England,” but as she says, “it does not greatly
matter.” Students should memorize things,
Sayers argues, because facts are fodder “for use in
the next part of the Trivium.” This “poll-parrot”
age, as she calls it, is concerned with collecting
material useful to exercise the mind so that the
student can develop the skill of learning and thus
learn to resist pervasive propaganda.

In “Lost Tools,” content is secondary. Gradu-
ates are to be critical thinkers. Even her advocacy
of Latin grammar treats it primarily as a mental
whetstone rather than as a language in which
one can encounter Roman civilization.’? History
becomes lists of dates and facts for memorization,
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not connected narrative or moral-political for-
mation. The dialectic stage characteristic, she

says, of adolescence emphasizes foraging and

critique: “Once again: the contents of the sylla-
bus at this stage may be anything you like. The

‘subjects’ supply material; but they are all to be

regarded as mere grist for the mental mill to work
upon.” The rhetoric stage allows specialization
with little prescription: “[I]t is difficult to map

out any general syllabus for the study of Rhetoric:
a certain freedom is demanded.” For Sayers in
“Lost Tools,” grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric are

largely methods or tools.

Into this gap, left by the largely empty frame
of “Lost Tools,” many classical educators have
inserted Mortimer Adler’s Great Books of the
Western World, a massive anthology of texts as
well as his methodology for Socratic seminar
discussion of those books. “The Great Books
approach,” writes classicist Alex Petkas, “could
be fairly characterized as a disinterested romp
through a series of dehistoricized texts, predom-
inantly philosophical in nature.”" Like Sayers’s
lecture, the Great Books movement was also
born from discontent with the progressive edu-
cational establishment.

Today, many classical schools adopt and adapt
Adler’s anthology and his Socratic discussion
methodology.' The book list is a useful resource.
His bedrock assumption—that the books matter
because they contain timeless “Great Ideas”—is
a modern innovation much like Sayers’s own
innovative recasting of the Trivium. Building
education upon the foundation of ideas as
opposed to one composed of “people, events, or
discrete historical institutions™ is, according to
Petkas, “an accident of some transient historical
circumstance.”

Adler’s anthology prioritizes abstract ideas
over people, events, and institutions, tilting

toward Greece and metaphysics over Rome
and political formation. His project is ulti-
mately meant to serve a mid-20th-century
vision of “democratic culture” through neu-
tral inquiry, steering away from extremes of
nationalism and vulgarity by promoting a
cosmopolitan marketplace of ideas."* In The
Paideia Proposal, Adler rejects “stuffing minds”
as indoctrination.'® His warning against
“brainwashing” rightly counsels the teacher
against crude force, but it risks limiting
schools from confidently transmitting specific
truths and pursuing defined civic-moral out-
comes rooted in the tradition.

A successful classical education movement
must recognize how curriculum shapes the char-
acter and affections of students. An education in
Western civilization—understood as Latin civili-
zation—provides the lodestar.

The classicism of the Founding Fathers differs
from later Great Books approaches. The Found-
ers gave greater attention to political history,
biography, rhetoric, and the Roman Republic
than did the 20th-century programs that empha-
sized philosophy, literature, and the Greeks. This
illuminates the intimate link between civic edu-
cation and liberal education. The cultivation of
virtue through the liberal arts benefits the person
both as individual and as member of family,
nation, and church.

The curricular priorities and aims flowing
from this restoration challenge the status quo
but offer an opportunity to reclaim the educa-
tion for citizen competence that the Founders
received and promoted—an essential ingredi-
ent for the health of the federal constitutional
republic they created. The following sec-
tions develop this Roman core and chart the
way forward.
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The Centrality of Rome to
Western Civilization
The phrase “Western civilization” is simply

a new name for something very old: the Roman
Empire and its legacy in Europe, called “Chris-
tendom” in its medieval and early modern
incarnation.'®* Without Rome, “Europe” as we
know it would not exist. Before Rome’s conquest,
“Europe” was thought of in the writings of the
Greeks as free but barbaric peoples and “Asia”
as home to civilized, despotic empires. Only
the Hellenes were free and civilized, and then
only for fleeting moments.” Through a complex
process of native development and cultural
borrowing, Rome developed much republican
public-spirited conflict, freedom, stable govern-
ment, and law, while its civil conflicts framed the
West’s collective understanding of political possi-
bilities. Without the subsequent Latinization of
Europe, the character of the New World would
manifestly be different.

At the margins, things get fuzzy. Over time,
borders have shifted and changed. The south-
ern shore of the Mediterranean was part of the
Roman Empire and produced great Latin authors
in antiquity but was lost to Christendom in the
Arab invasion. The Christianization of the Ger-
manic and Celtic peoples who had never been
conquered by Rome added these lands to the
West, as did the early modern colonization of
the New World.

