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T
he greatest man with whom I ever studied was the late Gerhart Niemeyer, a professor 

of politics who taught for nearly seventy years, initially in Europe, then, starting in 

the 1940’s, in the United States, culminating in several decades at the University of 

Notre Dame. He only moved on from teaching when his health prevented him from 

maintaining the high standards he set for himself. In fact, he never wanted to retire, so much did 

he treasure the calling to teach.

On the occasion of his retirement, my wife—also a student of Professor Niemeyer—and I threw 

a party in his honor. In attendance were students of his from as far back as the 1950s and as 

recent as the mid-1990s. Spanning five decades from the professor’s classroom, we gathered, 

shared a meal, and took turns honoring him. To our profound joy, our beloved teacher then 

turned to us and reflected on his calling. He began, this world-renowned scholar, with these 

remarkable words: “It is humbling that you opened your minds to me.”  

I have often pondered those words. With nearly forty years of teaching now under my belt, I 

think I see more clearly what Professor Niemeyer meant that night.

Why is it humbling when our students open their minds to us, their teachers?

There is nothing higher in our students than their minds. According to Aristotle, the mind is where 

a human contemplates the highest things; in fact, one Greek word for the mind denotes the 

“divine”—as in highest, most lasting, unchanging. In the order of things, Augustine would later 

say, the mind places us just below God. With their minds, our students grasp what is true, good 

and beautiful. By them they contemplate whatever is noble, right, just, and whatever else is 

worthy of reflection as counseled in Paul’s letter to the Philippians. As Cicero, Aquinas, and 

Blackstone teach, our minds are able to see not only the coherence of one law with the body 

of law that governs a community; they are able to measure the coherence of all civic law with 

the greater order of things as knowable in the natural law.

THE CALLING
Humility & Teaching
Andrew J. Zwerneman

4 ©2019 Cana Academy®



By their minds, our students come to see clearly what is most 

noble in human experience as it is lived out in the lives of 

good men and women. The greatest excellence our students 

can attain is love, but love requires knowledge of what 

or who is loved. Authentic love, as in the love of wisdom, 

requires that the mind be attuned to the highest objects of 

love.

The mind is a way into all things. By our minds, we have an 

affinity for what is knowable in all fields of study. Humans, as 

it is, are uniquely positioned to know all that is knowable. If 

for no other reason, this is so because we participate in every 

level of reality, from the material to the spiritual. Knowing 

what those levels are, knowing what things are as given in 

reality and knowing what their places are in the order of that 

larger reality are together the heart of education. 

Our minds open up the past and unite us to it. Here, I am 

specifically thinking of the power of reading as a means of 

recreating experience. Because of our minds, for example, 

we recognize and, in turn, are illuminated by the suffering 

of Achilleus and Priam on the occasion of losing their loved 

ones—Patroklos, for the former, and Hektor, for the latter. 

Later, young Hamlet’s mourning is not merely his; it is human 

suffering and therefore something we understand and an 

experience that broadens our sympathies. John Donne, Emily 

Dickinson, and Dylan Thomas all stare down death in their 

poetry, reflecting on its reach, its limits and our responses to 

it. By the compact form of their poems, they both articulate 

their experiences and give birth in us responses to the same 

sober reality that death poses for all of us.  

Our minds open up the past as well as a source of insight 

for the times in which we live and for the responsibility our 

students bear. The works of writers like Thucydides, Burke, 

Lincoln, Churchill, and King forge an important part of our 

students’ cultural inheritance and a source of lessons and 

principles by which students now might measure current 

challenges. We are all historical creatures, and it is precisely 

by our minds that we recollect the past, revere the wellsprings 

of our life, distinguish what should be preserved from what 

must be changed, and sustain a community that includes the 

dead, the living and those yet to come.

One final note: Each student is an agent of knowing. Students 

are not passive receptacles into which we pour knowledge. 

As teachers, our responsibility is to open up the world for 

our students, to lead them to knowledge. No teacher can 

learn for the student. The student must do the work, seek 

with confidence that the search will arrive at discovery, and 

learn with continued recognition that our discoveries are 

both fresh because they are our own and because they are 

a participation in something long-standing, an order that 

precedes any student, even as it is rediscovered under the 

teacher’s guidance. 

What we encounter in our students, then, is of the profoundest 

importance. The training of the mind is one of the most vital 

works any man or woman could embrace. Ours is of the 

greatest responsibility. This is why, when our students open 

their minds to us, it is an occasion for humility, our humility as 

their teachers.

