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Darko Suvin       

 

REFLECTIONS ON AND AT A TANGENT FROM “Bertolt Brecht und der Kommunismus” 

(2008, 3,500 words)  

 

ABSTRACT 

A review (first published in German of “Bertolt Brecht und der Kommunismus,” issue no. 1 (2007) 

of Marxistische Blätter, touching on most contributions). Three themes in it are considered, and the 

essays by Heuer and Haug found most useful for understanding a possible movement toward 

communism. At the end, a tangent on how to begin making sense of this term unpacks it as a locus, 

an orientation, and a horizon.  

 

0. 

I cannot write this review in any other tone than first-person singular, for if I had known of the Berlin 

2006 conference with this title, I’d have tried to participate: it deals with two matters at the centre of 

my interest in these years, namely Brecht and Communism. I’d have noted with joy how Manfred 

Wekwerth and I have had the same impulse to go back to Brecht’s versifying of Marx in Das Manifest 

by making out of the various versions a coherent and highly interesting text (his is usefully printed at 

the end of the volume, while my English translation in jazzed-up hexameters, with commentary, may 

be found in Socialism and Democracy 16.1 of 2002), and how we ended up with a very similar text. 

I’d have noted with less joy some sectarianisms also present at the conference, which is now available 

as issue no. 1 (2007) of Marxistische Blätter, that looks like, and was, advertised as a book title but 

has not been given an ISBN number (this special issue of the journal can be found at www.neue-

impulse-verlag.de/mbl/archiv/year-2007.html). Furthermore it’s not clear whether one of Brecht’s 

definitions of communism, “Es ist das Einfache das schwer zu machen ist” (It is that simple matter 

which is difficult to achieve), should be the title, as on the first inner page, or “Bertolt Brecht und der 

Kommunismus,” as on the title page. The result is that it is unavailable in any catalogue or electronic 

bibliography, and after months of writing around I had to get it through a friend in Germany who 

contacted Marxistische Blätter (they don’t answer e-mail). I do not detail this only as a justified gripe 

but mainly because it speaks to some parlous organizational -- and thus political, and of course 

imaginative -- gaps of the Marxist Left, which are a good introduction to my theme.  

 

1. 

There is a minimum common denominator to this book. All of its contributors would agree with, and 

several cite, Marx’s categorical imperative: “Alle Verhältnisse umzuwerfen, in denen der Mensch ein 

erniedrigtes, ein geknechtetes, ein verlassenes, ein verächtliches Wesen ist“ (MEW 1: 385). This is 

the monster that the Perseus (or St. George) of communism must slay: on pain of extinction—for 

communism but also for our Andromeda, humanity as we know it. Further, all the contributors find 

this imperative grows much more urgent in today’s perfectly sinful society of “turbocapitalism.” 

Insofar, the volume is to be applauded. But this doesn’t by itself go far enough.  

For the rest, the volume seems rather similar to a group of small crabs at the sea’s edge, groups 

and singularities scuttling energetically sideways from each other. Even within the same paper, some 

contributions seem to be going into all directions at once, which doesn’t help in arriving anywhere. 

My personal interest is in what I can get out of this volume to facilitate thinking about communism 

today. However, before I get to this, I shall briefly consider two other themes. Some minor notes and 
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discussions, as well as the interesting report by Klaus Höpcke on the CD resulting from federal 

German politicians reading their favourite Brecht poem, will remain unconsidered.  

The first theme I consider is “What did Brecht mean for my communist education?” It is 

represented by the articles of the Cuban filmmaker Juan Garcia Espinosa and the graduate student 

David Salomon (but echoed in a number of other articles). Both testify, in these times of suppression 

of historical memory, what our author meant to people outside of what we know in Euro-America 

and in the generations up to 1989. He is situated quite rightly as a paragon, a model, and a delightful 

teacher. This is a role known to us, before the German Kunstverehrung (adoration of art, say of 

Goethe), in the Fathers of the Church(es), and in love poetry from Sappho and Petrarca onward, and 

probably in some revered sociopolitical leaders. Some other time it would be interesting to compare 

such models.  

The second theme is “What did Communism mean to Brecht?” This question is not so easy to 

delimit from the third theme, my main theme, because a number of contributors use its philologico-

historical ductus to point out how we can learn from Brecht for the dark future coming at us today 

(this was before the financial crash of 2008). I shall begin with a subsection that deals with Brecht 

and the “really existing” Communist parties, well represented in one of the five sections within the 

W.F. Haug article and in the contribution by Sabine Kebir. Their overviews both come to the 

conclusion he was an “independent communist intellectual” (Kebir’s title) whose attempt at dialogue 

with the SED failed as “intervening thinking” (Haug). Particularly welcome is Kebir’s use of little 

known archival data, for example, about his contacts with Soviet authorities who in 1941 tried to 

engage him in collaboration with the KGB (he refused politely). I have always thought the best 

encapsulation of his politics was given by a friend in Los Angeles (I forget the name) who 

characterized him as “a one-man party, in close alliance with the communists.”  

