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Privileged Thinking 

On Theodor Haecker's Virgil 

Virgil: Father of the West1 is the title of a book in which Theodor Haecker 
presents us with the truths, teachings, and warnings from the works of Virgil 
that seem most relevant to him after the passing of two thousand years . The 
author, although a Catholic, is a disciple of Kierkegaard, not merely as a 
theologian but also as a polemicist. And his book must be considered in the 
light of its polemical intent. Haecker has two chief concerns: the overthrow 
of the traditional evaluation, which places Virgil in the shadow of Homer; 
and the demolition of every untheological-or, more exactly, un-Catholic
interpretation of the poet. This dual focus makes the book quite distinctive 
among the mass of commemorative writing, but it shares with other impor
tant works the goal of ascertaining Virgil's proper place beyond Homer, 
beyond Greek culture in general, and even beyond the realm of pure poetry. 
The radical nature of the change, undoubtedly the first for several hundred 
years, can be seen from a glance at any of the literary histories published 
around the turn of the century. "Virgil, "  we are told there quite baldly, "was 
no great poet. " In contrast, the various writings that have appeared for the 
bimillennial celebration bespeak a very positive assessment of the poet, and 
also emphasize that his greatness is rooted in the religious. Vyacheslav 
Ivanov writes, for example, 

So what we have in Virgil's narrative of the wanderings and wartime toils of 
his pater Aeneas is not an old-style heroic saga, with tales of fame and suffering 
that amount to a mythological corroboration of the cult of the hero concerned, 
but a kind of hagiography reminiscent of Bible stories, inaugurating an endless 
series of deeds accomplished not by himself but by his successors, and serving 
as the launching pad for a vast destiny in the light of which the hero sees himself 
not so much as the enactor of those deeds but as the forerunner of the promised 
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salvation and as the instrument of God . . .  In consequence of this, Virgil's view 
of history falls historically between the Bible and Saint Augustine's masterwork, 
The City of God. 2 

It so happens that these words provide a very useful paraphrase of Haecker's 
own basic conception. But the further development of this conception is 
linked to a very curious methodology. The majority of the chapters in 
Haecker's book bear epigraphs consisting of a Virgilian hemistich. These are 
then subjected to a process of interpretation. This means that the analysis 
largely becomes an exegesis of specific turns of phrase, or even single 
words-which of course can come as no surprise, in view of Haecker's 
language-mysticism. No interpretation-let alone a theological interpreta
tion-can proceed without some violence. In order to penetrate to deeper 
reserves of substance, it may blast apart the poetic framework, at the same 
time allowing the most fruitful unfolding of the text from out of the core 
of the word; it can be theological without sacrificing philology. Haecker's 
interpretive practice, however, does violence to the text. It blasts apart the 
Roman context rather than the poetic one; it violates the philological sphere 
so that the words can unfold ad majorem Dei gloriam. 3 (If this were the 
place to explore Haecker's entire doctrinal system, his ahistorical, idealist 
language-mysticism would be a principal focus of attention. Even the present 
account cannot afford, in what follows, to ignore it entirely. ) Haecker's 
mystical approach to interpretation gives his work the character of a tract, 
and this accords well with both the elevated language and the authoritarian 
assertiveness with which Christian dogmas and dicta are linked to every line 
or hemistich. In one instance, the last line of the Aeneid is given a Pascalian 
twist; in another, the famous " Sunt lacrimae rerum"4 is made to invoke the 
idea of justification. Elsewhere the "richness of Virgil's humanity" is inter
preted as the readiness to "venerate the mystery-in other words, to believe 
in a divine fate without any abatement of free will and human responsibil
ity. " Haecker even goes on to define it further as a double mystery, one that 
is fulfilled "by Christianity through the gracious pleasure of the trinitarian 
God who is Spirit and life, through the gracious pleasure of the God who 
is inscrutable, inaccessible, like the Fates of old, who is obscure not by virtue 
of the night but by virtue of the light, who brings suffering not through 
whim but from wisdom, and who brings not merely perfect justice but also 
the Passion and the flames of love. " After further theological reflections, he 
reverts to aesthetic considerations : " God is true and good and beautiful; no 
sooner does the poet touch the hem of God's beauty, thereby touching also 
the hem of the true and the good, than his work instantly acquires something 
absolute and immortal . "  The book undoubtedly contains profounder and 
more rigorous statements about Virgil than these. But this does not alter the 
fact that Haecker's resolute neglect of any secular-in other words, authen-
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tic-philological study of Virgil prevents him from recognizing such theo
logical arguments for what they are: cliches inherited from the aesthetics of 
Late Romanticism. 

