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1. A Reactionary Masterpiece?

1.1. Brecht’s Leben des Galilei (Life of Galileo, further LG)1 is in many 
ways his most paradoxical play. On the one hand, from East Germany 
to Britain and China it is probably his most popular—frequently played 
and generally known—text for the stage. On the other hand, it is the 
only play which Brecht rewrote three times, including a signifi cant 
change in the ultimate horizon and intended message; he was never 
quite comfortable with it (cf. AJ 2: 411 et passim, Mayer 170); and 
he died in the middle of directing its rehearsals, having at least for 
the moment shelved (as I shall argue) some of the basic decisions still 
outstanding if the play’s horizon and meaning were to be clarifi ed. As 
to the rewriting: “Judging by the proportion of Brecht’s papers devoted 
to it in the Brecht Archive in Berlin, Galileo is much the most heavily 
worked-over of all his plays.... [D]uring the last 19 years of his life... 
its linguistic, theatrical, and thematic bases all changed drastically...” 
(Manheim et al. 265; cf. also Schumacher). As to the substance, the 
following note in his working diary (Arbeitsjournal) for Feb. 25, 1939, 
three months after he had fi nished the fi rst version of the play, can be 
taken as valid for all the extant versions:

LG is technically a great step backward, ... too opportunistic. 
One would have to rewrite the play totally if one wanted to have 
this “breeze that comes from the new shores,” this rosy dawn of 
science. All more direct, without the interiors, the “atmosphere,” 
the empathy. And all directed toward planetary demonstration. 
The composition could stay the same, the character of Galileo 
too. But this work, a cheerful work, could only be done as a 
practical seminar (praktikumpractical seminar (praktikumpractical seminar ( ).... (AJ 1: 32)

1 All references will be keyed to the Bibliography and entered by last name with 
page. Reference to Brecht’s Leben des Galilei/ Life of Galileo (abbreviated as LG) 
will be by page of Gesammelte Werke 3 preceded by GW; other volumes of this 
Brecht edition are referred to as GW by  volume: page. The quotes from the play and 
Brecht’s notes to it use but occasionally modify the Sauerlander-Manheim translation 
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The terms used by this self-condemnation of Brecht’s belong to his 
harshest vocabulary at that time, so that the note reads almost like a 
parallel to the clear self-condemnation of Galileo  in the play. Though 
Brecht  indicated what he considered a suffi cient excuse for himself at 
the end of this quote, and though he believed with good reason from 1938 
on that the fi nal self-condemnatory speech of Galilei’s could—”with 
a strictly epic performance”—subsume the empathy into this great 
character  under the necessary estrangement (AJ 1: 27), he was aware 
that centrally signifi cant ambiguities remained. Thus, Brecht’s fi nal 
discussions about the play with Ernst Busch, whom he had handpicked 
to play Galileo, centered on Busch’s excessive sympathy for his role, 
which after Brecht’s death broke through the directing of Erich Engel 
(cf. Mayer and Mittenzwei et al.).

In order to carry out Brecht’s stated intentions, it might therefore be 
necessary in performance to partly rewrite LG, primarily by a signifi cant 
increase and strengthening of the role of the people. However, I shall 
focus on the play as it has been transmitted from 1956 on (that is, the 
third, “Berlin” version to which I am throughout referring). Its text does 
not, in my opinion, do what  Brecht in various post-1945 comments 
affi rmed he wanted it to do: for in the Possible World of this play there 
is no evidence that Galileo was at the time of his trial strong enough to 
withstand the State apparatus and the ruling classes. Therefore, I do not 
see how this story could function as a cognitive explanation for the rise 
of a powerful and potentially useful yet bourgeois and alienated science. 
One must conclude that both a further theme and one or more  other ways 
of transfer from play to spectators, different from monolinear causality, 
are at work. As to theme, Brecht noted that the play has two: fi rst, “that 
in this societal formation the thirst for knowledge grows perilous for life, 
since it is developed and punished by society,” and second, “the decisive 
difference” between “pure” and socially revolutionary science (AJ 2: 
465). From 1945 on he strongly insisted on the science theme, treating 
it as extrapolatable to the atom bomb. Yet experience proves that the 
text strikes a deep chord in all spectators concerned with intellect versus 
power, with intellectuals and other people caught, and often broken, 
between the institutionalizations of power and of knowledge. Therefore, I 
shall explore the relative weight of the “thirst for knowledge” theme.
listed in the Bibliography. Except for them, all other translations are mine unless 
otherwise indicated. Brecht’s diary, Arbeitsjournal, is abbreviated as AJ. I wish to 
thank: the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada for a research 
grant and a Leave Fellowship in 1986/87, as well as a grant in partial defrayment of 
my travel expenses to the Hong Kong IBS Congress in 1986, where a fi rst version of 
this essay was read; Laureen Nussbaum for hospitality and the reminder to look up 
Eisler; Vasudha Dalmia-Lüderitz and Roswitha Mueller for stimulating ideas. 
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Yet how is one to look for the new ways of referring to our age, 
in feedback with the shaping of the themes? And if these ways are 
found, what tenor or meaning do they convey? A number of concurrent 
arguments would be necessary, of which I can here attempt only one. 
My central strategy will be to interpret freely (and I hope creatively) 
Brecht’s insistence on the story (Fabel) by not limiting it to the linear 
sequence of events, Aristotle’s systasis pragmaton. The positive aspect 
of my methodological hypothesis (its pars construens) consists in the 
argument that a story is also signifi cantly shaped by its metaphoric 
system(s). This will based on two lengthy arguments elsewhere (Suvin, 
“On Metaphoricity” and “Brecht’s Parable”) that a metaphoric system, 
as an omnipresent fi ctional procedure, underlies all narrative; and 
that Brecht’s encompassing metaphor for this play is a melding of the 
metaphoric themes of seeing and eating into the overarching parable of 
Heavenly Food (see Dort 214-18) and uniting insight and nourishment, 
food for the body and food for the mind, but frustrated in the exemplary 
knower Galileo by an internalization of pressures exerted by class 
society. Here I shall advance from these arguments into a discussion of 
whether the play is an extrapolation to the atom bomb or an analogy to 
the position of frustrated knower. I propose to do so by focussing on one 
crux for which a proper meaning has to be found, if the play is to make 
sense: the fi nal scene of the play, Andrea’s crossing a dangerous border 
with the supremely important manuscript which we should accept as 
the cornerstone of modern science.

The traditional way to proceed would have been different. It would 
demand that one read all the criticism extant about one’s subject and 
pick one favorite approach or at best an amalgam of the most likely 
looking approaches. But this positivistic procedure is predicated upon 
a belief in the cumulative nature of humanistic scholarship. Alas, in 
our ideological and therefore methodological Tower of Babel this is no 
longer tenable. Therefore, this essay shall not attempt to give any idea 
of the answers variously given to this question. Indeed, the negative 
aspect (pars destruensaspect (pars destruensaspect ( ) of my methodological hypothesis is that no 
approach to LG that looks for a single train of causation can resolve 
my problem; and the overwhelming majority of criticism on this play 
relies on such a monolinear view of causation (which does not mean that 
much of this criticism has not been indispensable, so that I am standing 
on many shoulders).2

2 If causality becomes much more complex, nothing in this essay should be taken 
as putting statistical, multi-variable, over-determined, changeable, etc., causality into 
doubt as an indispensable heuristic intellectual tool; my position is similar to that 
noted by Brecht after discussions with philosophers of science, such as Reichenbach, 
in Los Angeles a couple of years before redoing LG (cf. AJ 1: 272-78; also many other 
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1.2. The crux about the horizon of the fi nal scene, being syntagmatic, 
can only be answered as the signifi cant fi nal part or outcome of the 
whole story this play tells and conveys. In general, the ending is that 
special and often crucial segment of the story that both retrospectively 
makes sense of all the preceding segments and leaves the reader with 
a built-in directive of how to apply the reading to empirical actuality. 
While every coherent narrative is a system whose elements are unifi ed 
by partaking of a common model or paradigm of relationships, there 
is a basic dichotomy between “epic” and “mythological” narratives.3