Dr. Niemeyer
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A
s we do in Cana Academy’s approach to fiction, we teach students 

to start at the inside of a classic piece of art and work outwards from 

there, rather than reading the work from an outside theory or mainly 

from a historical context. This may well seem counterintuitive. Many 

of us are trained to see art in terms of art history, for example. That is a very 

rewarding study, but it is an arm’s distance from taking in a painting or sculpture 

as a more or less standalone work; and understanding a work from the vantage 

point of an applied theory is quite different from engaging the experience into 

which the art work draws us. The heart of our approach should be looking, 

attending carefully, asking questions, putting things together, and allowing the 

painting or sculpture to work on us. That is generally how we afford our students 

the experience of art.

What follows are some useful beginning steps to take when leading our students 

in the study of a work of art. The introduction and each of the eight steps are 

all taken from Cana Academy’s guide Leading a Discussion on a Work of Art. 

The example developed here is not from the guide, but it does afford us an 

opportunity to apply the guide to a classic work.

There are five major steps we recommend in reading a work of art. In this exercise 

we take the first step only. For the purposes of this exercise, we are focusing on a 

painting titled Abraham and the Sacrifice of his Son Isaac, 1598.1

1 There is some controversy over who painted this work. It may well be a work of Carvaggio. It might also 
be the work of one of his followers, Bartolomeo Cavarozzi. In either case, it is a wonderful painting and can 
be a beautiful occasion of study.

7
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Step One

The first question to ask when viewing a work of art is simply, “What do you see?” Perhaps the subject matter may not be 

so readily ascertained. We encourage teachers to refrain from telling students the title of a work too soon. Even when the 

subject matter is easily identified, this question leads us to look more carefully at the details, noting what appears in the 

corners, say, in the background and foreground, on the faces, or in the sky. Without attributing any particular meaning or 

interpretation, students are encouraged to look at the work from all angles and distances. It can be helpful, if feasible, to 

cover up parts of the work, focusing our attention on details area by area. At this point, there really are no right or wrong 

answers; each student will see color, shape, and size in slightly different ways. The point is to simply take in as many details 

as possible… Do not inform the students of the work’s title until after the discussion.2

1. What do you see? Where?3 Possible answers: There are four figures—two human, an angel, and a ram. It is difficult 

to see where they are, but the boy held by the hand of the man is grasping a piece of wood. In his left hand, the 

man grasps a knife that seems intended for the boy. Further evidence of that intent is that the boy’s hands are bound 

and the man seems to be holding the boy in place with his hand on the boy’s head, with the boy stretched out on the 

ground or on a platform of some kind. For students who know their biblical stories, the scene is easily recognizable as 

a depiction of Abraham and the sacrifice of his son Isaac. It is highly likely that one or more students will volunteer that 

the painting, in fact, depicts the sacrifice and its interruption. It is best to allow the students to offer their recollection of 

the story. They will offer that the man is Abraham, the boy Isaac, the other person an angel as evidenced by his wings, 

and the ram the replacement sacrifice.

2 Mary Frances Loughran, Leading a Discussion on a Work of Art, Cana Academy, 2018. Ibid for each of the eight questions. 

3 Ibid for each of the eight questions.

8
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2. Use your senses: What do you hear? What do you smell? If you could touch the objects, how would they feel? 

Possible answers: Abraham’s clothes seem rougher compared to the angel’s. One expects a silky feel to the latter’s 

sleeve. The angel’s face is ruddy, smooth, youthful, his eyes open, his brow unfurrowed. By contrast, Abraham’s face is 

bearded, grizzled, his pate bald, his brow furrowed. Isaac, too, is youthful but not so ruddy. His hair, like the angel’s, 

is full and curly. Because his father holds his head, Isaac’s eyes are having to strain to see over to the angel. The ram’s 

face is realistic, large-eared, large-eyed, boney, and of dirty white coloring. The angel’s fair, youthful hand rests on 

the ram’s dark back. The angel’s wings are greyish and thick. 

3. What are the sizes of the various elements? Where is each element placed in relationship to the others? Possible 

answers: The heads of the angel and Abraham are quite close, the heads of the ram and Isaac’s distant. Each pair 

forms a line--one high, one low--that draws our vision into the scene. The upper line, starting from the left with the 

angel’s head, extends all the way through Abraham’s hand. The lower line, starting from the left with the angel’s hand, 

extends all the way to Isaac’s face, with Abraham’s knife, held parallel to his son’s legs, holding the midpoint.

4. Describe the clothing on the characters. Possible answers: Again, there is contrast between the coarser cloth of 

Abraham’s clothes and the softer, silkier cloth of the angel’s. Isaac has nothing but an undergarment, a loin cloth. While 

the angel’s sleeves are silky brown and green, the shirt that covers his torso is almost as dark as the backdrop to the 

scene. Abraham’s shirt is a pale red, his cloak a pale brown. Isaac’s garment is white.