The Roman state referred to itself as S.P.Q.R.:
Senatus Populusque Romanus (the Senate and
People of Rome). Thus, Rome is first a geographic
and political reality: the city that conquered
first Italy and then the Mediterranean and pos-
sessed a distinctively energetic and resilient
political and legal regime, at the center of which
sat the Senate. The rise of the Roman people
from obscure hill-dwellers to the organizers of

along-lasting pan-Mediterranean empire is the
object of continued fascination and has received
appropriately epic homage in Virgil’s Aeneid,
Livy’s Ab Urbe Condita, and many other histor-
ical and literary works. The modern political
order itself bears the indelible fingerprints of the
Roman Senate: Countries ranging from America
to North Korea call themselves republics in emu-
lation of the Roman res publica. Capitol buildings
mimic Rome’s architecture throughout the West.

As the initials S.P.Q.R. show, Rome is, besides
asenatus, a populus with a culture and language:
Latin. Education in Latin civilization is not anti-
quarianism. For a variety of reasons—including
its power and durability, the heroism of its great
men, the beauty of its literature and architecture,
and its formative historical role—Rome is also a
perpetual source of renewal. Down through the
centuries, Rome has provided to men of action
as well as to men of contemplation a sense of
destiny and purpose. Western civilization is a
political, linguistic, and cultural organism whose
heart is the city of Rome and whose blood is the
Latin language.

Classical educators rightly aim to restore

“Western civilization.” Getting precise about
what, exactly, Western civilization is (and what
it is not) is their first challenge. Both Sayers’s
neo-Trivium and Adler’s Great Books movement
gesture, each in its own way, toward the need
for Rome as the animating spirit and organizing
principle for our education in the West, but their
approaches are not sufficient to understand the
specifically Roman character of Western civiliza-
tion and, thus, of the educational regime needed
to sustain and enrich it.

Western civilization is neither abstract nor
hard to define. The inner reality of Western civi-
lization has been taken for granted for centuries.'®
The enduring political and cultural achievement
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of Rome created Europe and therefore the West.
All the later achievements of the West—from the

chivalric splendor of the Middle Ages to the intel-
lectual and artistic fecundity of the Renaissance,
the heroic discovery and colonization of the

New World, the magnificence of the American

Founding, and all the way to the scientific and

technological revolution of modernity—have

taken place in the shadow of the great, hulking
edifice of Rome. Rome absorbed and assimilated

avast array of peoples and cultures (most notably
the Greeks, Jews, and Germans) and then prop-
agated those appropriated ideas, achievements,
and spirits.

The image of the stern and unyielding Roman
soldier, whose religious sense of duty to the
Roman state is personified in figures like Scaevola
and Horatius Cocles, is indispensable, but Rome
cannot be understood without Greece, its elder
and in many ways its superior. From alphabet
to architecture, oratory, and poetry, Rome owes
Greece an incalculable debt. Greece provided
Rome with so much of its cultural code that we
now speak of “Greco-Roman culture,” as indeed
the Roman poet Horace might have if he had
spoken English: Graecia capta ferum victorem
cepit (Captive Greece took captive her savage
conqueror). Yet it was through Rome that Greece
was mediated to the West. In Virgil’s Aeneid, the
hero’s father, Anchises, prophesies:

Others will fashion breathing flesh from bronze,
so | believe, and draw out living glances from
marble,

will plead their cases better, heaven’s motions
trace with a staff, and the rising of stars predict.
Remember, Roman, you will rule the nations
with power,

and these will be your arts: to impose the norms
for peace,

show mercy to the conquered, and cast the
mighty down.*

Paradoxically, in a poem meant to surpass the
Greek Homer, in which a single hero, Aeneas,
combines the virtues of both Achilles and Odys-
seus while also succeeding where they failed,
Virgil admits the inferiority of Rome to Greece in
fields like art, oratory, and natural philosophy.?°
But, Virgil says, Romans excel in ruling because
of their mastery of the arts of legislating, show-
ing mercy, and putting down the mighty. The
political, legal, and military achievement of the
Roman Empire gave the ancient world peace so
that Greco-Roman civilization endured.

The same genius enabled Western civilization
to take a definitively Christian form. Christianity,
the flowering of Hebrew civilization, was medi-
ated to Rome by Greece but carried to the ends
of the earth by Roman heirs. Pope Benedict XVI
argued that Christianity took its historically
decisive character in Europe through Greek
philosophy and Roman political acumen.*

In the West, Jerusalem and Athens were trans-
mitted and transformed by Latin and Rome’s res
publica. In some non-Western places, the Jews
and Greeks exercised their influence differently:
the settlement of diaspora Jews in the Sasanian
Empire; the conversion of Armenia, Ethiopia,
and Kerala to Christianity; the Great Schism
and the Byzantine claim to be a “New Rome”;
the reception of Greek philosophy in medieval
Islam. But in the West, Jerusalem and Athens
transformed and were transformed by Latin and
the Roman res publica.

The composition of Western civilization later
expanded (and was changed) by the inclusion of
the Celtic and Germanic peoples. In the wake
of their Christianization, by which they were
brought into the cultural complex of Western
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civilization by Roman evangelistic missions,
the Celts and Germans developed national
literatures and cultural identities in intensive
dialogue with the Latin language and the heri-
tage of Roman civilization.