The epic events must be presented as historically contingent and 
unforeseeable—and thus as a rule historically reversible—while the 
mythological events are cyclical and predetermined, foreseeable descents 
from the timeless into the temporal realm. The verse or prose epic has, 
so to speak, foregrounded the plot, which was a foregone conclusion in 
mythology. In the epic plot, best developed in the novel, “the ‘before’ 
causally determines the ‘after,’ and the series of such determinations 
cannot be retraversed backward...but, according to the epistemological 
model by which we explain our empirical world, it is irreversible” (Eco, 
Apocalittici 237). Thus, an epic text, as different from a mythological 
one, will be meaningful only if each syntagmatically successive element 
is the result of a paradigmatic value choice, as opposed to axiologically 
pre-established or automatized sequentiality. That choice constitutes the 
poetry of post-mythological texts, opposed to the myth’s incantatory 
repetitions of names or metaphors jelled into a fi xed system.

comments, for example GW 15:  278-80, 20:  62-63). A good lesson in multi-variable 
investigation refusing wishful deduction is that given by Galileo to Andrea in the 
sunspots scene, which Brecht seems to have indicated as being (in GDR in 1955-56) 
the most important one for Marxists. The difference between closed deductive and 
open feedback systems (see note 7) is painfully obvious in the opposition between 
a dogmatic and a creative Marxism (Bloch’s “cold” and “warm” currents within it). 
Here too Brecht unique position was that of straddling the poles. In his “warmer” 
moments, he was against abstract speculations leading to wrong historical questions 
(for example AJ 1: 119). 

3 Cf. Lotman, Aufsätze, in particular the part originally published as “O 
modeliruiushchem znachenii poniatii ‘kontsa’ i ‘nachala’ v khudozhestvennykh 
tekstakh,” in Tezisi dokladov vo vtoroi letnei shkole po vtorichnim modeliruiushchim 
sistemam (Tartu, 1966). Lotman concentrates on the mythological siuzhet, so that the 
binary opposition to epic (though I believe it is consonant with his indications) was 
developed by me as stimulated by Brecht, Lukács, and Propp’s Fol’klor and Epos, 
cf. Suvin, “The SF Novel.” The ending has been discussed in a number of studies of 
narrative semiotics beginning with Shklovskii (for example by Eco in Apocalittici
and elsewhere); I cannot agree with the nihilist conclusions Barthes draws from his 
brilliant discussion of the “hermeneutic story” which ends in revelation of the truth, 
and which he—disputing Brecht—believes to be tied to individualist metaphysics 
(S/Z 82-83, 193-94, and 58). S/Z 82-83, 193-94, and 58). S/Z
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Choice shapes the agential and spatial relationships within a narration 
in not fully foreseeable and therefore potentially new and better ways. It 
is the precondition for a narrative rendering of freedom. The ending is so 
crucially important because it is, in principle, the place where the sum of 
all the narrative choices reaches its textual end-result, and from which 
all these choices can be retrospectively valorized. In mythological texts, 
there is no proper beginning or ending; obversely, as Aristotle remarked, 
the presence of a genuine beginning, middle, and end defi nes any lay or 
post-mythological text (so that “epic” in this sense, as Brecht saw, includes 
drama). The  dominant syntagmatic device in the European Middle Ages 
(and in many other societies dominated by patriarchal ideologies) was 
the overriding importance allotted to the beginnings—whether an event 
came from God (in Confucian China: from the ancestral tradition, etc.) 
and how. It is probable that the importance of endings, triumphing in 
bourgeois laicization (for example Boccaccio and the Renaissance), 
denotes the rise of this-worldly success as the dominant ideology and 
validation in the textual cause-and-effect system, homologous to the 
new extra-textual practice. In modern times, right-wing philosophy 
has proclaimed with Heidegger that “the beginning is greater,” and 
left-wing philosophy with Lenin’s Philosophical Notebooks that “the 
truth is not in the beginning but in the end, or better in the continuation” 
(171, cf. Faye 77-78). In short, the ending is the moment of truth for the 
paradigm’s cognitive validation and the narrative’s believability—for 
the coherence, richness, and novelty (relevance in a new situation) of 
the text as signifi cant esthetic cognition. This is an axiological stress not 
to be confused with banalized demands for vicarious catharsis either by 
means of a happy or a tragic ending.4

In that light, the fi nal scene of LG should be a clincher showing forth 
the proper attitude toward Galileo, the representative scientist: are his 
supremely important actions—within a  historical dialectics between 
action and agent, and quite apart from any moralizing—fi nally to be 

4 In a 1939 note to the Danish version, Brecht rightly polemicized against an 
understanding of LG as tragedy. Within that polemic, he noted that this play was 
not built “according to the dominant rule of playwriting [that] the ending of a play 
weighs heavier” (Anmerkungen 1110). But fi rst, there is a doubt in my mind how 
far Brecht would have wished to apply this to the radically different (though still 
non-tragic) telos of the later versions. Second, had he decided to apply it to them, I 
would have felt that (since the Renaissance) a play’s ending was weighty whether 
that play was a tragedy or not. Finally, a general theoretical point about this essay: I 
trust the tale within certain interpretive frameworks, not necessarily the teller. When 
I quote Brecht as an authority for explaining LG, this is not because I believe the 
author’s intention to be sacrosanct but because he was often an excellent reader of 
his works and I believe those particular quotes to be correct. 
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seen as furthering the life or death of humankind? My initial question 
is, what kind of manuscript—supremely beneficent or supremely 
malefi cent—has Andrea smuggled out to be the foundation of modern 
science? Is the resulting modern science to be a death-dealing and 
enslaving or a liberating and life-furthering one? Is his crossing the 
border with his books and  Galileo’s manuscript to be  seen as a good or 
bad vector to the future? To put it prefi guratively, is it a manuscript by 
Edward Teller, the “Father of the Hydrogen Bomb,” or by Karl Marx?5

In the positive case Galileo is centrally right and to be strongly praised 
as sly resister, while in the negative case he is centrally wrong and to be 
strongly condemned as pernicious renegade. In short, this question is a 
way of posing what Brecht himself saw as the root of all of his work, 
“the divine cui bono [in whose interest?]” (AJ 1).

If this question admits of confl icting answers, I do not see how the 
resulting ambiguity would help the play, since it fudges its central 
value. It is therefore not a sign of pluralist openness (Brecht did not 
go in for ideological pluralism in the liberal or anarchist sense) but 
a bad ambiguity. Now Brecht could have avoided this ambiguity by 
simply suppressing a scene that did not fi t, as he did with a number of 
long passages during the 18 years of working on this play. Possibly he 
would have done so had he fi nished the rehearsals in 1956. But this 
does not appear to have been his intention: the fi nal scene is powerful 
and impressive on its own, and he—probably for that reason—decided 
to cut it only for that particular Berliner Ensemble production (though 
he had not cut it in the much shorter “American” or Laughton version). 
There is no indication I know of that Brecht might have intended to 
permanently delete it from the text in any printing of the fi nal, “Berlin” 
version. He seems to have simply shelved the question as insoluble at 
the moment. Whether and how it is soluble remains an open question; 
but since it is not soluble within linear monocausality, nothing can be 
lost by trying the analogical approach to it. I shall at the end attempt to 
integrate a brief discussion of this crux into a general view of the play’s 
tenor or parabolic reference to our concerns as spectators today.

5 I have argued that at least in The Caucasian Chalk Circle Brecht used a Marxist 
prefi gurative allegory—see Suvin To Brecht. Let me record here for posterity Helene 
Weigel’s boast to me in May 1970 that it was she who persuaded Brecht to cut that 
scene in his 1956 rehearsals. I think—with Eisler—that this is fi nally an indispensable 
scene, in fact a key ending that must be disambiguated (is Andrea the parabolic 
fi gure of bourgeois science leading to the atom bomb or of popular science leading 
to Marxism and survival of this planet?—see the end of this essay), so that it is very 
regrettable that a sick Brecht did not have time to focus it. 
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2. Extrapolation of Science or Parable of the Intellectual?