 Some central points of “What did Communism mean to Brecht?” are dealt with by Hans Heinz 

Holz and Jost Hermand. The latter’s paper does it by means of a detour through a, to my mind 

persuasive, central stance identifying Brecht as “teacher of Unbürgerlichkeit.” His hate of bourgeois 

individualism and corrupt liberalism induced him to stress achievements in literature and the arts, as 

well as in ethics, before capitalism (Medieval and Baroque works, China) and against it (Gorki, 

Picasso, Eisler). This historical sequence should not really be taken as merely temporally 

“progressive”; as Hermand also notes, Brecht’s roots were in the plebeian forms of poetry, theatre, 

narration, and language, so it is largely a class scheme. The fixed point remains the hate of the 

bourgeoisie. Hermand calls Brecht a materialist and radical applier of Marxism, while not mentioning 

communism at all (nor does the paper by Dieter Dehm). Twenty plus years ago I’d have been enthused 

about his paper, which is as usual excellent at what it does. But with today’s interest horizon, it 

reminds me, as do a number of other articles here strongly arguing for some Leftist ideology, that 

even the best German philological tradition is still firmly based on the German Idealist doctrine of 

“two realities”: there is Kunst and then there is Leben…   

Holz writes about the Parteilichkeit (taking sides, with a pun on the [Communist] Party) of 

Brecht’s lyrics, where the tenderness about the little plum-tree crippled by the capitalist city courtyard 

implies by contraries a deep protest. He ends with a polemic against Haug’s call to “refound” 

communism, arguing that while the Party is nothing without us, we are, so far as power goes, nothing 

without the Party. I read him as arguing also that this would be Brecht’s position, for he cites the Lob 

der Partei: “The individual can be destroyed, the Party cannot be destroyed”. It remains unclear what 

this means today, after it has been falsified.  

Subsidiarily, this second theme can be rephrased as “How Do We Read Brecht’s Opus after 

the Collapse of the ‘Really Existing’ Socialism?” It is pursued at length by Ernst Schumacher with 

respect to theatre, who ends with some reflections of what might its “mole” function be today.  
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2. 

This leads to my final, and most important theme: What can somebody like me, who takes 

Brecht also as paragon for present-day existential politics, get from this volume for understanding 

what should and could be a proper, communist stance (Haltung) and activity today? This may mean, 

first, “What can I get out of Brecht’s refraction of Marx’s and Lenin’s tradition for understanding the 

present-day horrors of capitalism?” I take it that this is the point of Hermand’s and Holz’s 

contributions too. But then, as a young man named Ulyanov wrote more than 100 years ago, “What 

Is To Be Done?” There is no way around the crucial question of a vanguard Party after the experiences 

sparked by that young man. I observe a curious blockage, almost a taboo here: it is again (with one 

partial exception, to which I shall come at the end) dealt with obliquely, through esthetico-

philosophical discussions rather than overtly politico-economic and organizational ones. Politisch 

Lied, ein garstig Lied (a political poem is a horrendous poem): Goethe seems to have even on the 

Left won out against Brecht (and economics surface perhaps in 2 out of the 17 papers).  

Such a discussion is implicit in the views that Brecht was really an orthodox Realist by Thomas 

Metscher and Reinhard Jellen, or an orthodox Marxist by Werner Seppmann, and in all three cases 

argued as being not so far from Lukács’s views and a dialectics of possibility plus intervening. Surely 

such positions -- insisting that beside clear divergencies between them, strongest during the Hitler-

Stalin period, they also held some premises in common, so that their confrontation cannot be simply 

reduced to Stalinism or Socialist Realism against (say) Luxemburgism and Modernism -- are a 

welcome corrective to “western Marxist” simplifications. These articles stress clarity and Lukácsian 

humanist dialectics; they all love Descartes and abhor Derrida. Again, having written against the Post-

Modernist vulgate -- the later Derrida is much better -- I would accept a number of such insights as 

useful; and many terms they use (such as realism) can be stretched so that only connotations without 

denotations remain. But the connotations of some of the terms and turns that peep out in these 

polemics are strange, and remind one of the 1930s-40s Lukács, not the late “humanist” one (which 

they sometimes confuse with the early “reification” one).  Strangely enough, say, Seppmann 

categorically states that Brecht cannot be called a Modernist (arguing this by means of one quote 

from Duchamp that Modernism doesn’t pose the question of truth!). Jellen, the most apodictic of 

them, says that Brecht was a follower of Lenin’s mirroring theory in epistemology and esthetics (p. 