We may frequently applaud the invective that Haecker unleashes against 
the translations of Virgil by Rudolf Alexander Schroder-but there can be 
no doubt that the latter's "Marginal Notes by a Reader of Virgil, " which 
appeared at roughly the same time as Haecker's book, have chosen a 
superior approach.5  Schroder, too, recognizes the importance of pietas for 
Virgil . But he can place it in its rich historical context, and in so doing he 
develops a novel and fertile concept of syncretism. In addition to everything 
he has to say about Virgil's importance for posterity, he is able to say 
something about Virgil's own view of history-unlike Haecker, who quite 
significantly, but also quite irritatingly, never transcends the sphere of the 
poet's individual soul, the anima naturaliter christiana, 6 and never attains a 
view of Roman religio. Thus, according to Schroder, 

There can be no doubt that a religious view of the world, in which every 
terrestrial manifestation, all earthly activities, seem to be reduplicated at a 
scarcely higher level of spirituality, can easily degenerate into crude animism 
in the vulgar mind, or into a jumble of more or less absurd observances in 
minds incapable of faith. But behind this we also find an overarching concept 
of such profundity as can move and inspire whole worlds-namely, the idea 
that something sacred which commands respect inhabits even the most profane 
aspects of the phenomenal world . . .  The divine service that dedicated wreaths 
and offerings not just to the /ares and penates7 but also to boundary stones, 
the labor of ploughing and sowing, the genius of opening and shutting doors, 
and to many other objectifications of fleeting moments of time . . .  may not 
inspire every person on every occasion with the image of a fully spiritualized 
or divine universe. Despite this, the world view represented here was an imma
nent entelechy that was articulated in each and every one of its component 
parts. 

See how dessicated and pallid Haecker is in comparison: "We no longer 
have any vital interest in the outward practices of the Roman state relig
ion-this is of concern to scholarship alone-nor can we warm to the entire 
Roman pantheon, which for the most part (aside from the rustic gods ) has 
no more than a poetic importance, a purely external symbolic significance, 
even in Virgil. " And describing the distinction between state religion and 
piety in the same context, he says: "In the pure spirit there is no possible 
antagonism between external piety, which is no piety at all, and internal 
piety, which despises the external one or maligns it; for in the pure spirit 
everything is within, both form and content. In mankind, however, this 
antithesis is real. " The unassuming concept of the "pure spirit, " as manifest 
here, is worthy of note . For it is precisely this concept which is the holder 
of those curious privileges characteristic of the kind of thinking practiced 
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by Haecker. We have already seen that this thinking is authoritarian. Now, 
authority is a strange thing. It must be strong and immovable-no doubt. 
Yet it must also be inviting and captivating. It must be visible from far off-a 
fortress, if you like, but with a thousand gates. Knowing better is also a 
mighty fortress, but the knower has the privilege of inhabiting it alone. 