2.0. If I can invite the reader to assume, on the basis of the two studies 
of mine I mentioned earlier, that the metaphoric way of cognition is, 
without pretending to exclusiveness, at least as necessary an aspect of 
the story and of making sense of a narration as a linear plot—then a 
suspicion should arise that extrapolation cannot be the whole story in 
LG. Whatever Brecht may have indicated he wanted LG from 1945 on to 
convey (cf. his Anmerkungen), an extrapolation from the Galilean rise of 
alienated science to its atom-bomb culmination is in my opinion not even 
the principal story. Extrapolation as a scientifi c procedure is predicated 
upon strict isolation of one element from a situation or process, and a 
strict (or crude) arithmetic ratio between the points from and to which 
that element is being  extrapolated (in this example, the 17th and 20th 
centuries). However, history is not a quantitatively measurable space, 
nor will the ensemble of human relationships stand still for a single 
element to be extrapolated against an unchanging background. The shaky 
methodological premises allow extrapolation only very limited, if not 
notoriously dubious, value in the human or social sciences.  The meaning 
of LG is arrived at from the whole story-as-vehicle—the ensemble of 
gestic, verbal, and other signs—by analogy; this play too is mainly 
(that is, where it works) a parable. True, since a parable has to have a 
coherent vehicle and since that vehicle may, in a historicized variant, 
have a future tenor, the linearity of the plot remains important, but only 
if its secondary and functional character is clearly understood. In that 
case, there is little sense in debating—in the wake of some of Brecht’s 
indications—whether Galileo’s capitulation was indeed the Original Sin 
of bourgeois science, whether his more class-conscious resistance could 
have led to a kind of physicists’ Hippocratic Oath (whose effectiveness 
is itself an idealist notion in Brecht’s sense of not being realistic, see AJ 
1:148), etc. Such scholastic disputes are then simply the obverse of the 
heroic liberal arrow (rightly repudiated by Brecht) from the unbowed 
“Eppur si muove” speaker upwards through history.  What makes sense 
is to ask what kind of parabolic tenor or meaning does the plot, and the 
paradigm, of LG possess.

2.1. It would be interesting to follow Brecht’s tortuous and often tortured 
opinions about this play. In this essay, it seems pertinent to ask only 
how come that, during 18 years of an on and off struggle, this material 
presented such unsurmountable diffi culties to the author of (after all) 
other no less complicated plays. I propose as answer that in the case 
of Mother Courage and Her Children Brecht had a crystal-clear grasp 
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of the Grundgestus, the thematic-cum-attitudinal fi eld, of warfare, in
The Good Person of Szechuan of goodness (friendliness), and in The 
Caucasian Chalk Circle of social stewardship; in LG he had quite 
ambiguous ideas and feelings about science. Brecht always accepted 
productive critique as the privileged cognitive horizon for his age (see 
Suvin, “Brecht: Bearing”). At some point, say 1930-50, he privileged 
a politically committed “science” (in which he included Marxism), 
and wanted to become a kind of Court playwright for Her Majesty the 
Age of Science; testimonies to this abound in his writings culminating 
in the Short Organum for the Theatre. But he seems to have held in a 
struggling, rich but uncomfortable, union of opposites both of the main 
Marxist (and general) views about science, which I shall provisionally 
call the absolutist and the pragmatic one. As I shall argue, the latter 
view fi nally led him to a strong skepticism toward “scientism” in both 
its bourgeois and bolshevik variants: a belief that science discovers 
universally valid laws, which are in principle independent of the people, 
society, and interests among which it happens to have sprung up (see 
now much more in my “On the Horizons”). And if only Archimedes 
had not been killed by an uncouth Roman plebeian, we might well have 
had an industrial revolution in Rome and Caesar leading his air force 
across the Mediterranean or the Atlantic (this is an actual proposition 
by Jastrow, a positivist historian of science).6

In this absolutist view, dominant from the 18th Century and through absolutist view, dominant from the 18th Century and through absolutist
Brecht’s youth, science is not only a supreme good of mankind—together 
with art—but also “the measure for the truth and value content of 
a cognitive correlation” (Grimm and Grimm). This view was at its 
strongest among practically all the prominent German thinkers; Kant 
and  Marx often talked in a similar vein. The central feature of such a 
scientism was that it eliminated the knowing subject, individual and 
collective, in favor of an artifi cially posited “objectivity.” Engels, who 
proclaimed that socialism should from utopia advance to being a science, 
codifi ed this approach into an article of faith for the socialist movement 
(see Suvin, “’Utopian’”): the 19th-Century quantifying—post-Galilean, 
Cartesian and Baconian—natural science became (without any explicit 
argumentation) its absolute epistemological model. Now Bacon was 
one Brecht’s principal culture heroes—witness the short story about his 

6 I have dealt with this argument in Suvin “Notions,” from which the juxtaposition 
of Marx’s, Engels’s, and Gramsci’s views is condensed and where precise references 
to matters dealt with in this paragraph can be found, and now much developed in 
“On the Horizons.” Cf. on natural sciences in LG also Charbon (though I doubt that 
Heisenberg’s complementarity can be applied to Galileo, 160). 
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death and the title of Short  Organum. As for Descartes (also a subject 
of Brecht’s studies, cf. GW 20:132-38), he is mentioned in the last 
Galileo-Andrea dialogue as another defeated Sun Hero whose treatise 
on the nature of light—and by metonymy himself—has been locked 
up in a mini-jail in direct extrapolation from Galileo’s recantation (GW 
1335).

On the other hand, practical lessons in what such a “value-free” or 
“objective” scientism lends itself to, fi rst in classical bourgeois and then 
in fascist and bolshevik hands, led in our century to a suspicion that 
science too was intimately bound up with a (collective) presupposed 
subject and thus with given world-views, that it was fi nally a paradigm or 
(to put it more simply) an ideology. In the Marxist camp, this pragmatic
attitude was perhaps best formulated by Gramsci’s conclusion that

what interests science is not so much the objectivity of reality but 
man, who elaborates research methods, who continually rectifi es 
the material instruments that reinforce his sensory organs and 
logical instruments for discrimination and verifi cation—that is, 
culture, that is, world-view, that is, the relationship between man 
and reality mediated by technology. In science too, looking for 
reality outside people, in a religious or metaphysical sense, is 
merely a paradox. (55- 56)

While Gramsci’s prison notes were not known to Brecht, his friend 
and teacher Karl Korsch held very similar views, not to mention other 
avantgarde scientists and philosophers in Berlin, Kopenhagen, and Los 
Angeles whom Brecht was carefully listening to. And Gramsci could 
claim a pedigree going back to Marx’s own (admittedly intermittent) 
distinctions between a dogmatic and a revolutionary science. In this 
whole tradition science is clearly treated neither as a “positive” social 
institution nor as an absolute model but as a usable and misusable 
ensemble of cognitions. In that case, science is not an absolute truth 
(which we sinful people can of course only approach asymptotically, that 
is, without ever fully reaching it) nor is it necessarily the measure of all 
other cognitions. The crasser extrapolative speculations, arising mainly 
from some of Brecht’s remarks on LG, are in this “scientistic” vein: could 
a democratic revolution have happened in Italy had Galileo seen through 
the Inquisition’s bluff when shown the torture instruments?7

7 Quite theoretically speaking, the basic mistake of all the organicists in cultural 
studies is to have ignored that real organisms in nature and culture are always open 
systems. Closed systems (for example a watch) cease functioning when their original 
internal energy has been exhausted. Open systems are autotelic because they can 
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These opposite views on science, absolutist vs. pragmatic, entail 
opposite ideological and practical stances toward it. The absolute view 
holds that science is a “pure” methodology, an organon with its formal 
propositions and procedures for the construction and verifi cation of 
theories, principally a “how.” The pragmatic view holds that science 
is, on top of “how” and principally, a “by whom” and “for what”—an 
“impure” productive relationship between (for example) workers, 
scientists, fi nanciers, and other power-holders, as well as an institutional 
network with different effects upon all such different societal groups. 
Brecht, however, not only straddled both of these polar views, he had a 
paradoxically acute feeling for and understanding of both.