Monks in Ireland, England, and Visigothic
Spain kept Latin literacy alive in the so-called
Dark Ages, the time between the gradual decline
and collapse of Roman power in Western Europe
during the 4th and 5th centuries and the Carolin-
gian Renaissance that began in the 8th century.
The emerging European vernacular languages
had essentially no literature at all, so literacy
simply meant Latin. Thus, during a period when
Latin was dying, literacy itself was disappearing.
It was only in those remotest strongholds of Latin
learning, especially Ireland and England, that
writing in the vernacular first started to appear
in Europe at the same time that polished Latin
writing began to reemerge over the course of
what the German philologist Jiirgen Leonhardt
calls “Europe’s Latin Millennium”:

The oldest vernacular texts in Europe are in Old
Irish, and the Venerable Bede wrote texts in
English as well.... Latin culture and vernacular
culture were not engaged in a zero-sum game
but appeared together. Wherever Latin cul-
ture flourished, which presumed experience in
writing, there were also people who set about
scriptualizing the still-unregulated vernacu-
lars. Frequently, one and the same person was
doing both.??

Leonhardt shows that the symbiotic relation-
ship between Latin and the European vernaculars
held not only in the case of monastic early adopt-
ers like Ireland and England. Nor did it hold just in
Latin’s genetic offspring like French and Italian. It
held also in Germany, the Netherlands, and even

in farther-flung and seemingly unlikely European

countries like Poland and Hungary. Long after

the disappearance of the Roman Empire and the

extinction of a native Latin-speaking community,
the language of Rome remained the indispens-
able engine of cultural growth and refinement

in the West. Generations of Westerners thus

took for granted that their civilization was Latin

civilization.

Precisely what formation toward Latin
civilization looked like is apparent from the
experience of the American Founders. They
were formed by schools, colleges, and a broad
intellectual culture rooted in the Roman and
Greek classics and the Christian Bible.?® The
Founders gave greater emphasis to Rome than to
Greece; among Greek cities, greater emphasis to
Spartan aristocracy than to Athenian democracy;
and among the ancient philosophical schools,
greater emphasis to Stoic virtue than to Epicu-
rean hedonism.?*

Leading Founders, such as George Washington
and John Adams, self-consciously emulated such
Roman political heroes as Cato the Younger, Cin-
cinnatus, and Cicero. James Madison, perhaps
the most “modern” of the Founders, improved
upon classical political science through his inten-
sive study of classical political history.

As Aristotle observed, cultivating “the polit-
ical art” requires not just sound first principles,
but also experience in “the actions pertaining
to life.”* The young lack direct experience, but
reading history and biography provides vicarious
experience. History, wrote Thomas Hobbes, aims
“to instruct and enable men, by the knowledge of
actions past, to bear themselves prudently in
the present and providently towards the future”
and thereby aids its students in acquiring “the
art by which the affairs both of armies and cities
be conducted to their ends.”?¢
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The American Founders saw that studying the
classics—particularly the Latin language and the
Roman historians and orators—is the means to
perfect oneself both as a person and as amember
of a political community. John Adams summed
up this view in a letter to John Quincy Adams:

“All the End of study is to make you a good Man
and a useful Citizen.” Adams exhorted his son to
continue his “Latin exercises” so that he might
join the “Company” of “Sallust, Cicero, Tacitus
and Livy.” These great Roman authors—three
historians and the orator, statesman, and pub-
lic-spirited philosopher Cicero—show their
readers that “Wisdom and Virtue...represented,
with all the Charms which language and Imagi-
nation can exhibit, and Vice and Folly painted in
all their Deformity and Horror.”?” Adams under-
stood the classical view of historical study as an
inherently moral enterprise that equips its stu-
dents with the judgment and character needed
for happiness in personal, familial, professional,
and civic life.

John Jay agreed that a moral and civic edu-
cation required close attention to political
biography. In a letter to his son, he wrote:

You have read the ancient History—now there-
fore is the Time for you to read more in Detail
the Histories of the Great Men that have figured
in it—read Plutarch’s Lives—and read them
with attention—they will then teach you much
of human Nature; and so far as this World is
concerned, believe me there is not one Science
so important, so essentially useful, as that of
human Nature.?