5. Describe any other objects in the work. Possible answers: The knife is narrow and appears sharp; it certainly has a 

pointed end. The handle seems to be of the same material as the blade. The wood beneath Isaac is grey, the color of 

charcoal after it has been in the fire for a good long while.

6. Without drawing any conclusions, describe the facial expressions and placement of bodies. Possible answers: 

The father and son appear puzzled. The angel is peaceful and appears to be patiently gazing at the father. The ram 

seems especially serene. 

7. Where are the characters looking? Possible answers: Again, the angel and Abraham are looking straight at each 

other and the ram directly at Isaac. Isaac is straining to see the one who has interrupted his father’s action. Neither 

Abraham nor Isaac appear to notice the ram.

8. Where do you see light? Possible answers: The black background is terribly striking. Light, by contrast, touches 

Abraham and Isaac in spots--on the back of Abraham’s head, for example, and the knee and left arm and right 

shoulder of Isaac; for neither does it illuminate the face. The light does not illuminate all of the angel and ram, but it 

does illuminate their faces, directly and fully. All the evidence indicates that the light is from the viewer’s right--to the 

left of the four figures.

Having solicited comparable answers, the teacher can then proceed to lead the students further into the work. Note that 

each of the Step One questions directs our eye to the painting, to what any one of us can see, to details that the painter 

packed into his work and by which we are invited to experience the scene. Our knowledge of the painting, then, is a 

knowledge that begins with the senses and with careful attention to those sensual details. It does not begin with a technical 

introduction. 

9
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T
here is a growing consensus among scholars and commentators that young 

Americans lack the ability to argue. College debates in particular are increasingly 

not truly debates, where a debate entails exchanging arguments in an attempt to 

persuade each other of the veracity of opposing positions. Rather, “debates” are 

increasingly devolving into shouting matches, walkouts, denouncements by groups or crowds 

of an individual with whom they disagree, and sometimes violence used as a means to shut the 

opposing position down, closing it off from being articulated altogether and thereby blocking 

it from public consideration. Less and less are people concerned with seeking the truth. Rather, 

they are concerned with power, with dominating their opponents.

If that set of observations is true, teachers of secondary students would do well to develop 

effective ways to help students argue better. 

The term “argument” can, of course, mean different things. An argument can mean a healthy 

intellectual exchange between two people over a matter that could warrant differing but 

plausible or defensible positions. An argument can also mean the individual case someone 

makes in order to persuade others of his or her position. We are not using “argument” here to 

denote a vitriolic or angry exchange.

In this brief introduction to coaching students toward better arguments, let’s look at one 

important habit they need to develop: When evaluating a historical text or event, allow all the 

evidence available to us to inform our thinking. 

For example, let’s take a line from Abraham Lincoln that is regularly misunderstood: He referred 

to America, specifically the Union of the states, as “the last best hope.” I recognize that some 

openly mock this notion. In fact, I have witnessed mockery in the classroom. The dismissal of 

Lincoln’s phrase usually issues from a general disregard for America, specifically because of 

NEXT LEVEL
Coaching Our Students to a Better Argument
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the worst flaws, the greatest injustices, in America’s history. 

And nothing stands out on this matter more than slavery.

Lincoln, so this position argues, is either grossly wrong or, 

at best, perhaps overly sanguine about America being any 

kind of standard, given the egregious injustice of slavery. 

When evaluating a 
historical text or event, 
allow all the evidence 

available to us to 
inform our thinking.  

No one, of course, could rightly defend slavery. Nor do we 

want our students to think that slavery was less of an evil than 

it was. We should make sure they understand how cruel the 

slave trade was, how horrible life was for slaves. To that end, 

it is helpful for the students to watch Ken Burns’ documentary 

on the Civil War or visit a museum that accurately and 

graphically depicts slavery.

What, then, is needed when we are coaching our students 

to form a good argument about Lincoln’s claim? Is there 

another, more sympathetic way to understand Lincoln’s 

claim regarding America as the “last best hope?” A good 

starting point might be to invoke Martin Luther King, Jr., and 

his famous “I have a dream” speech, delivered from the 

steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Early on in the speech, King 

takes his rhetorical cue from Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. 

He saw his own vision for freedom in America as part of a 

tradition with Lincoln’s. 

Now, as King does, the students should revisit Lincoln and 

recognize as best they can the context in which he wrote.

It is important to remember that the phrase “last best hope” 

appears in Lincoln’s annual report to the Congress and 

comes after a long litany of practical policy statements. 

In other words, this is not one of Lincoln’s grand works in 

rhetoric. This is an utterly practical document, intended to 

inform and persuade: inform Congress of the state of the 

Union, especially regarding the challenge of the war with 

the Confederacy, and persuade them to fund the war and 

see it to completion. Chronologically, the report comes just 

prior to Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation.