On the one hand, in the Engelsian absolute tradition, shared by early 
Lenin and by Stalin, he thought of Marxism as a (or indeed the) science. 
As I mentioned, this attitude was resolutely foregrounded in his most 
fi nished  and deservedly famous but (as usual for Brecht) open-ended 
and not fi nal theoretical tractate, the Short Organum. Yet arguments 
abound for the other understanding of science as well. Wissenschaft 
is in German, fi rst of all, much wider than the contemporary English 
term “science,” since it denotes any systematically organized body of 
knowledge, for example theology or literary studies (cf. Suvin “Notions” 
and “’Utopian’,” based on Grimm and Grimm). Second, and more 
important, Brecht had always abhorred any closed doctrine. He had a 
permanent mistrust of harmonizing world views, Weltanschauungen that 
prematurely stifl ed contradictions; he would at best concede to these 
“world views” the status of “working hypotheses,” which would however 
in the hands of bourgeois intellectuals always remain “very dangerous” 
(GW 20:159).Thus, the “principal thesis” of the Short Organum can 
remain intact when stripped of the scientistic formulations; Brecht 
identifi ed it in his diary as: “that a certain learning is the most important 
pleasure of our age, so that it must play a large role in our theatre…. The 
critical stance toward the social world is thus freed from the stigma of 
the non-sensual, negative, non-artistic, stamped upon it by the reigning 
esthetics.” (AJ 2: 518) This led in the 1950s to a fi nal recognition, based 

draw on external energy: their boundaries are largely permeable. Their state is at 
any moment the result of dynamic interaction between a great number of variables 
inside and outside the system. This obviously holds not only for biological but also 
for cultural entities, such as a human society or the interaction between text and 
context. Only a closed system can be analyzed fully in terms of linear causality. 
Self-regulating, that is, open, systems use feedback loops—and other complex 
proceedings such as statistical determination etc.—also called “a circular causality” 
(cf. Bertalanffy passim ). This underlies my skepticism toward extrapolation; see now 
my “Goodbye to Extrapolation.” Science-Fiction Studies 22.2 (1995): 301. 
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on abuse of science by the “Western” and of Marxism by the “Eastern” 
class societies, that  the term Wissenschaft was inadequate for serious Wissenschaft was inadequate for serious Wissenschaft
theorizing: “the term [scientifi c age] by itself, as it is usually used, is 
too polluted” (GW 16: 701, ca. 1954). At any rate, the writer of the Life 
of Galileo could scarcely be suspected of an uncritical scientism, just as 
the lifelong proponent of self-management should not be supposed to 
have had any illusions about technocracy (or bureaucracy). What Brecht 
permanently retained from this semantic fi eld was his insistence on the 
necessarily experimental, Baconian character of genuinely modern art, 
as well as the abhorrence of “mechanical formalism”—in this case, in 
modern physics. With Marx, he could have exclaimed:

Sense perception (see Feuerbach) must be the basis of all science. 
Science is only actual when it proceeds from sense perception actual when it proceeds from sense perception actual
in the twofold form of both sensuous awareness and sensuous
need, that is, from nature. The whole of history is a preparation 
for man to become the object of sensuous awareness and for 
the needs of man as man to become sensuous needs…. Natural 
science will in time include the science of man as the science of 
man will include natural science. (Marx 311-12)

LG also demonstrates this unresolved oscillation in its stance toward 
science. The play shows, on the pragmatic hand, two competing types 
of institutions, the Church/State Establishment and Galileo’s team, 
a budding counter-Establishment of science; it also abundantly and 
convincingly foregrounds what science could do to the interests of the 
landlords as opposed to those of the peasants and housewives. However, 
this central opposition is never shown as a dynamic clash; as will be 
argued later, the role of the people is too reduced. Therefore—on the 
absolutist hand—Galileo looms as a much larger-than-nature hero even 
in his defeat. Eisler rightly objected that in the later, supposedly critical 
versions he became doubly heroic, fi rst in furthering the truth and then 
in his lucid self-criticism, and demurred against this highly interesting 
exaggeration (Bunge 254; cf. Mayer 176).

2.2. This exaggeration means that Galileo, while remaining a three-
dimensional character, grows into an almost allegorical emblem of 
a potentially triumphant but then corrupted science. His position at 
the center of the play’s dramaturgic agents would have to be further 
discussed within a thorough agential analysis as a supplement to this one. 
But I think it is clear that he too presents a blend of rich analogy (to any 
searcher for truth) with straightforward extrapolation (to Oppenheimer 
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and the nuclear bomb); and that for us today analogy dominates over 
extrapolation.

Now strict religious allegory (such as the Psychomachia or Jedermann/  or Jedermann/  or
Everyman) differs from parable inasmuch as single elements from the 
allegory surface correspond to single elements in the tenor, while in the 
parable only the upshot of the whole story carries over into the tenor 
(one does not inquire, for example, what do the birds nestling in the 
mustard-seed bush correspond to in the Kingdom-of-Heavens tenor). 
This allegory lends itself easily to extrapolation (a linear extension 
of one selected process into the future), which could indeed for all 
of its scientifi c camoufl age be understood as a “progressivist” limit-
case and variant of allegory. In culture all the laicizations of Christian 
prefi guration are allegorical. This can be seen in a pure form in the 
dramaturgy of Tudor nationalism, from the anti-papal revolt in Bale’s 
King Johan (with embodiment of the nation extrapolated from King 
John to Imperial Majesty, that is, to Henry 8) to the framework of 
Shakespeare’s “king plays” up to Macbeth, which then breaks down 
in King Lear. The arrow into the future revives in some variants of 
Modernism, from the presentations of potential future stewards of the 
land in Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard and Brecht’s own Caucasian Chalk 
Circle to the future adumbrated as the vanishing point of Genet’s Blacks 
and Weiss’s Hölderlin. However, in the Modernist plays extrapolation 
is never pure (and allegory never strict or dogmatic), for it is quite 
insuffi cient for a dialectical presentation of problems more complex 
than the certainties of Bale’s crude (though forceful) agitprop, or, at 
best, of Brecht’s sophisticated agitprop in The Mother. In particular, and 
paradoxically, extrapolation cannot fully cope with the positioning and 
implications of modern science and technology as complex context of 
everyday life. (To mention only one aspect, their huge absorption into 
capital as opposed to labor-force—already noted by Marx—would have to 
be faced.) To quote again one of the best commentators ever on Brecht:

You can’t at all compare LG with the real development of physics, 
as it becomes practicable to the horror of mankind. I warn you 
against such comparisons! … Brecht’s play shows simply how 
diffi cult it is to have truth prevail. How long can one fi ght before 
being destroyed? How long can one bear it until the end—and 
hand on the truth yet and know oneself as a weak person?... 
Physics is only the peg, the theme by which a man is shown 
who fi ghts against great power, changes, becomes deformed, 
sells out, deplores the sell-out, and also discloses the sell-out. 
(Eisler, in Bunge 250-51)
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Eisler’s warning is very salutary, though I’d maintain that the extrapolative 
aspect is also present in LG. Brecht had perspicaciously identifi ed two 
themes in the play (see 1.1), which I would call “the endangered knower” 
and “the betrayal of science.” I have suggested that the central theme is 
the fi rst, analogical one, about the bearer of truth in lean times, “forced 
to act against [his] conscience” (AJ 2: 510). This does not at all mean 
that this play is simply a return to individualism (though LG does need 
a star actor), nor that it is primarily Seelenkäse—psychology without 
politics or dialectics. Indeed, physics in LG is fully parabolical: it has 
a literal signifi cation as physics, but its meaning or metaphoric tenor 
is politics (rather than an extrapolation to modern physics). Already in 
Scene 1, Galileo concludes his tone-setting oration by using physical 
phenomena (wind, heavens) to signify politics:

All this has stirred up a draught that lifts even the gold- braided 
coats of princes and prelates, revealing stout or spindly legs, 
legs just the same as ours. The heavens, we have found out, are 
empty…. Overnight, the universe has lost its center and in the 
morning it had any number of centers. So that everybody may 
now be looked at as a center and nobody….  (GW 1234)

This is multiply motivated and over-determined. First, the empirical 
sciences have, precisely since Bacon and Galileo, been shaped by 
bitter social struggles; Brecht understood this supremely well and, in 
that respect too, much remains to be learned from LG. The grandiose 
and supposedly “value-free” increase of humanity’s power, the control 
and exploitation of nature, has gone hand in hand with control and 
exploitation of the less powerful groups, of women, workers, aliens—and 
intellectuals. This epistemological shaping of the natural sciences by 
politico-economical necessity (in the widest sense) enters into their 
very structure of knowledge: “Science too is a historical category” 
(Gramsci 55). Thus, it is not too diffi cult to have physics—whose 
fundaments are, from the shamans and Aristotle’s shamanic distinction 
between incorruptible heavens and corruptible earth to the present-day 
speculations, so intimately interfused with politics—serve as a vehicle 
for a political tenor.