Jay assumes a basic familiarity with ancient
history as the basis for a more advanced study
in the biographies of “Great Men” with Plutarch
taking pride of place. The “Science” of “human

Nature” is gained through great humanistic
authors. Such science is emphatically “useful” for
“this World” in general—both private and public.?’
As he says elsewhere, classical biographies offer
key lessons for happiness in both “worlds” of life:

Few Books (if properly read) afford more useful
Lessons than the Lives of great Men; and among
Biographers Plutarch is certainly entitled to the
first Place. To enjoy the Experience of others
without paying the Price which it often cost
them, is pleasant as well as profitable—mankind
is the same in all Ages, however diversified by
colour manners or customs. To regulate our
Conduct wisely relative to men, is the most
difficult Task we have to perform in the Course
of our Lives—To know them, is necessary but not
easy—History will teach us much, but unremitted
observation more—both assist each other—Ha-
bituate yourself to trace actions up to their
Motives—let me again repeat that we have two
worlds to exist in—and that you may be happy in
both, is not only the wish but the Prayer of Your
afffectiona]te Father.®®

>

For Jay, reading “the Lives of the great Men,”
especially Plutarch’s Parallel Lives, “properly”
and “with attention” was good in itself (“pleas-
ant”) as well as beneficial in aiding the wise
conduct of one’s moral and political life (“prof-
itable”). Vicarious experience enables the reader
to “enjoy the Experience of others without
paying the Price which it often cost them.”

Such study complements careful reflection on
one’s own experiences. The point of reading such
ancient works is not to confirm that “mankind
is the same in all Ages,” as if the alteration of
human nature itself were a question. Rather, the
enduring nature of mankind is what enables the
carefully wrought observations of a wise author
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of the past to augment the student’s own capacity
for discerning and reflecting upon the moral and
political realities that he is himself experiencing.
The reader of Plutarch’s biographies (as distinct
from the reader of a treatise on moral philoso-
phy) can practice “trac[ing] actions up to their
Motives,” gaining the “Science” of knowing his
fellow man as well as himself through manifold
particular examples. We are thereby prepared
“to regulate our Conduct wisely relative to men”
not through a notional assent to an abstract con-
ception of justice but by the habits of the moral
virtues and, above all, the virtue of prudence,
which supervises and enables their performance.
Such prudence is necessary to wise conduct as
both a “good Man” and a “useful Citizen.”

In aletter to Benjamin Rush, Adams defended
the study of Greek and Roman classics against
Hobbesian calumnies that they filled young men’s
heads with ideas of liberty. He sarcastically imag-
ined the consequences of substituting Arabic and
Oriental studies, which would encourage despo-
tism through the examples of Asiatic emperors,
Muhammad, Genghis Khan, and Tamerlane.
While acknowledging flaws in Alexander and
Caesar, Adams noted that Greek and Roman
orators and historians branded their tyrannical
tendencies with infamy.* The great men of the
European tradition, as portrayed by its own great
authors, were threats to the Leviathan state and,
thus, ideal models for liberty-minded citizens of
afree republic.

The Founders’ orientation—favoring
Roman political history, biography, and
rhetoric—reveals their view of education
as inherently formative toward a particular
political community. They did not sharply dis-
tinguish between liberal education and civic
education. The classics cultivated virtue for
the person and the polity. Roman examples

supplied models of republican virtue, duty
to the res publica, and resistance to tyranny.
Cato, Cincinnatus, and Cicero embodied the
selfless statesman; Livy and Sallust offered
cautionary tales of corruption and the need
for vigilance. Such formation equipped citi-
zens for self-government in a free republic far
more than abstract philosophy or Greek dem-
ocratic experiments ever could. The curricular
priorities flowing from this Roman-centered
classicism challenge modern classical educa-
tion while reclaiming the Founders’ vision of
citizen competence, which is essential to the
republic’s health.

Many do not see Rome as the center. The
Byzantines claimed Constantinople as the “New
Rome,” and eastern Slavs christened Moscow
the “Third Rome.” Students of medieval Islamic
philosophy insist they are the true custodians of
the West. Thinkers like Niall Ferguson, Kenneth
Clark, and Oswald Spengler limit “the West” to
their favored periods of the past five hundred or
thousand years. Ferguson begins the history of

“the West” in 1500, framing it as triumphantly
progressive and technological. Clark considers
only the second millennium A.D. as the “first
great age of civilisation.” Spengler’s “Faustian”
culture of Northern Europe also begins ca. 1000.
Whatever their merits, these approaches neglect
the preceding centuries.®? Perhaps Western civi-
lization is too abstract to exist.*

The greatest intellectual challenge to this
view of Rome as the heart of Western civilization
arises from the 18th and 19th centuries: the con-
joined phenomena of German Hellenism and the
related but distinct flowering of romanticism and
European nationalism. By the mid-20th century,
according to W.H. Auden, Rome had been com-
pletely eclipsed by the Hellenophiles:
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Until near the end of the eighteenth century,
Europe thought of itself less as Europe than as
Western Christendom, the heir to the Roman
Empire, and its educational system was based
on the study of Latin. The rise of Hellenic studies
to an equal and then a superior position was a
nineteenth century phenomenon and coincided
with the development of European nations and
nationalist feeling. It is significant, surely, that
when, today, an after-dinner speaker refers to
the sources of our civilization, he always names
Jerusalem and Athens, but rarely Rome, for the
last is the symbol of a religious and political
unity which has ceased to exist and the revival of
which few believe in or desire.?*