119), which I think cannot be defended in any form, and that the Brecht-Renaissance after 1968 (in 

West Germany) was a fatal turn for the worse (verhängnisvoll). In brief, Brecht and Lukács were one 

as far as content goes, but differed about who was Formalist (pp. 119-20). Both were for catharsis 

too, as Lukács misleadingly explained in his late Eigenart des Ästhetischen (and Metscher repeats on 

p. 14). This ante-diluvian esthetics using content versus form, which can at best be called Kantian 

(that is, pre-dialectical) and at worst Zhdanovian, was of course in practice allied with police 

enforcement, even if much less bloody in the GDR than in the USSR. Esthetics thus segues seamlessly 

into politics and the worst errors of “really existing communism”. It significantly contributed to its 

defeat, brought about by TV images (commodity esthetics) and banks, not tanks.  

This problem was identified by Brecht in early unflinching verses after the 1933 defeat (smaller 

than today’s) “To Him Who Hesitates“ (An den Schwankenden). I cannot cite all of it, as I should, 

but will use the verse that Seppmann does:  

Wir aber haben Fehler gemacht, es ist nicht mehr zu leugnen.  

Unsere Zahl schwindet hin.  

Unsere Parolen sind in Unordnung. Einen Teil unserer Wörter 

Hat der Feind verdreht bis zur Unkenntlichkeit.  

 

Was ist jetzt falsch an dem was wir gesagt haben 
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Einiges oder alles? (GKA 12: 47) 

 

The last two lines to my mind open up from politics towards epistemology: How do we know what 

(we think) we know? Is there not a strong probability that the Progress-Science paradigm (of clear 

bourgeois origin in both cases!) has led us astray, as Gramsci clearly realized? Isn’t it then obligatory 

to get rid not only of the Kantian but also the Positivist dichotomies such as Nature-Culture (Metscher 

still argues for a dialectics in Nature waiting only to be discovered by humans, I suppose since the 

sabre-toothed tigers)? In that sense, all of us ought today to rightly hesitate and renew ourselves.  

Thus I got most for my project of understanding a possible movement toward communism out 

of the essays by Heuer and Haug.  Uwe Jens Heuer begins to talk epistemologically when he notes 

that possibilities or probabilities are more useful to think with than determinism. But he gets only as 

far as statistical possibilities, old stuff going back to thermodynamics at the beginning of the 20th 

Century. The whole revolution in physics since Einstein and Planck (never mind electronics, warfare, 

and finances, never mind Kafka and Joyce and Dos Passos) seems to have passed our Kant-

Zhdanovians by, as if 100 sensational and horrible years were nothing: a fine ostrich “humanism”! 

To the contrary, today it is quite normal to say, with Castoriadis, that the reality described by quantum 

mechanics is “composed of many worlds” (161), or with Hacking, that in several of its branches "a 

whole battery of models" is regularly used, and "no one thinks that one of these is the whole truth, 

and they may be mutually inconsistent" (37)! Models: that‘s what Brecht is about, and while Lukács 

interestingly reached for types, which are a kind of model, he didn’t quite make it (I argued this in 

"Lukács”). Most interestingly, however, Heuer has arrived at the necessity of a faith for Marxism that 

would not be religious belief but would “cover that field” (76) and thus co-opt its energies. Those 

who have read my "Inside the Whale” will readily understand that I am fully sympathetic to this 

opening towards salvation (as I would phrase it).  

 

3. 

The most useful essay for me is the one by W.F. Haug. Here I must confess to some embarrassment 

for praising Haug in a journal of which he is an editor. But first, he does not edit this review, and 

second, those who frequent Inkrit meetings will remember occasions when I have disagreed, publicly 

and somewhat sharply, with him. So I’ll conclude by focusing from his rich overview on the gist of 

his position, beyond what I have already mentioned above. Haug discusses Brecht and Marxism and 

repeats his meritorious position that Brecht was an original Marxist thinker on a par to and with 

“selective affinities” (unknown to both) to Gramsci -- and I can only wish he will at some point 

discuss Benjamin too. This entails warnings against a too total totality and in general against too 

clearly outlined images of the world and Weltanschauungen dear to the German philosophical 

tradition and Lukács (in all of his phases). To the contrary Brecht latched on, directly and through 