Yet, second, the analogical proceeding in LG pertains (quite in the spirit 
of Marx’s early Feuerbachian notes cited in 2.1) to human as well as to 
cosmic nature, that is, to Galileo’s own nature too. Strangely and horribly, 
the upshot of the play is that in and around this Knight of Pleasure 
sensuality has withered. I have discussed in my essay “Brecht’s Parable” 
how this is manifested in his degraded eating or gobbling. In the other 
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main metaphoric cluster of the play, the withered sensuality is manifested 
as his blindness. Physical blindness has from time immemorial served 
as a metaphor for spiritual blindness; the Sanskrit avidyā, spiritual 
blindness, comes from the literal sense of “inability to see.” In major 
fi ction of our cultural tradition (for example,  Oedipus and Lear) this 
blindness was intrinsically political. But it was traditionally, especially 
in tragedies, a chiasmic trope: becoming physically blind meant a fi nal 
spiritual understanding. In LG this allegorical relationship too remains 
ambiguous. On the one hand, physical blindness is causally connected 
with Galileo’s secret copying of his scientifi c manuscript. Furthermore, 
it is accompanied by the clarity of his self-criticism. But on the other 
hand, Brecht refuses the classical tragedy’s comfort of existential failure 
plus ethical compensation: especially when the correlation of seeing with 
nourishment for the people is taken into account, Galileo is fi nally both 
an existential and an ethico-political failure. All of this brings about a 
delicate balance between tragic heroism and ignominious failure. The 
latter alternatives are in Brecht dominant, but the former ones remain 
present in a recessive form. The absolutely last exchange with which 
the spectators take leave from their sight of Galileo is:

GALILEO: Maybe not. How is the night?
VIRGINIA (at the window): Clear (hell).

The German émigrés at both the Zurich and Los Angeles performances, 
well-trained by circumstances they shared with the playwright, 
unanimously took this for a political metaphor: one will have to go on 
living in a dark age of war and cold war (Mayer 171), among Leviathans 
or in the belly of the whale, with yet some clear patches where one has 
to try and work—as Galileo did, though without success.

2.3. The central and overriding theme of the play is therefore (as I 
have argued in “Brecht’s Parable”) the external and internal defeat of 
a pursuer of knowledge in class society. The dramaturgic agent Galileo 
carries on the central trait of the overtly politico-economical obsession in  
Joan Dark from Brecht’s Saint Joan of the Slaughterhouses: “I’ve got to 
know it.” His fi nal speech is in the same syntagmatic position as Joan’s 
deathbed speech before her ironic canonization. Such a canonization 
also exists in Galileo’s case though it is not overtly shown in the play: 
it is the spectators’ implicit historiographic presupposition about the 
legendary hero who murmured “Eppur si muove”—and the whole play is 
directed against such a liberal canonization, as a Bakhtinian uncrowning 
from below. The pursuer of knowledge is an intellectual, but—as Joan 
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Dark too indicates—this is not to be taken in the usual fl at, sociological 
sense. For Brecht as for Gramsci, the intellectual (or the philosopher) 
is anybody whose social interests demand a pursuit of knowledge, all 
who reach for reason, from the old woman who gives her mule some 
extra hay on the eve of travelling and Mrs. Sarti who can easily solve 
the problem of hierarchy (who brings whom the dinner, GW 1256-58), 
to the Sienese masons arriving expeditiously at a better method of 
moving granite or to the philosophical lens-grinder Federzoni; while 
obversely the offi cial Court Philosopher, Mathematician, and Theologian 
of Scene 4 are no true intellectuals. However, the sociological sense of 
intellectual as specialist in some matters of institutionalized knowledge 
or reasoning probably also echoes in the play: after all, Galileo is such 
a specialist (and Brecht was one too, as am I, as are most of the readers 
of this essay). Nonetheless, it echoes in contradictory ways, for the 
root of Galileo’s failure is—in contrast to his appreciation of plebeian 
reasoning—precisely the splendid isolation of the sociological class of 
intellectuals. The pursuer thus does not become a pursuer thus does not become a pursuer purveyor of proper, purveyor of proper, purveyor
life-furthering knowledge.

However, a crucial nexus in the play remains undeveloped by Brecht: 
has Galileo indeed come “objectively” too soon—say, as Babeuf during 
the French Revolution? Or is he merely one who has missed the boat 
(or better, upset the raft) of a realistically possible plebeian revolution? 
This is crucial to the play if one accepts my contention that it is primarily 
a parable operating by analogy to Brecht’s (and perhaps to our) times. 
For in the fi rst case, Galileo is (and Brecht is) living at a time of the 
revolution’s diffi cult and depressing ebbing. In the second case, he (and 
Brecht) is living at a time of the revolution’s diffi cult but exhilarating 
rising. The exhilaration is splendidly shown in the fi rst part of LG, 
from the great “aria” of Scene 1 to the joyous experimentation of Scene 
9—whereas gloom prevails over light, and blindness over (in)sight, 
in the second part of the play. In the fi rst case, Galileo could not only 
not have done more than he did, but his whole work, culminating in 
the writing and smuggling out of the Discorsi, is (for all its secondary 
vacillations) heroic, as was that of saboteurs under the Nazis. In the 
second case, he could and should have done signifi cantly more, and he 
is therefore (for all his secondary declarations) a traitor. In the fi rst case 
the spectators can learn from Galileo by heroic extrapolation, as from 
an “optimistic tragedy”; in the second, Galileo is to be learned from 
by contraries, foregrounded in his speech of self-condemnation, as in 
a black comedic chiasmus. Brecht’s fi rst, Danish version was written 
against the heroic horizon, though characteristically it was a “heroic 
cowardice” (Grimm 112). In the latter, US and Berlin versions, written 
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under the enormous impact of the atom bomb (but also, I suspect, of 
Stalinism), he decided for the horizon of betrayal. Though the new age 
is not that great epoch extolled in the fi rst scene in which “it’s a pleasure 
to be alive” (GW 1236), it is still a potentially fertile age, in which it is 
possible to hope, with Bacon, for the male birth of time, or for truth as 
the daughter of time not authority (the latter is put into Galileo’s mouth 
in GW 1269). Therefore, Galileo’s downfall stems, for Brecht, from not 
having openly allied himself with the rising classes. The syntagmatics 
of the play became the demonstration of the old theological saw that the 
corruption of the best makes for the worst (corruptio optimi pessima)—as 
Shakespeare put it  (Sonnet 94), lilies that fester smell far worse than 
weeds.  This horizon has been largely but not fully established in the 
fi nal text as we have it. The consequences of such an inconsistency 
are partly good. They add to the richness of Galileo’s contradictory 
characterization as an interesting anti-hero, one who could and should 
but did not become a hero, an unrealized and wasted potential; this 
makes the play palatable to bourgeois audiences. Yet the inconsistency 
is also largely bad, adding up to a not fully solved oscillation between 
praise and condemnation, extrapolation and analogy, Aristotelian and 
Brechtian dramaturgy (see Mayer).