Without recognizing and reappropriating
for ourselves the centrality of the Roman heri-
tage, our educational efforts—and ultimately, by
consequence, our civilizational efforts—will be
in vain. “The grace stored in Jerusalem, and the
gifts which radiate from Athens,” John Henry
Newman wrote, “are made over and concentrated
in Rome.... To separate those distinct teachings,
human and divine, which meet in Rome, is to ret-
rograde; it is to rebuild the Jewish Temple and to
plant anew the groves of Academus.”?®

Yet the primacy of “Athens and Jerusalem”

over Rome remains popular among classical
educators, thanks in part to the influence of Leo
Strauss. Strauss was a strident critic of histor-
icism and an eloquent champion of “studying
with the proper care the great books which the
greatest minds have left behind.”*® Despite his
piety toward the great minds of the past, there
are some strikingly untraditional features of
Strauss’s teaching, above all his understanding
of “the West.” On the one hand, he argues that
“Western man became what he is and is what
he is through the coming together of biblical

faith and Greek thought.”®” On the other hand,
Strauss says that these “two roots” are “in rad-
ical disagreement with each other.”*® Although
he acknowledged the common ground between
the two, especially over-against late modern
thought, Strauss insisted on their fundamental
contradiction.

“Philosophy and the Bible,” Strauss pro-
claimed, “are the alternatives or the antagonists
in the drama of the human soul.”® They have or
ought to have the mutual respect of Homeric
heroes fighting on the battlefield. Moreover, we
ought not try to resolve this conflict because

“the core, the nerve of Western intellectual his-
tory, Western spiritual history, one could almost
say, is the conflict between the biblical and the
philosophic notions of the good life,” and “this
unresolved conflict is the secret of the vitality
of Western civilization.”*® Any attempt to “har-
monize” or “synthesize” these two “roots” is a
fool’s errand, and subordinating one to the other
is a tragedy. Strauss recommends that we “live
that conflict” between philosophy and theology,
open-ended inquiry and pious obedience, Athens
and Jerusalem.

Strauss implies that the crucial phenomena
are comprehended by the Athens/Jerusalem
alternative. Strauss’s understanding of “Western
civilization” deliberately sidelines the Incarna-
tion of Christ, Christian theology more broadly,
and the Empire in which Christ himself was
born.* Any fair interpretation of Western civili-
zation must somehow deal with these historical
themes that have been central to the self-under-
standing of Europe and America. Doing so may
even reveal a more questioning Abraham and a
more pious Socrates than Strauss would allow.*?

Strauss himself seems to possess “a ‘Muslim’
understanding of Greek philosophy.”** Whatever
the virtues of this approach, it cannot be said to
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be a particularly Western understanding of West-
ern civilization, much less one akin to the early
American tradition that formed our Founders

and sustained our Republic. Strange philoso-
phers lying to the many while “living the conflict”
between reason and revelation is no basis for a

civilization, at least not ours.

The Founders’ orientation toward the Romans
over the Greeks, Sparta over Athens, history
and biography over metaphysics, and classical
languages over works in translation contrasts
sharply with the institutions and writers aspiring
toward classicism today. It also points the way to
a formative project with education at its heart.

Teaching Western Civilization

If classical education is to equip its graduates
to meet the constitutional and civilizational
crises of our time, it must become more like
the education of the Founding generation that
established our Republic. In so doing, it would
become more Roman, more civic, and perhaps
more authentically Christian as well.

To be worthy of the name, a classical educa-
tion ought to form its students in accord with a
classical understanding of the human person:
naturally rational and free, naturally social and
political, naturally embodied and religious. Clas-
sical education must be conducted with a sense of
public responsibility, a sense that is manifested
in its very curriculum. Classical education must
prioritize Latin, the study of political history and
the biographies of great statesmen, moral phi-
losophy and the principles of government, and
rhetoric, the ultimate skill or art of the classical,
educated, republican citizen. A few graduates
might discern a special interest in liberal arts
like philosophy. Pursuing this might be good for
them and in some way beneficial to society, but
the curriculum common to all classical school

students ought to focus on the education of citi-
zens and statesmen.

Classical educators today sometimes accept
a strict bifurcation between the private and the
public, corresponding to a “liberal education”
that would benefit their students as individu-
als, understood to be in tension with a “civic
education” that is tantamount to ideological
indoctrination or partisan activism. The Western
tradition, including the American Founders and
the Roman authorities to whom they looked, did
not accept such a bifurcation.

On the classical view, we are social and polit-
ical creatures by nature rather than isolated
individuals who choose to construct our social
and political relations. The isolated individual,
incapable of sharing in a community, is “either a
beast oragod,” not a proper human.** A man who
attends to his private concerns to the neglect of
the public is an “idiot” (from the Greek idiotés).
In the words of Ryan T. Anderson, “Education is
formation—intellectual, moral, aesthetic, and
political.... All education is moral education and
civic education.”*® Any classical education that
fails to cultivate “citizen competence” in its
students is unworthy of the name: It is instead
an emphatically modern education, assuming
modern premises about the ultimately individual
essence of the person and the merely artificial
character of social relations, and will only per-
petuate dysfunction in the personal and public
lives of its graduates.