The context for his statement is critical for understanding why 

he spoke of America as a hope for anyone. Lincoln thought 

that our democratic republic was not only young; he thought 

it was vulnerable and could easily perish if the Union lost 

the war with the Confederacy. Furthermore, he not only 

thought that the republic was new, as in original or unique, 

he thought, as did the Founders, that it was an improvement 

on political forms that had preceded it. It was, he believed, 

a republic conceived in terms of ideas. Chief among them 

was the idea that each human is created equal, each is the 

bearer of universal freedom. Lincoln thought it was worth 

reminding Congress that the stakes were fairly high—and 

they were not just American stakes. Indeed, he thought the 

failure or success of America would impact other nations: 

The world needed this experiment in human freedom to 

come to fruition, since other constitutional arrangements 

were so flawed. His position was very similar to Hamilton’s 

in Federalist #1, in which he argued that, if America did not 

succeed with this republican experiment, then it would mean 

that humans could not succeed in comparable attempts. 
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It is useful here to recall that the revolution in France—arguably 

the foreign political event most ingrained in late-18th- and 

mid-19th-century Americans as historically important—had 

turned terribly violent and that the French Republic was, as it 

would again prove to be well after Lincoln, comparatively 

unstable. Things would improve in France and develop 

toward the Third Republic in 1870, only to devolve to the 

shame of the Vichy era. France is now in her fifth republican 

form to date—her fifth constitution since the revolution. The 

students should note that; and they should note that ours 

carries on—albeit with amendments—in uninterrupted 

continuity since our founding.

Lincoln, of course, would not see the rise of France’s Third, 

Fourth or Fifth Republics. However, what he saw and how he 

measured France was comparable to the way the Founders 

saw the possibilities for good change on the European 

continent: they were not sanguine. By contrast, free from 

the deep roots of European disorder, free to avail herself 

of the natural riches of the new world, and constitutionally 

conceived for freedom, America, they thought, had 

possibilities that Europe did not and could not have. 

. . .a comparative 
hope, by definition, 
must rest soundly on 
real comparisons .. .

Lincoln, one can reasonably hold, had his finger on 

something real: The attempt to organize collective lives under 

constitutions so that individual humans were genuinely free 

was having a terribly difficult run in the nineteenth century 

in both Europe and America. That the bloody century that 

followed was worse in spades perhaps gives credence to 

how he saw things. Remarkably, Germany and Italy would 

for the first time come together as modern nation states just a 

few years after his report. Italy would prove to be one of the 

most unstable polities on the European continent; Germany 

would prove to be the chief fomenter of World War, twice. 

In other words, the struggles in Europe continued along the 

lines of concerns that Lincoln voiced.

None of this diminishes the injustice of slavery in America; 

students rightly weigh that injustice in any argument they 

form regarding our republic as a comparative hope. But a 

comparative hope, by definition, must rest soundly on real 

comparisons. If our students are to engage in constructive 

debate concerning America’s role in the last two-and-half 

centuries of history, then need to confront what Lincoln 

confronted: the state of freedom in Europe in the 1860s. 

Again, that was the other major arena in the world at that 

time in which humans were working out some expression 

of constitutional democracy. The students’ comparison could 

then proceed into later history, since the quest for political 

freedom continues in no less important ways than what we 

see at the founding and in the midst of the Civil War. The 

comparison could continue with Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 

invocation of Lincoln and his vision for the completion of 

the republic’s principles for freedom as established by the 

founders, taken up by Lincoln, and advanced by the Civil 

Rights Movement. In other words, in order to understand 

and to evaluate Lincoln’s comparative claim, the students 

need to have a reasonably full grasp of the American and 

comparative histories. Teachers need to coach the students 

to look to the fuller range of evidence on which to form an 

argument. As the students look, as they examine what they 

see, the exchange they have with each other will be richer, 

more rigorous, and better founded in evidence.

This is a wonderfully rich area of study for the students to 

engage and a potential wellspring for historical clarity. A 

good argument on Lincoln’s assessment of America will 

consider all the important factors that shaped Lincoln’s claim 

at the time; and it will consider later events that afford us a 

way to further measure that claim.
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FOUR SCORE
Teaching history with maps

W
hen teaching history, a top priority is for the students to work up an understanding 

from the evidence they can access. Under this priority, the students need to get as 

close as possible to doing history, which means working with available “data” —

maps, images of artworks, and original documents—and then explaining them. It is 

best for the students to carefully pore over the evidence; then they can arrive at a better understanding of 

the events or era under study.

Let’s take a look at one way to use maps. Teachers have access to thousands of useful maps online. This 

makes leading students in the study of historical evidence just a click away. Typically, history textbooks 

have useful maps as well. 