The cognitive power of a Brechtian parable lies in its capacity to allow 
for two diametrically opposed—symmetrically inverse—answers on its 
two levels. Realistically, it shows defeat in the contingent and alienated 
world of the vehicle, as in a camera obscura of the ideology. Turning 
the situation upside down, as the brain righting the retinal image or as 
in a chiasmus, the parable’s tenor then impresses upon spectators the 
premises for avoiding defeat in their world.8 In this respect, it could 
be argued that the matrix for all of Brecht’s later great plays was the 
experimental series of his “learning plays” during the Great Depression 
(the Lehrstücke). In particular, the situation-dependent chiasmus of 
outcome was foregrounded and thematized in He Who Says Yes/ He Who 
Says No. As Brecht noted (though I would demur against his overliteral 
focus on the bourgeoisie):

8 This is the central utopian dialectics of estrangement (Verfremdung) counteracting 
the empirical alienation (Entfremdung) of people, which is why I believe the 
translation of Verfremdung as alienation (as in Willett’s pathbreaking work) is a quite 
bad strategy; see the defi nitive clarifi cation in Bloch “Entfremdung.” The reversal 
of outcome in the two historical levels of the parable is thematized in Brecht’s 
encompassing masterpiece, The Caucasian Chalk Circle (cf. Suvin To Brecht). 
Brecht’s stance seems to me richer than the meritorious deconstruction of the post-
Renaissance gaze by Foucault: my essay aims at an analogous Hegelian overcoming 
of old positivism and new nihilism. 
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In Galileo the moral is of course in no way absolute. Had the 
bourgeois societal movement which uses him been shown as a 
descending one, he could have safely abjured and made of this 
something quite reasonable. (See He Who Says Yes and He Who 
Says No!) (AJ 2: 500)

In LG, the lone Galileo’s frustrated cognitive hunger and the 
people’s dire economic hunger leave no doubt that, if the hungry are 
to be fed, an alliance is indispensable between a proper, life-furthering 
scientifi c community and the people whose life its science is supposed 
to further. Will the Roman housewife go on lacking milk? Will the 
Campagna peasants go on eating their whole life long a monotonous 
cheese dish (Käsespeise) by a sooty hearth with small spoons and no 
wine, though pressing for others wine and olives “amid overfl owing 
vineyards and wheat fi elds” (GW 1294-95)? Or will science give 
them the epistemological tools (the sight) to see the sights they are not 
used to but would eagerly embrace if they were shown those sights as 
applicable and possible (praktikabelapplicable and possible (praktikabelapplicable and possible ( ), such as giving milk to their own 
children instead of the parson (GW 1314)? Or indeed, will science 
even give them the insight to validate their correct but naive curiosity 
about the wondrous pear growing on the apple tree (GW 1309) as being 
possible and ennobling?  Brecht was here no doubt, witness the allusion 
to Darwin through the speech of the Very Thin Monk (GW 3:  1281), 
thinking of Michurin and Burbank (the anachronism is permissible in 
a parable that de nobis narratur). However, this miraculous apple-tree 
is also the scientifi c Tree of Knowledge, a materialist counter-project 
and anamorphic revocation of the apple-tree of humankind’s Fall; for 
the right stance of people today is, as Brecht formulated it in the Short 
Organum: “a critical one. Faced with a river, it consists in regulating 
the river; faced with a fruit tree, in inoculating the fruit-tree...” (GW 16: 
671). And fi nally, will scientists (intellectuals, pursuers of knowledge) 
in doing all of this—inoculating or grafting the people with the critical 
stance—fi nd a way to assuage the proper appetite for true seeing, 
for knowledge combining theory and practice, as well as their other 
bodily appetites—such as for Sicilian wine or for geese with apple and 
thyme?

In the parable’s vehicle, the universe shown in the play, the answer to 
all these questions—or aspects of the same question—is negative. The 
scientifi c community jells as a “haggling, whitewashing, death-fearing” 
one that waters at the mouth only at the sight of a book as hallowed 
commodity (see the quote from GW 1339 in 3.2); Federzoni and the 
Little Monk are forced to leave science as community and institution. 
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The upper class can sip a little politically neutralized science with their 
daily wine (GW 1239), when it suits their purposes. Galileo himself, the 
agential hinge in the science-for-the-people alliance, pays the Roman 
she-wolf’s price; having forsaken the Popular Front of friends of 
knowledge, the light-bearer (Lucifer) has fallen into the hellish dungeon 
of his own alienated senses: Brecht was, as he sometimes hinted, in some 
upside-down ways the last Catholic.

The protagonist’s fault is that he gave up the fi erce wholeness of his 
noble utopian desire to enjoy both earthly and heavenly food by giving 
in to, and internalizing, the terrible pressures of the environment. Both 
the militant Novum of future-oriented knowledge for the people and
the triumphant “Antiquum” of instant gluttonous satisfaction for oneself 
are sundered and debased. In Brecht’s stern version of poetic justice, 
Galileo will end up having neither. This punishment is correlative to the 
new hybris of having refused the salvifi c alliance with the people. But 
here the question with whom is the representative knower realistically 
to ally himself becomes quite unavoidable. It is the question of power. 
In this play’s central blank spot, a power nexus suffi cient for a cognitive 
decision about the representative knower’s historical chances of success 
is not shown. LG does not dynamically, by way of what Brecht theorized 
as encompassing Gestus or system of embodied stances, connect the 
“by whom” and “for what” poles of a pragmatic relationship—here the 
scientifi c team and the lower classes. Benjamin had rightly felt about 
the Danish version that the protagonist of the play should be the people
(cf. Anmerkungen 1109). This is impossible in the latter versions; yet the 
absence of the people—or of any social fraction thereof—as a political 
force (and not simply a suffering and sometimes dangerous mass) in them 
is glaring. However many dramaturgic agents come from and represent 
the people, however impressively Brecht’s brief touches characterize 
them, however much the Campagna peasants and Roman housewives 
are talked about, there is no people as an (even repressed) coherent array 
in the play. The exceptional and quite wonderful Carnival scene is, fi rst, 
axiologically and politically ambiguous: the people is in it an anarchic 
and superstitious array closer to Peachum’s beggars than to Vlassova’s 
comrades (they take Galileo for a “Bible buster” and a dwarf for “The 
New Age,” GW 1316)—just as   Mrs. Sarti (GW 1257, 1262, 1273, 1300 
et passim) and later Virginia cook and bring the meals but disbelieve 
Galileo, while the boys and border guards in the fi nal scene are a vision 
of Brechtian hell. Second, the Carnival is in this play quite isolated: a set 
piece for bit players, like a ballet scene dropped into an opera. Probably 
the fact that Mrs. Sarti, Federzoni, and the Little Monk are all static types 
is by itself not too important; but it is diffi cult not to allot importance to 
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the fact that the only evolution in lower or middle-class characters can 
be seen in Andrea and Virginia who—like Galileo himself—grow away 
from the people as a political subject. This is in stark divergence with 
the presentation not only of Galileo and his team but also of the ruling 
classes, who are sketched in economically but at times dynamically 
(for example, Ludovico and Barberini). Most important, the play shows 
how they interconnect and form a coherent political subject—say, the 
Church’s and the landowners’ interests; the link between the Cardinal 
Inquisitor and Virginia through her confessor.

The double alienating split within the revolutionary body politic 
(intellectuals vs. working people) as well within the potential 
representative hero’s sensuality (seeing vs. eating), is irreparable in the 
world of the play’s surface, in the parabolic vehicle. Yet all of Brecht’s 
plays—and, I think, all historical plays—are vehicles whose tenor is tenor is tenor
our own times. In this play, structured as an awful warning, there is a 
twofold alienation, with interesting crossovers, of the sensual microcosm 
(Heavenly Food) and political macrocosm (the Holy Alliance, to coin 
a phrase). Regardless—or indeed because?—of its central blank spot 
about the political orientation of the people, this warning amounts to 
a problem left for our present, for the actual and possible Lebenswelt
(lived-in world) of the spectator after World War 2. On the macrocosmic 
side, “the question is not the planets, but the Campagna peasants” (GW 
1295) and the Roman housewives, and what will intellectuals do about 
a Holy Alliance which would allow them all to become their own lords 
and masters (cf. GW 1313-15).  Conversely, within science itself this 
would mean reintegrating the Little Monk’s question about the effects 
or ethics of science. On the microcosmic side, the question is how to 
unite the outgoing pleasure of seeing and the ingesting pleasure of eating. 
Taking these two as sides of the same utopian coin, the question may be 
phrased as: how can an ethico-politically alert, formalized but practical 
science help the working people to see and understand, thus to become 
self-managing subjects who can unite earthly food and scientifi c seeing 
in the pleasures of the mindful body—as prefi gured by the initial Galileo. 
Everyone to realize his or her own Galilean potentials: nothing less than 
this is Brecht’s immodest, revolutionary utopian horizon.