In Germany, there have always been many people-nowadays they are 
particularly numerous-who believe that what they know, and the fact that 
they know it, are the key to the situation and that from now on everything 
will have to change. But they have only the vaguest notion about how to 
give this knowledge any direction and how to bring it to the people. They 
imagine you j ust have to express it, stress it. They are miles away from the 
idea that knowledge which contains no indication of how it should be 
propagated is of little use, and that in truth it is no knowledge at all. And 
if you tell them that every true knowledge always begins by testing its truth 
historically, that it tries itself out on new people unfamiliar with it, this will 
simply unnerve them. Nothing is so characteristic of their helplessness, their 
lack of realism, as the spurious immediacy with which the "pure spirit" 
inside them addresses itself to "mankind. "  In their heads "spirit" and "man" 
have concluded a spectral alliance; and so united, they join together here 
too. The introduction to Haecker's book contains a perhaps superfluous 
defense of "mankind" or "the human"-terms that anyway enjoy all the 
privileges of fashionable phrases. He writes: "There is scarcely anyone who, 
observing the countless different species of plants and animals and paying 
particular attention to the differences between them, nevertheless overlooks, 
or wishes to deny, the fact that there is such a thing as the plant or the 
animal, with eternally immutable qualities . Whereas there are people today 
who appear to believe that there have been radical changes in the nature of 
mankind in the course of time. " For someone schooled in the tradition of 
scholasticism, as Haecker obviously is, a statement of this kind requires an 
uncommon freedom from intellectual scruple. For the question whether such 
species-beings exist-whether they exist ante rem, as the Schoolmen put 
it-was nowhere fought out so bitterly as in the dispute over universals, 
which nominalists carried on against realists . The fact that the author has 
chosen to come down so firmly on one side, particularly in this context, will 
perhaps raise some eyebrows. But only until it is realized what this parti
sanship achieves on behalf of the above-mentioned privileges.  And this 
brings us back to "mankind" as beheld by the "spirit. " "We have to say, "  
Haecker writes further on, "that for the last 2,000 years Western man has 
had the ascendancy over all other nations and races. What this ultimately 
means is that it is in principle possible for him (regardless of the fact that 
he has often failed to make use of it in reality) to understand all other human 
beings, and this entails both his actual and possible political domination 
over them. And what has given him this possibility and this reality is his 
'faith' . "  It is not our fault if the author makes the political implications of 
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his " idea of humanity" so painfully clear-namely, that radically privileged 
understanding of non-Western man which is characterized by a combination 
of exploitation and the missionary spirit. The fact is that this is how 
contraband looks when wrapped in the fine muslin of the pure spirit which 
travelers take with them to cloud-cuckoo-land. 

Theology should be the last place to be such a cloud-cuckoo-land. In fact, 
there have been theological thinkers, even in our generation, who have 
declared war against all idolatry of the spirit: Franz Rosenzweig, a Jew, who 
has done so from a linguistic point of view, and Florens Christian Rang, a 
Christian, who has done so from the perspective of politics . 8 Now, Haecker 
of course regards himself as both a politician and a philosopher of language, 
even if he might prefer not to be known as such. But he must be denied a 
place in the ranks of authentic theological thinkers in view of the fact that, 
on the basis of spirit alone, he imagines he can be master of both the 
philosophy of language and of politics without becoming conversant either 
with philology or with economics. Of course-and here we see the matter 
in its proper light-Rosenzweig, and even more clearly Rang, were essen
tially heretics in their attitudes; they saw no difficulty in advancing tradition 
by carrying it on their backs, instead of simply administering it in a seden
tary way. It is Haecker's very moderation that cheats him of the fruits of his 
endeavors. For however radical his rereading of the sources, however great 
the art with which he interprets the texts, what is the use of all that if his 
mind clings to convention-a convention that is revealed to us here by his 
amateurish questions about Virgil 's meaning for us today. This corresponds 
precisely to the false immediacy with which spirit addresses itself to man
kind. (The great political significance of the doctrine of original sin is that 
it does away with immediacy and inwardness of this type. )  

I f  Haecker had only managed t o  arrive a t  the genuine, mediated form of 
the problem-namely, what we can learn from the history of Virgil 's poem 
and research on it, at a time when both threaten to come to an untimely 
end-he would have been able to provide us with proof of his brilliant gifts 
as a writer, without directing our gaze to his very modest talent as a thinker. 
There is no lack of models for such a project. If we think of the scholarly 
austerity with which Bezold has researched the afterlife of the ancient gods 
in medieval humanism,9 we shall better understand how much more mean
ingful it would have been to embed not just Virgil but also Scholasticism in 
the context of medieval writing, whereas Haecker's formulas basically only 
repeat those that had once been used to conjure up the image of "Virgil the 
Sorcerer. " 