We have included three maps below for the sake of a fun and informative history exercise. It has to do with 

the geography that spans the English Channel between the coasts of France and England.  

It starts with a question. The exercise might well begin with a student wondering why England and France 

fought for so many centuries. Two of the maps included have to do with conflicts in that long, bloody story: 

the Norman Invasion for one, the One Hundred Years War for another. The first map involves a French 

invasion of England by William the Conqueror, the second an invasion of France by Henry V.  

Or the question might arise as to how what we today call Great Britain came into existence. British history 

does not begin with the Norman Invasion, but that event is important in Britain’s development.

Alternatively, a student may wonder why Joan of Arc engaged in battle or why she was tried and exactly 

under whose authority. As the inquiry unfolds, the student will discover that one major root of Joan’s story is 

the ongoing conflict between the English and French monarchies over land acquisitions in France.

In any of these cases, geography plays a role in answering our historical questions having to do with 

political and military history. 

Present a map two. Set your first map on the board, project it, or hand out copies. Or, if the map in 

question is in the history textbook, have the students turn to the page where the map appears.

15
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Ask questions of the map; get the students to draw everything 

they can out of it as a matter of understanding geography as one 

source of history. Have the students find the distance between 

England and France. Where exactly are the two countries 

closest? It turns out that the shortest distance is between Calais 

and the Dover Cliffs. 

Revisit historical events. Have the students trace the routes William 

the Conqueror and Henry V took in their respective invasions. You 

can give them a map of the conquest or a blank map and have 

them fill it in. It becomes evident that the geographic proximity of 

the two realms is a key factor in the approximately eight centuries 

of on-again, off-again warring.  

Have the students trace the route from Portsmouth to Normandy, 

especially to what would be known as Omaha and Utah 

beaches during World War II. The proximity, which had proven 

a repeated factor in the ongoing conflict between France and 

England, became a boon to the allies’ invasion and liberation 

of Europe. 

Drawing conclusions. It ought not be concluded that the geography 

is the only or even the main factor in the rivalry between France 

and England. But the exercise will cement forever in the students’ 

understanding one critical factor in the many centuries of conflict 

between the two nations. The conflict ended by the 1840s; and 

the friendly relationship between the two powers was confirmed 

again in the early 1900s. The rise of modern Germany in the 

1870s and its emergence as the chief power on the European 

continent were central factors in why England and France forged 

what is called an entente, an agreement that, while not quite 

denoting them as close allies, did indicate that they were no 

longer enemies and were at some significant level friendly. This 

agreement, of course, developed into something more as twice 

the two countries fought together against Germany, first in World 

War I, then in World War II. Those coasts of England and France, 

of course, would draw Americans too, especially in the summer 

of 1944. With the 75th anniversary of the Normandy invasion 

coming up in June, this map exercise can help your students see 

more clearly an important region in history.
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T
he first job of a close reader of any philosophical work is to grasp the argument: the methodology, 

evidence, and conclusions of the writer. Once that is in place, the student can begin to evaluate 

the work, asking the most important question: Does the work illuminate the sphere of reality it claims 

to illuminate?

When it comes to politics, a great expository work is not merely an expression of the author’s time; nor is it 

merely a deposit of insights about our humanity. It is meant to clarify the realm of politics. A political work, 

if a great work, should stand the test of time. This is why Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War is 

still carefully studied at our military academies. This is also why Plato and Aristotle, who gave us the very 

language of political science, are still driving our conversations about justice, constitutions, and education. 

It also helps explain why in America today there is fairly widespread debate going on about the merits of 

John Locke and his impact on the founding; the constitutional vision articulated by Madison, Hamilton, and 

Jay in the Federalist Papers; and the comparative value of capitalism and socialism, as articulated by the 

likes of Adam Smith and Karl Marx, respectively.

Let’s look at one example of how classic works in political philosophy still offer us insights into our modern 

world. It comes from a Cana Academy interview with the historian Victor Davis Hanson and focuses on 

Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War, Plato’s Republic, and Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and 

Politics and their relevance to our understanding of World War II.

A selection from the interview, conducted by Cana Academy’s Andrew Zwerneman, is adapted here:

AZ:  [Y]ou’re fresh off of a wonderful study on the Second World War, or as you put it, the Second World 

Wars.1 So put Thucydides to the test there. How does he illuminate both the political events leading up to 

the war and to its execution and its outcomes? 