3. The Knower and the Holy Commodity

3.1. Such a discussion, which takes into account the play’s analogical 
aspect (that is, its parabolic nature and the central position of the failed 
pursuer of knowledge) on top of the usual, monolinearly causal, aspects 
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of plotting and agential characterization, may provide an explanation 
for the fi nal scene of LG. Scene 15, Andrea’s crossing the border with 
Galileo’s manuscript, is built upon the device of Poe’s “purloined 
letter”: that the best way to hide something is to keep it in plain sight 
so that it won’t be noticed at all. This device (mentioned in the text) is 
developed by means of the retarding progression in the border guards’ 
examination, from Andrea’s luggage to the box he was sitting on and 
to the manuscript he is overtly reading all the time (which is fi nally not 
examined though it is the Discorsi). The scene deals with a particularly 
black variant of looking—police examination of books for forbidden 
ideas. Of the two border offi cials, the guard is illiterate, the clerk ignorant 
(he has never heard of Aristotle) and superstitious, and both are more 
interested in breakfast and collecting some overdue money than in any 
more thorough search. Though a valid grim comedy, one must observe 
of this confrontation that Brecht has made life for the scene’s protagonist 
Andrea rather easy. It is doubtful the purloined letter trick would have 
worked with any guards which nearer to a normally effi cient customs 
service than to the bumbling watchmen and constables in Shakespeare’s 
comedies.

The other strand of the scene is borne by children playing around 
the turnpike, of whom three boys have speaking parts. Their power of 
observation is as low as that of the guards: a dark age has descended 
instead of the new age expressly associated with fresh and accurate 
observation by Galileo from his “aria” of Scene 1 on. Life in such an 
age is allegorized, I believe, in the children’s initial song about Maria’s 
shitty shift, with which she has to make do in a cold season. Obversely, 
their cruelty and superstitious ignorance, representing that of the 
populace in general, is remarkably conveyed in a few masterly strokes. 
It is a chilling worst possible variant of Brecht’s constant—and usually 
positive—motif of “those who will come after us,” the descendants who 
represent the future. It is concretized in the discussion of an alleged old 
witch neighbour, who is refused milk by the whole town but for whom 
Andrea on parting leaves a full pitcher. The play’s food imagery recurs 
here for the last time and in its most basic form of milk. Milk is in LG 
drunk by babies, such as Felice’s, or by old and endangered people—or 
by Galileo who shares some qualities of both these groups (until he at 
the end descends to the geese). Beyond that, the echoes from the pitcher 
of milk left by an old woman to a similarly beleaguered Galileo during 
the plague (Scene 5b), when a young Andrea courageously stayed on 
and helped Galileo get an important book, establish that a permanent 
ideological plague has won the day.
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The main function both of the guards and the children seems to be, 
by contrast, the bolstering of  Andrea’s status as a clever Sun Hero—a 
secret but in fact superior folktale Third Son or Ivanushka the Fool—who 
triumphantly smuggles out the truth under the nose of repressive and 
obtuse authorities and in spite of a cruel and superstitious populace. He 
is (together with a faint echo in Giuseppe, the lone boy who persisted 
in showing curiosity about physical possibilities) the only exception to 
the unrelieved darkness of this grotesque scene. In this respect Andrea 
is clearly the spiritual son of Galileo. However, Galileo begins as a Sun 
Hero but remains such to the end only in the fi rst, “sly resister” (Danish) 
version. This fi nale is therefore entirely appropriate to the play’s fi rst 
version but not appropriate to the horizon of betrayal (cf. Bunge 258 and 
262). Appropriateness to this horizon would entail an Andrea that carried 
on Galileo’s devolution as the key link who ensures the rise—and as the 
fi rst representative—of the “race of inventive dwarves” (GW 1341) who 
will fi nally lead to the atom bomb. The dilemma of what is the tenor of 
the manuscript he is carrying, a liberating or a death-dealing science, 
remains painfully unresolved. In the scene itself, while continuing 
Galileo’s life-work in what seems an unmistakably positive light, Andrea 
is even characterologically opposed to the egotistic Galileo: he is a knight 
in shining armour, kind to old women. To cap the scene, in the play’s 
last reply, he is the voice of reason and modest wisdom that exhorts 
Giuseppe (who stands for the not quite closed perspectives in the future, 
for “those born later”—including us) to “learn to open your eyes…. We 
don’t know nearly enough Giuseppe. We’ve hardly begun.” (GW 1345) 
In the upshot, darkest night—this time, a very unclear night—reigns 
here. It is established by a fusion of what is being looked at (guards 
looking for subversive books) and how it is being looked at (boys lacking 
observation and therefore attributing appearances to satanic powers), 
both of which are at the antipodes of the pristine Galilean program. Yet 
even here, Andrea seems to exemplify and personify the heavenly food, 
a fusion of proper seeing and milk for the people: lux in tenebris.

Now Brecht unambiguously wished, from 1944 on, to have Galileo’s 
trajectory seen as deadly, leading to the atom bomb. Yet the fi nal 
scene—taken over without radically signifi cant changes from the fi rst, 
“sly resister,” version—establishes an equally unambiguous spectatorial 
sympathy for the young scientist who is trying and succeeding to smuggle 
the truth across the border. This fi nal bright message is diametrically 
opposed to the intended (and, in my opinion, on the whole attained) 
gloomy message of the play as a vehicle: the fi nal scene works directly 
against the horizon established by the rest of the play. To answer my 
initial question: however masterly in itself, Scene 15 suggests that 
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Andrea is (fi guratively speaking) reading the manuscript of Marx while 
the play as a whole, which had just culminated in Galileo’s sardonic 
fulmination, demands that he be reading Teller.

3.2. Therefore, if my general argument about the signifi cance of fi nal 
syntagmatic segments in fi ction is allowed, this scene proves that 
Brecht’s dominant horizon in LG cannot be established by means of 
scientistic extrapolation. When this is attempted, it results in cross-
purposes due to unfi nished ideological focussing. The only way that the 
LG story as a whole can retain its coherence is by stressing its analogical 
system, the encompassing metaphor of heavenly food, rather than a 
single-strand causal progression of events. The absolute indispensability 
of the initial great promises of dawn is underlined by “the morning 
[having] turned back into night” (GW 1328), by the loss of the clear 
light of science—or better, to avoid Brecht’s scientistic aspect, of a 
cognition which would satisfy equally the sensorium and the senses. 
This analogical exemplum functions by focussing on an extraordinary 
person. Galileo is not only the leading scientist of his time, he is, what 
is more, the potentially perfect example of how such unifi ed cognition 
is also an enjoyment: even further, how it is—in its exercise as well as 
in its dissemination—almost an instinct proper to the human species, 
beyond good and evil, on a par with the necessities of food. The key, 
richly dialectical passage about this, which practically encapsulates the 
“typical character” of Galileo, is the one from the end of Scene 8, about 
being prepared to be locked up in a dark dungeon if that were the price for 
fi nding out what is light. But Galileo ends up with the worst alternative. 
True, a clever Establishment has him locked up in a physically halfway 
comfortable location, watched over by his daughter. Yet that location is, 
in comparison to the needs so eloquently formulated by him and shown 
by the play as a whole, a dungeon perverting and stunting both his 
gustatory and his cognitive appetites. Isolated from the people as well 
as from the by now fragmented international scientifi c community (for 
example from Descartes), Galileo will not fi nd out what light is; neither 
in physics nor in politics will he (and the morally dwarfi sh science he 
inaugurates) “see the light.” Or, more precisely, when they do see it, it 
will be the blinding light of supreme undoing—such as the atom bomb. 
When Galileo fi nally obeys his disseminative instinct, the Discorsi
which Andrea smuggles out for publication are thus a quite ambiguous 
contribution to knowledge.