Really Centering Latin. The departure from
the civic and Roman education of the Founders
opened us to the worship of the technical, the
multicultural, and the egalitarian. So far, efforts
to topple those modern idols in the classical edu-
cation movement have been half-measures. Yet,
in a certain way, the classical education move-
ment, sometimes even despite itself, has hewed
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quite close to the ancient models. Even if merely
from a vague sense of piety and out of obligation

to Sayers, classical schools have gone to immense

trouble to run Latin classes for their students. If
the results have been more disappointing than

not, they nevertheless demonstrate an under-
standing that the substance of a true education is

one in Western civilization and, thus, one vinted

from the grapes growing in the hills of Latium.

The Latin language is not obviously useful for
the technicians of a global economy, as Mandarin
Chinese would be. Putting Latin at the center of
school instruction requires even more daring
transgression of the expectations of parents and
the educational establishment than simply start-
ing a classical school would require. Uniforms
and cursive and memory work and a weekly Latin
class can be explained. More Latin will be truly
transgressive. But would you prefer to return to
the fleshpots of Egypt?

In fact, it will not all be as bad as that: Latin
classes aren’t Sinai. Very little of what is done
at any school, anywhere, prepares students in a
direct way for a profession until you get into trade
school or professional training like law school or
medical school. An education, however—even an
average one in a fine public school—in the proper
sense is both broader and more specific than job
training. On the one hand, it lays the foundation
of literacy and numeracy and responsibility upon
which future job training will rely; on the other,
itis inducting students into the particular civili-
zation to which this particular Western outpost
in the New World is heir by rights. If we fail to
pass it on to America’s children, so much will be
lost—including GDP.

Do not, therefore, give the Roman tongue short
shrift by jumping prematurely to other languages.
Aim to give students real reading and writing profi-
ciencyin the language. After all, “the best translation

can give no more than the dry bones,” as the great
humanist educator W.H.D. Rouse wrote. “If a transla-
tion is more than that, it is so by virtue of something
thatisnotin the original.”*® Your students cannot
fully imbibe the Roman spirit without reading the
actual words the Romans wrote.

The Liberal Arts. The study of Latin leads
to an authentic encounter with the seven liberal
arts of the Middle Ages: the Trivium (grammar,
logic, rhetoric) and the Quadrivium (arithmetic,
geometry, music, and astronomy). The Trivium
and Quadrivium ought to be studied both as
occasions to perfect the minds of their students
and, where appropriate, as adjuncts to the study
of history and moral philosophy. Grammar and
logic ought to culminate in rhetoric, not only in
proving abstract theses, but also in the practice
of deliberating on proper courses of action.

Heroes Before Philosophers. Classical
education requires the study of the heroes of our
civilization and the key moments in our civiliza-
tion’s ascendancy. Classical schools should adopt
the American Founders’ unembarrassed empha-
sis on “the Lives of great Men” in studying the
full sweep of Western civilization—including not
only the heroes of classical antiquity, but those of
American history as well. When it comes to clas-
sical authors, students should be more familiar
with Plutarch,*” Livy, and Cicero than they are
with Plato and Aristotle.

This is what Plato and Aristotle themselves
would have wanted, given what they prescribed
for citizens in a well-ordered republic. The
classical philosophers warned against exposing
students to dialectical philosophy at too young
an age; rather, good moral formation, including
through story and song, as well as concrete ser-
vice to one’s community (as soldiers or in some
other way—in a school, perhaps as athletes) must
precede the study of dialectic.*®
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In the upper years, moral philosophy might be
studied in tandem with biography and history, as
both deal with human character, its virtues and
vices, and their relevance to personal and public
happiness or misery. This was the practice of Amer-
ican classical colleges, whose curriculum normally
culminated in a course on moral philosophy taught
by the college president well into the 19th century.
The study of biography went out of fashion at the
hands of progressives, and today’s classical reform-
ersresponded by teaching philosophy to children
as the progressives prescribed.* Instead classical
educators ought to recover the original meaning
of aliberal education as civic education.

Cultivating Rightly Ordered
Ambition as a Goal for Graduates

Most needful to guide curriculum and culture
is a clear picture of what a school expects from
its graduates. Leaders of schools should make
the spirit of the Romans their own. First and
foremost, classical education cultivates a deep
appreciation of the importance of both deeds
and words. To introduce his account of Catil-
ine’s attempted coup against the Roman Senate,
Sallust compares the life of action with the life
of study: “It is a beautiful thing to serve one’s
country with deeds, and to do so with words is
more than nothing. One can become famous in
peace or in war. Both men of action as well as men
who record the actions of others receive praise.”°

The ancient and enduring rivalry of those
who serve their country with words (dicere) and
those who serve their country with deeds (facere)
endures. For Sallust, the hero is the greater man,
but his highest aim—everlasting glory—is impos-
sible without a poet to sing about him. The poet
is indispensable to the hero.

The dynamic of the great man and the sup-
porting poet echoes through Roman history.