VDH: Well, I think he believes in deterrence. Why does Sparta invade in 431 B.C. in a way that they hadn’t

1 Victor Davis Hanson, The Second World Wars, Basic Books, 2017.
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 in the last twenty years? I think the answer is that, rightly or 

wrongly, they feel that they can! They can go into Attica, and 

nobody is going to stop them. They know that there’s a naval 

deterrent, but they’re not convinced that’s an immediate 

deterrent. In other words, the Athenians have not been able 

to establish the principle: “You don’t set foot, not one foot 

in my property,” which they apply to the Thebans later on 

in the Delian [League]. I mean, Pagondas the general and 

Hippocrates the Athenian general have matched speeches 

about deterrence. When Sparta thinks that they can get away 

with it, and Athens then retaliates, you have an asymmetrical 

war. And the chief question, the mystery of his history, is who’s 

going to adapt first? Will Athens be able to create an army 

and go down and destroy Sparta and free the helots in the 

fashion that Epaminondas two and a half generations later 

will? Or will Sparta develop a navy and dissect the Athenian 

Empire and starve it out? It turns out, again ironically, that the 

blinkered Spartans are more versatile, and they are better at 

enlisting allies than the supposedly cosmopolitan Athenians.

And when we look at World War II, it’s the same question. 

These very limited continental powers, Italy and Germany, 

take the European theater. And, in the case of Germany, 

they’re nursing wounds over Versailles. They have a headstart, 

and they have a fascistic idea that the spirit is much more 

important than the material. And the question simply is, “Are 

we going to be able to destroy the democracies and not 

become arrogant in the process before the mighty giant 

of the United States, the Soviet Union, and Great Britain 

together combine against us?” And it looks like they pull it 

off from 1939 to probably somewhere around June of ‘42, 

and then, of course, hubris kicks in. They do very stupid things 

like declare war—the Germans and the Italians declare war 

on us rather than vice versa. They earlier invade the Soviet 

Union, Japan attacks Pearl Harbor, the fascists are basically 

controlling the world: they have what is now the EU, much 

of North Africa. The Japanese empire is even larger than 

the Third Reich. If you say where are Japan, Germany, 

Italy? It’s the Arctic Circle, the Sahara desert, and it’s the 

English Channel to the Volga River by 1942. And yet, they 

miscalculate and get themselves into a war, a “Sicilian 

expedition” or “invasion against the Scythians” with about 

the only countries that can destroy them, and that’s the 400 

million people of Britain, the Soviet Union, and the United 

States. Then they make another classic Thucydidean error, 

and they start a war without asking a fundamental question 

in the manner that Athens did: “How can I destroy the 

ability of my enemy to make war? How can I go into their 

homeland and destroy them so they cannot field an arm?” 

And the answer is, does Germany have an aircraft carrier? 

No. Does Italy? No. Do they have a four engine bomber? 

No. Does Japan have a four engine bomber? Are any of 

them able to bomb factories on the other side of the Ural 

Mountains in Russia? Can they reach Detroit? No. And the 

opposite is true of the United States. Can they reach Berlin? 

Tokyo? Can the Soviet Union? Yes, they can.

They start a war with a power, and especially the United 

States, economically, whose potential they have no idea 

about. And yet they somehow translated border wars, and 

in the case of Japan inheriting orphan countries from defunct 

countries like France and the Netherlands that don’t exist 

anymore in 1941 as autonomous countries, and they’ve 

been scavenging the colonial spoils, and then they translate 

that success into a global war, as if they can produce 90 

percent of the world’s aviation fuel, or they can build a 

Liberty ship every three days, or a B-24 bomber every hour. 

They have no concept about that.

AZ: Do Thucydides, Plato, and Aristotle illuminate or 

anticipate by their writings the profiles of major players like 

Hitler and Churchill?

VDH: I think they do. Especially in a formal sense, if one 

were to read Aristotle’s Politics or his Ethics, where he talks 

about typologies of government, what oligarchy does, what 

aristocracy does, what demagogues do, and what radical 

democracies do. And he pretty much also forecast what 

happens in the mentality, as does Thucydides, of someone in 

Britain or France around 1933 or ‘34 when they won World 

War I. They are starting to feel a little bit guilty about the
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Versailles Treaty, and we have this asymmetrical situation 

where the people who lost World War I feel aggrieved 

and they want to fight again, and the people who won do 

not want to fight. And the more that you appease, the more 

you try to rationalize the interest of the enemy, the more that 

Chamberlain did that, the more a classical mind would say, 

“You’re showing a great magnanimity, but unfortunately, 

given the nature of the person you’re showing it to, it’s 

going to be seen as weakness to be exploited rather than 

a concession to be appreciated and reciprocated.” And 

again that requires a pessimistic estimation, and an idea that 

countries keep safe by deterrence, because there’s always 

a weak link in the chain of the global community of one 

aggressive power that will try to take advantage. You can 

get very innocent, noble people killed if you allow them to 

be vulnerable. So what I like about classical literature is how 

it cuts through modern pretensions of morality and basically 

says that if you lose the rule of law as happened to Corcyra, 

or you have an arrogant person, a Xerxes, they’re going to 

take and take and take. There’s going to be violence and 

violence and violence, once this thin veneer of civilization is 

peeled away. You’re going to need people to stand up and 

do some very terrible things to stop it and restore civility and 

realize that peace is not the natural situation, as Plato says. 