"A humanism emptied of theology will not stand the test of time," the 
author claims . But to recommend Thomism as a cure for an age whose 
humanism is intellectually and actually compromised is to take the joke too 
far. Haecker lives in an ivory tower and spends his time gazing out of the 
topmost window, belittling things. And the worst of it is that the ground 
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on which this tower has been built is giving way. How otherwise could 
anyone use the phrase " adventistic paganism" as if it were in common use, 
while not noticing that the future approaching him and all of us is perfectly 
"adventistic, "  even when it is on the march? How could he describe " a  
merely philological and aesthetic interpretation o f  Virgil " a s  " a  false ap
proach, an undermining of civilization, carried out by minds themselves 
undermined," yet find no words for the barbaric conditions to which hu
manism of every kind is tied nowadays ? It is the arrogance and lack of 
integrity on the part of intellectuals that is to blame for this inconsistency
the same features that allow them to speak of " the spiritual " without 
blushing and for no other reason than that they are unable to give an 
account of their own place in the production process. For if they were, an 
essayist of Haecker's gifts could not avoid the problem of every truly 
contemporary interpretation of Virgil :  the possibility of humanism in our 
age. And the sight of the privileges which still enable a man to remain a 
humanist would liberate him from their most calcified accretion: privileged 
knowledge of the true path-a knowledge that turns out to be the most 
lethal metamorphosis of cultural privilege. 

Published in Die literarische Welt, February 1 932.  Gesammelte Schriften, III, 3 1 4-322. 
Translated by Rodney Livingstone. 

Notes 

1 .  Theodor Haecker, Vergil: Vater des Abendlandes (Leipzig: Jacob Hegner, 1 93 1 ) , 
148 pages. [Benjamin's note] 

2. Vyacheslav Ivanov, "Vergils Historiosophie ,"  Corona, May 1, 1 9 3 1 ,  p. 769. 
3 .  Ad majorem Dei gloriam: " to the greater glory of God . "  
4.  " Sunt lacrimae rerum e t  mentem mortalia tagunt" :  Aeneid, Book 1 ,  line 46 1 .  

"Here [in Tyre] a s  well, there are tears for misfortune, and mortal sorrows touch 
the heart. " 

5. R. A. Schroder, "Marginalien eines Vergil-Lesers," Corona, May 1 ,  1 93 1 ,  p. 752. 
6 .  Anima naturaliter christiana: " the natural Christian soul . "  
7. Lares and penates: tutelary deities in  Roman religion. Lares, originally gods of 

the fields, eventually came to be worshiped in the household in association with 
the penates, the gods of the storeroom. 

8. Franz Rosenzweig ( 1 8 8 6-1 929) was a German religious thinker whose magnum 
opus, Der Stern der Er/Osung (The Star of Redemption; 1 92 1 ) , made him one of 
the most influential modern Jewish theologians .  After 1 922, he was afflicted by 
progressive paralysis, but pushed ahead with a number of projects, including a 
new German translation of the Hebrew Bible in collaboration with Martin Buber. 
Benjamin's friend Florens Christian Rang, a conservative intellectual, had pub
lished a book entitled Deutsche Bauhutte: Ein Wort an uns Deutsche uber 
mogliche Gerechtigkeit gegen Belgien und Frankreich und zur Philosophie der 
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Politik [German Masons' Guilds: A Word to Us Germans on the Possibility of 
Justice toward Belgium and France and on the Philosophy of Politics] (Leipzig: 
Sannerz, 1 924),  which included "replies" from a number of well-known figures, 
including Martin Buber, Alfons Paquet, and Benjamin. 

9 .  Friedrich Bezold, Das Fortleben der antiken Gotter in mittelalterlichen Human
ismus [The Afterlife of the Ancient Gods in Medieval Humanism] (Bonn: 
Schroeder, 1 922 ) .  