In his Oratio Pro Archia Poeta, Cicero says
that Alexander the Great was aware of this
dynamic himself:

How great a host of writers it is said that Alex-
ander the Great took with him to record his own
deeds. And vyet, standing before the tomb of
Achilles at Sigeum, he said: “Oh blessed youth,
who found your valor’s herald in Homer!” Right-
ly so, for had the lliad never existed, that same
mound of earth covering Achilles’ body would
have buried his name also.”

Cicero devoted himself to public life, pleading
in the law courts and serving in the Senate—a
career that ended up leading to his own execution
and the desecration of his corpse—all to achieve
everlasting glory. In Sallust’s history, Catiline is
the (evil) protagonist, Cicero the (noble) antago-
nist. Cicero put down the rebellion but acted with
such decisiveness that he made enough enemies
to face disgrace and exile. His oratory eventually
provoked his execution. It was poetry—construed
in the broadest sense as the artful use of language
in general—that prodded Cicero on to that noble
service. Without literary study, Cicero says, he
never would have risked so much:

Now had | not been persuaded in my youth by
many lessons and many books, that nothing in life
is to be desired more than glory and honor, and
that in their pursuit, the excruciating torture of the
body, the danger of death and the danger of exile,
are all to be taken lightly, then | would never have
for your sake subjected myself to so many battles
and to so many attacks of corrupt men.5?

The study of their noblest predecessors moti-
vated the Romans and honed their exercise of
political power. They erected statues of heroes
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and recorded their deeds in poems and chronicles.
Emulation drove Romans to serve the res publica
and outdo their compatriots in glorious deeds.
Such heroic emulation is central to the task of
classical education.

Americans are connected directly to Roman heroes
and poets through our Founders. The smattering
of multicultural study that promises to make the
students of our day “well-rounded” and “empathetic”
is not capable of inspiring the desire for glory that
will lead a secure man to risk the safety of his body
for his country. The worshippers of the multicultural
idol defang the young of the West in order to preempt
genuinely heroic action, which the study of classics
has inspired in the breasts of countless generations
of young men down through the centuries. Liberal
study is the lifeblood of a heroic body politic.

“Liberal education consists in reminding oneself of
human excellence, of human greatness.”*® An educa-
tion that foregrounds heroism, celebrates virtue, and
challenges its students must aim to produce ambi-
tious and excellent graduates. Such an education will
necessarily be aristocratic in character, as C.S. Lewis
argues: “A truly democratic education—one which
will preserve democracy—must be, in its own field,
ruthlessly aristocratic, shamelessly ‘highbrow’....
Only thus can it be a nursery of those first-class
intellects without which neither a democracy nor
any other State can thrive.”>*

The project of classical education is in ten-
sion with the presuppositions of mass liberal
democracy. Some adapt classical education
to democracy while squirming at charges of
elitism. Many emphasize virtuous private life
while downplaying the importance of inspiring
public-spirited statesmen. As the American
Founders knew and practiced, a classical edu-
cation is concerned first with forming an elite,
not with careers, job training, and other servile
arts, although institutions concerned with such

matters would certainly contribute to the cause
of republican government as well.

The liberal arts are not “liberating arts,” as
some within the classical movement believe.>” A
liberal education is not called “liberal” (from liber,
Latin for “free”) because it makes a man free. A
liberal education is an education that is proper
to a man who is already free. Liberal education
in this respect is aristocratic and by nature in
tension with democratic mass society.>°

In his famous Renaissance treatise on edu-
cation, The Character and Studies Befitting a
Free-Born Youth, Pier Paolo Vergerio says that
while all parents should wish to educate their
children, the study of the “principal arts” is par-
ticularly fitting for “those of lofty rank.””” These
principal arts (that is, the liberal arts) are the
preeminent tool for training future rulers to
make them fit for their offices and thus, critically
for their legitimacy, to “be judged by all to be
the worthiest to rule.”*® Vergerio, like the other
Renaissance humanists, was a great admirer of
Rome, and we should not be surprised that he
echoes Cicero and Sallust. Vergerio’s foremost
criteria to determine whether a youth has a “lib-
eral spirit” are whether he possesses “eagerness
for praise” and is “inflamed by love of glory.”* For
Vergerio, then, the preconditions for successful
study of the liberal arts are both circumstantial
and natural. A youth must have the leisure to set
aside “illiberal affairs”*° so that he can spend the
time required to prepare for ruling, and he must
have a good character that will receive a liberal
education in the right way—good soil that will
receive the seed and return one hundredfold.

Vergerio’s presupposition of hierarchy—both
social hierarchy and a certain natural hierarchy
of excellences in the human soul—is miles away
from the progressive desire to level all children
into equal subjects of a centralized bureaucracy.
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Where education becomes a program of egali-
tarian crusading, it corrupts itself. In its classical

form, however, what emerges from a liberal edu-
cation joined to a good character “is something

indescribably splendid and without peer,” which

is how Cicero described Rome’s great statesmen

who possessed both virtuous natures and liberal

educations—men like Scipio Africanus and Marcus

Cato.” When we look back to our forebears who are

nearest to fitting such a description, the Founding

Fathers, we find that they were looking back to their

Roman ancestors. So should classical educators.