It’s a parentheses. 

The interview was conducted by Cana Academy’s Andrew Zwerneman. 
It can be read on our website or watched on YouTube in its entirety.2

2 https://www.canaacademy.org/blog/on-history-education-an-interview-
with-victor-davis-hanson-part-3;
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EoLEDZTYKKI
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GOOD WORDS
Teaching young writers to outline
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Writing is thinking. Clear writing 
is the thinking student’s goal. 
Teaching a student to write 
clearly needs to be structured 

in a way that both frees a student to express 
original thought and frees the student precisely 
by asking for disciplined thought. One part of 
that discipline lies in constructing a good outline.

Many of us who teach know that some students, 
maybe most, might well resist the outlining step. 
At the same time, for most students, this step is 
very helpful. Outlining helps the students attain 
greater clarity about their thought and how to 
articulate it.

¹ Writing Well, Thinking Clearly by Mary Frances Loughran and Jeannette DeCelles-Zwerneman. You can order the guide 
here: https://www.canaacademy.org/shop/cana-writing-guide-writing-well-thinking-clearly-teaching-guide

Below are some helpful, practical instructions on outlining. They are taken from Cana 
Academy’s writing guide, Writing Well, Thinking Clearly. The guide is a comprehensive 
program for teaching writing to students from late grammar school all the way through the 
end of secondary school. It is also useful for teaching students in the first year or two of 
college.1
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The following is the order of your essay:

Introductory Paragraph

• Opening sentence that gives necessary information about the text, e.g., title, author, etc. Avoid sweeping 

generalizations.

•  Two or more sentences that present the necessary context and that lead the reader to the thesis. If 

you have observed and intend to develop a point of compare/contrast, this is the proper location to 

develop that.

• The Roadmap:

* Thesis—one sentence that makes a plausible, arguable claim and that has a focused and 

unified subject and predicate. Again, if you have observed a point of comparison/contrast, 

the thesis will reflect that. 

* Sentences that indicate how the thesis will be developed in the body of the essay—examples, 

reasons, process (1 or 2), compare/contrast, cause/effect, and parts. These must follow the 

thesis. 

Body of the Essay

• Include your topic sentence where it makes the most sense—beginning, middle or end of the supporting 

paragraph. If you are unsure, make it the first sentence of your paragraph. Use transitional words and 

phrases from one paragraph to the next.

• Develop each supporting paragraph with as many sentences as needed. Each supporting paragraph 

should provide clear support for your thesis, utilizing the text as needed.

• Review: Use the following to check the sufficiency of your supports. 

* Have you stated a clear topic sentence for each supporting paragraph that follows your 

Roadmap?

* Have you employed one tool of development only?

* Are your supports sufficient to defend the claim your thesis makes?

* Have you assumed anything? Is your assumption warranted? That is, would most people 

agree with your assumption, or does it need to be argued as well?

* Have you avoided fallacies?

* Have you used transitions from one supporting paragraph to the next?

Conclusion

• Summarize what has been accomplished in the essay by rewording the thesis and supporting points. 

Be sure not to copy/paste the original opening. Steer clear of parting shots and clinchers. Do not 

introduce an entirely new idea.

toolkit
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INSIDE OUT
Religion & Literature

W
e can hardly think of the body of classics and modern classics without noting the prominent 

role of religious imagery. There are the gods of Homer’s epics, Athena’s courtroom at the end 

of the Oresteia, Dante’s trek through the afterlife, and Dickens’ Christmas Carol. Dostoyevsky’s 

Raskolnikov finds solace in the New Testament, his Alyosha hope in the story of the wedding 

feast at Cana. The poets Shakespeare, Donne, Dickinson and others all stare down death and the question of 

what lies beyond death. 

Religious experience, then, is one major wellspring of human insight and 

artistic focus. However, with young students, there is a common pitfall for 

which teachers should keep an eye out: Young readers tend to jump to 

religious conclusions or overly religious readings; they can lose track of 

the distinctions that help us approach the variety of genres or, within a 

single work, the variety of images. Christian imagery permeates the work 

of Flannery O’Connor, Jewish imagery the stories of Chaim Potok. Neither 

writer, however, is writing theology; neither intends readers to walk away 

with religious lessons. Each writer situates us in the world with every detail 

packed into a story. In the entirety of those physical and psychological 

details lies the meaning of the stories, including the strong religious elements 

they use but not exclusively those elements. 