Lenin, to Hegel’s contradiction and to a pleasurable, indeed witty, Marxist dialectics, with practical 

twists and turns which would be as much art as science. Much before Derrida, Brecht deconstructed 

the unsplittable atom of Subject, Ego, Personality into oscillating and recombinable quarks and 

charms of attitudes and relationships. He applied Heisenberg and the Copenhagen School from 

physics to relations between people, affirming that “what we investigate has been changed by the 

investigation” (Brecht GA 22.2:730, cited by Haug, p. 63). A series of such soundings allow Haug to 

affirm that “these proposals, if taken seriously, would suffice to put out of joint the whole view of the 

world taken by many communists in the 20th Century as being Marxism, and would give an orientation 

toward a reconstruction which amounts to a refounding” (Neugründung, p. 71) This proposal put the 

cat among the pigeons, and occasioned strong rejoinders from the Holz-Jellen wing. One can only 

suppose they felt their Weltanschauung was being challenged.  
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My own view is that the metaphor of refounding is somewhat slippery, as the fate of Haug’s 

reference to Rifondazione comunista in Italy testifies to: it has since split into quarrelling 

groupuscules without real political, never mind intellectual, impact. Maybe reconstruction on the 

medieval model, where old Roman buildings were quarried for large blocks out of which to build 

Christian churches, is less ambiguous. Haug has of course used large blocks of Marx in erecting his 

own building, but I don’t think even he has yet come (in writing, at least) to terms with Lenin’s legacy.  

If I’m allowed a final, sotto voce complaint: some Teutonic navel-gazing may also have been 

at work in this conference. Nobody seems to have reflected on, say, Jameson’s redefinition of utopia, 

or indeed of Brecht as centrally a transmissible method; or on Žižek’s rereading of Lenin. Derrida, 

Balibar or Badiou exist only as strawmen to be sneered at. This sits strangely with a Brecht who knew 

some aspects of England and the USA very well, and whose greatest success was arrived at in Paris.  

4. 

At the end, I shall go off at a tangent to summarize some insights I believe have to be added to those 

in this volume in order to BEGIN making sense of Communism, and how Brecht may be supremely 

useful to understanding what this might be. First, we would have to unpack the term “communism”, 

used without much differentiation in this volume. I would phrase this as: communism can be a locus, 

an orientation for a movement, and a horizon. Puzzlingly, each of these somehow implies and needs 

the others.  

Communism as horizon is the future Earthly Paradise of classless society, a society where 

oppositions will not be dealt with antagonistically, through murder and hunger: not by pistol but by 

pencil, as Brecht says in the nearest approximation to it he allowed himself to pen, the Prologue to 

the Caucasian Chalk Circle (which also, as Haug remarks, sketches the ideal role of the intellectual 

in Arkadi Cheidze). As all horizons, it is orienting, often inspiring, and always unattainable, for it 

moves with the viewer and pursuer oriented toward it.  

Communism as locus is any real society claiming to be largely or even asymptotically utopian 

or non-antagonistic (harmonious, as the Chinese Communist Party hypocrites today say). It could be, 

as Lenin and Brecht and all classical socialists and Marxists believed, a first absolutely necessary step 

towards a disalienated  life of people in community, IF (and only if) it a/ was not stifled by poverty 

and aggression, and b/ did not pretend to be the oxymoron of a finally reached horizon, an illusion 

that also necessarily grows into a religion and a lie (Nietzsche can be used here, as Brecht used him: 

nobody in this volume mentions his work, I think).  

Today, bereft of locus, we still might have (if we don’t lose the faith Heuer and Derrida speak 

of) the orientation, a vector leading from our quite dystopian and catastrophic locus of capitalist 

barbarism towards the utopian horizon (in the positive sense of eutopia, or a radically better socio-

political place, pace Engels). Orientation means, etymologically, turning toward the Orient of the 

rising Sun, the source of light and warmth, indeed of all life. Orientation toward a communist horizon 

is the subspecies of Brecht’s bearing (Haltung) proper to Brecht’s philosophico-political followers. 

It would be of a piece with Brecht’s permanent eager receptivity to better ways of thinking, which 

Wekwerth so engagingly transmits in his introduction, and Schumacher confirms: maybe it’s naivety 

we need as a tool? Maybe sympathy too? Let’s try it out and see.  

This orientation is today our minimum requirement, without which all talk of communism 

should cease. But for a proper collective orientation, i.e. a movement with this orientation, we need 

a Cultural Revolution, a rebuilding on the basis of an updated Marx for a cybernetic age and a most 

dangerously rotting capitalism, and of a clear idea how to organize, i.e, what to take from Lenin and 

what not. Anarchism, noble as it is in many ways, will get us nowhere: as we have seen in these last 

10 years.  

Thus, when Holz and other comrades say a Party is necessary, I agree. When Haug says a 

Cultural Revolution is necessary, I also agree — possibly first of all. It would mean we had a political 
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collective which can accommodate Kebir’s autonomous communist intellectuals within the Cause. 

Then indeed we could get back to Brecht’s “Lob der Partei”: “Wir sind sie” (We are it).  
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