Civilizational Suicide
and Its Alternative

America is deeply indebted to Western civiliza-
tion for its tradition of republican self-government.
The establishment and perpetuation of our con-
stitutional order would have been unimaginable
without the classical education received by the
Founders. What was truly an elite education nev-
ertheless served the national common good even
when it was unavailable to the overwhelming
majority. It was through the classically informed
statesmanship of our Founders, the ingenious con-
stitutional order that they established, and the free
economy they nurtured that generations of ordi-
nary Americans—many with little formal education,
most of them prepared for a life of productive labor
through work on a family farm, apprenticeship ata
trade, a course of technical studies, or the trials of
settling the frontier—could enjoy the security and
satisfaction of a free and prosperous way of life for
themselves and their posterity.

Unsurprisingly, the Founders were anxious
to ensure that the now self-governing citizens
of the new American Republic should receive an
education that resembled their own, and states
pursued a variety of avenues to deliver just that.
In the words of Benjamin Rush:

The business of education has acquired a new com-
plexion by the independence of our country. The
form of government we have assumed has created
a new class of duties to every American. It becomes
us, therefore, to examine our former habits upon
this subject, and in laying the foundations for nurs-
eries of wise and good men, to adapt our modes of
teaching to the peculiar form of our government.©?

The progressive repudiation of the Founding
coincided with the progressive repudiation of
classical education in the nation’s schools and
universities: A new education was required to
make new subjects for the new regime. The
eclipse of a classical education for citizens of
a republic was the logical concomitant to the
replacement of our republican constitution by a
political order supporting the central administra-
tive state. Progressive education sought to make
compliant and dependent subjects, not self-gov-
erning and independent citizens.

Since the Progressive Era, classical education
has been countercultural; it poses a threat to
the new regime of progressive ideals ensured by
expert management. Though early proponents
of the restoration of classical education may not
have acknowledged it at the time, by rebelling
against the reductive and scientistic progressive
spirit of modern education, they were also rebel-
ling against their age’s political paradigm.

Today’s post-Progressive repudiation not
just of the Founding but of Western civilization
itself unabashedly forms students in the image of
Leftist ideologies—Critical Race Theory, Gender
Ideology, Postcolonial Theory, etc.—to ensure that
future generations will be reliably post-Western
and post-American in their habits and self-un-
derstanding. Where the Founders established
an education for self-governing citizens and
the Progressives instituted an education for the
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expert management of a mass society, today’s

post-Progressives seek to dissolve the student’s

confidence in his faith, his civilization, his nation,
his family, and his very body so that the whole edi-
fice of the West might crumble and be replaced by
an alternative that is more righteous because it is

more historically disadvantaged.

Not liberty, not progress, but resentment
toward, expropriation from, and the ultimate
destruction of America, the irredeemable “settler
colonial state” par excellence, are the mode and
goal of the contemporary Left. To capitulate to
the educational paradigm of the Left is to coop-
erate in one’s own civilizational suicide—an act
of personal cowardice and generational betrayal.

Conclusion

Classical education as described in this paper
is both a throwback to an earlier paradigm
and the timeliest response to the dead end of
anti-American, anti-Western identity politics.
There will always be a great need for technical
and preprofessional education, to say nothing of
the unschooling that serves a few savants well in
enabling them to pioneer new fields of inquiry,
invention, and entrepreneurship.

But neither technical training nor unschooling
will suffice to make citizens and statesmen. They
cannot by themselves ensure the social, economic,
and political conditions within which all Ameri-
cans may enjoy the fruits of their own labor, live
quiet and peaceful lives, and pass along this inher-
itance to their children. As for schools that deny
the political stakes involved in the enterprise of
education, they cannot succeed as an alternative

to Leftist ideological instruction. The human
heart desires to know truth, to admire heroism,
and to act with justice. If it is deprived of a genu-
ine education, it will be tempted all too easily by
the Left’s counterfeits. A truly classical education,
by contrast, fosters civilizational health.

Much ink has been spilled and many pixels
have been set ablaze in recent years by conser-
vatives debating whether our task is primarily
one of preservation or restoration. Regardless of
how we resolve this debate, a recovery of a more
fully classical education—and, thus, one more like
that of our Founders—is desirable. A truly clas-
sical education will prepare the next generation
of Americans to live both more happily in their
personal and private lives and more responsibly
as citizens. It will infuse them, better than any
other form of education can, with the courage
required to restore what needs to be restored, the
fortitude to preserve what can be preserved, and
the prudence to discern how to do so. It will set
them at the feet of the great figures of history who
created the institutions that we cherish and faced
crises even more daunting than our own.

Above all, a truly classical education will
remind Americans that Western civilization, as it
formed America and as it was realized in America,
belongs to them as their birthright to receive, to
preserve, and to hand on to their children.
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