Even when we approach a story that is clearly the work of religious imagination, we need to help our students 

keep track of all the details, not just the ones that fall neatly under a religious tradition. This is true even for C.S. 

Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia. There is no denying the Christian imagery in this set of stories. But there is more going 

on in Lewis’ stories, and some very important elements do not so neatly line up in highly defined Christian terms.

Take The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, for example. Of course, even very young readers will note the 

similarities between Aslan and Christ. The greatest is that Aslan dies a sacrificial death; he even gives himself over, 

without resistance, to humiliation and death. Then he rises from the dead. There could hardly be a more obvious 

parallel. 
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Yet, Aslan is a lion who leads an army into a violent battle. 

And look who else is in Narnia: all sorts of pagan creatures 

like nymphs, satyrs and centaurs. Father Christmas appears, 

a character who, while historically a derivative of Saint 

Nikolas, seems closer to our modern Santa Claus than to 

the saint from Myra. Then, there is the fact that Narnia is 

currently ruled by a witch with real powers. Animals talk, 

there are giants and dwarves, and the world of Narnia 

is mysteriously connected to the world we recognize as 

England--connected by the way, by an old wardrobe inside 

a mysterious professor’s house. And why are the children 

even in the house? Because London and surrounding areas 

are under a dark cloud of “air-raids,” which we, of course, 

conclude are part of Germany’s assault on Britain during 

World War II. Thousands of children were sent away from 

their homes during the bombings. That these four kids had 

to be away from their parents and their home resonates 

with English readers and with anyone else whose relatives 

have, in recent history, been exiled at some level due to the 

dangers of the war. 

All these things mentioned here indicate that Lewis’ story, 

while it does have the Christ-like Aslan, is at the same time a 

colorful mix of characters, events and feelings. What should 

we make of all that? How should our students enter into the 

story in a way that takes note of the Christian elements but 

does not do so in a way that loses track of what else is in 

the story?

One way to answer that comes from a detail we note in the 

character of Peter who, as it ends up, is something of a leader 

both among the children and eventually in the kingdom of 

Narnia. He is more than an older brother. The more we 

read, the more we sense that he is in a particular way the 

number one candidate for royalty, perhaps especially in his 

readiness for battle. “Once a King of Narnia, always a King 

of Narnia” strikes us as aptly stated of Peter.

When Peter finally passes through the wardrobe into 

Narnia, he exclaims, “By jove!” and points out all the details 

of the world around him. Now, the students may or may 

not know that Jove is another name for Jupiter, who is the 

Roman version of the Greek god Zeus. In other words, he is 

the top pagan god. “Jove” is also the root of our word jovial, 

meaning cheerful, joyful; someone jovial makes us glad, lifts 

our spirits, is delightful, fun. Someone or something jovial 

brightens the room, distracts us from life’s dark clouds.

When we step back and think of the marvelous world that 

Lewis gives us in this little book, is it not the case that we 

experience joy? The story is utterly delightful, full of fun and 

funny twists, little surprises that make us happy. Even at the 

darkest moment of the story, when Aslan is humiliated and 

slain, Lewis pulls back the clouds and allows the sunshine to 

bathe us. When Aslan rises from the dead, he immediately 

proceeds to play with the sisters Lucy and Susan. The 

girls are overwhelmed with relief and joyous laughter, a 

response so wonderful and beautiful, we cannot help but 

feel joyful too. Then, there are Mr. and Mrs. Beaver who, 

by their relationship with each other and cheerful chatter 

with the kids, make us smile. Their names are simple but such 

fun. How about other names used in the story? Rumblebuffin 

the giant and Mr. Tumnus the faun: they too are delightful 

names. As with the girls’ response to Aslan’s rising, the jovial 

cuts through other dark parts of the story. For example, even 

when Edmund falls to temptation, the lure of Turkish Delight 

is a delight itself to the reader. We know and regret his 

betrayal, but we cannot help but chuckle at the sweet trap 

that catches him.

Yes, there are powerful Christian veins that run through Lewis’ 

story. But, by jove, there are pagan ones too. And if we pay 

attention to them—and each one is important to the world 

that has been created—we realize that Lewis has drawn us 

into an aggregate experience that is perhaps best captured 

by the jovial spirit hinted at by Peter’s exclamation, forged by 

the girls’ response to Aslan’s resurrection, and confirmed by 

the final realization that there is so much more to come:“[I]f 

the professor is right,” as the last line of the book reads, the 

end of the adventure of the wardrobe “[is] only the beginning 

of the adventures of Narnia.” Well, that makes us joyful too.
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