Finally, LG’s two themes of endangered knower and corrupted science 
fuse in the fact that Galileo is a physicist: at some points between the 
fi rst and second version, that is, at least from beginning of 1941 to end 
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of 1944, Brecht was calling the play, “Life of the Physicist Galileo” (see 
AJ 1: 177, 2: 381 and 446). In this roundabout way, once the centrality 
of the exemplary protagonist is fully taken into account (but only then), 
the Brechtian insistence on science as a modern form of destiny can be 
recuperated for interpretation. The play’s upshot is to raise in us the 
overarching question what is knowledge—science, or any systematic 
cognition such as perhaps gourmandise (love of good fare)—for (love of good fare)—for (love of good fare)— ? Is it a 
furtherance of life or of death? In terms of the existential correspondences 
between the individual microcosm and the societal macrocosm 
established by Brecht, is it a life-furthering science for the people or a 
death-dealing science for the ruling classes? Establisher of (individual 
and collective) integral pleasure or total destruction? Heavenly food 
or demonic possession? In Brecht’s parable, the vehicle shows at the 
end how the frustrated knower of Scene 14 and the frustrated people 
of Scene 15 are already in a kind of zombie, death-in-life state. But the 
utopian tenor for us not only remains unscathed but even gains in force 
by horrifying contrast to “what if this goes on?”. Brecht knew—and the 
growing capitalist and bureaucratic adulteration of food, drink, earth, 
and air has confi rmed it—that quite literally there is a most intimate 
connection and interfusion between the world’s and the individual’s 
body. In LG this is exemplifi ed by a representative individual (who 
can stand for each individual). Therefore, the parable’s tenor can today 
encompass, beside the atom bomb, the well-known complex of chemical 
and radiological poisoning of our bodies and of our minds, indeed the 
whole effect of institutionalized science used for the profi t purposes of 
the capital.
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Brecht and Subjectivity:
Stance, Emotion as Sympathy (1989-2006)1

Darko Suvin

0.

I wish to pursue in tandem two lines of argument for mutual 
illumination about how we may think of the Subject today. The fi rst 
one builds on my argument in other places2 that the red thread central 
to understanding Bertolt Brecht’s work and life was the image, concept, 
and practice of stance or bearing: Haltung, a posture-cum-attitude 
consubstantial with an interest, which is not to be disjoined from certain 
kinds of emotion. The second one is a general view of emotions which 
uses, among other approaches, some feminist-materialist argumentation 
(primarily of Alison Jaggar) and insights by Brecht. Though there are 
some serious—even if not central—blind spots in Brecht’s treatment 
of the female gender in life or in effi gy, he had an understanding of 
personality that refused the patriarchal or militaristic downgrading of 
emotion as well as its philistine (Hollywoodian, Disneyfi ed) misuse. 
The notion that his work is unemotional, or split between reason and 
emotion, is obsolete and misleading. The two lines are united in the 
pivotal distinction between empathy and sympathy which I think ought 

1 The terminology about emotion is a jungle of competing disciplinary or indeed 
personal semantics, so that anybody venturing upon it must hew out her own path 
and stick to it, or founder. Thus, one school holds that “feeling” encompasses both 
psychological emotions and physiological affects; “passion” started out in Latin as 
passive suffering (as in the Passion of Jesus), it is in English and French generally 
regarded as intensely goal-directed; or, “pathos” is in English a theatrical and not 
quite genuine representation of emotion. The situation in other languages, such as 
German, is not less but differently intricate—see note 6. 

My thanks go to the Humboldt Foundation for a Prize which allowed me to work 
in the Brecht Archive during the tenure at some intervals in 1997-2000, and to 
Erdmut Wizisla and the Archive staff. Also to Marianne Conrad, Sabine Kebir, and 
Thomas Weber for indications of materials. All the unattributed translations from 
non-English texts are mine.

For reasons of space I am not discussing here Brecht’s personal relationships to 
women, about which much misleading and simply wrong stuff has been written. 
The most balanced books on this theme seem to me those by Kebir (see the four 
titles in Works Cited), about which I have written in Works Cited), about which I have written in Works Cited Brecht Yearbook (Suvin, “A Brecht Yearbook (Suvin, “A Brecht Yearbook
Very” and “Sabine Kebir”). 

2 See Suvin, “Haltung” and “Haltung (Bearing).” I fi nd with pleasure that this 
conclusion was arrived at earlier by Dümling (626), whose excellent book is most 
useful for discussing Brecht’s bearings—not only as concerns music. 
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to be extrapolated from Brecht’s stance and writings, and in an indication 
about Brecht’s thinking about the Subject.

1. On Haltung

Toward evening, Brecht found me in his garden 
reading Capital. Brecht: “I fi nd it very good that you 
are now studying Marx—when he’s met with ever 
less frequently, and especially among our people.” 
I answered that I preferred to take up the frequently 
mentioned books when they were not in fashion.
   Benjamin, Talks With Brecht, diary note of 25/7/1938

1.1. It is well known that Brecht wanted to develop a thinking capable 
of intervention into relationships among people through the condensed 
and displaced guise of poetry and art. In order to do this he needed a 
mediation which would be suffi ciently incisive without being simply 
doctrinal ideology. In my reading, the red thread or central insight that 
unites all the periods and all the genres of his work and life was the 
concept of Haltung (imperfectly translated as bearing or stance). It 
seems to me a fruitful polysemy or pun, centrally involving dynamics and 
full bodily involvement. Brecht claimed “to have renewed the language 
of literature … by putting only stances into sentences and letting the 
stances always appear through the sentences” (18:78-79); and that in his 
“dialectical dramaturgy” the stage should be composed of groupings “in 
which or toward which the single person assumes particular stances” 
while the audience groups change their stances and grow into productive 
co-workers by studying and judging the stage stances (21:440-42). There 
are two principal ways in which Brecht sought to particularize this 
overarching concept by fi nding sociohistorically pertinent macro-stances. 
As of about 1928, he formulated it around the concept of a redefi ned 
pedagogy, centrally related to enjoyment, but after his emigration this 
concept was dropped and replaced by meanings clustering around a 
redefi ned notion of production, productivity or productive critique. 
(He also used the concept of science: it was foregrounded in his Short 
Organum for the Theatre, but fi nally abandoned as “too polluted” 
[23:289], while retaining the insistence on a necessarily experimental, 
Baconian character of genuinely modern art.)

I shall reluctantly mention, from the Haltung of pedagogy (see 
Suvin, “Brecht: Bearing”), only that it was fundamentally inimical 
to a closed “world view” or a learning through systematized notional 
constructs which tend to build up a doctrine that will, in Brecht’s 
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opinion, necessarily have a false harmony and univocity. He aimed at 
a critical appropriation of a way of thinking, of a method, incarnated in 
the players’ bearing (cf. “On the Theory of the Lehrstück,” 22.1:351-52, 
Steinweg Lehrstück 102, and Jameson Lehrstück 102, and Jameson Lehrstück Brecht). For Brecht, “The concept Brecht). For Brecht, “The concept Brecht
of the right way is less good than that of the right walking” (22.1:569). 
He hated one-way transmission: while he was constructing a theory of 
pedagogy, he was also planning a radio theory whose main plank was 
the demand for two-way teaching communication between the radio 
performers and the listeners. Another Me-ti story goes so far as to say, 
“If anybody affi rms that 2x2 equals 4 because 8 minus 5 equals 7, I shall 
immediately say that twice two is not four…. I cannot stand it when 
truth is believed or spoken like a lie, without proof or out of calculation” 
(18:110-11). The clear polemical point here also goes against offi cial 
Marxism in Stalin’s time.

Brecht is astonishingly modern in such considerations, pitting the 
juggler-philosopher as educator against the priest, and again best 
exemplifi ed by some Me-ti stories. One of them distinguishes between 
experiences and judgements, and calls for great caution not to take the 
latter for the former:

A proper technique is necessary to keep the experiences fresh 
so that they can remain a permanent source of new judgements. 
—Me-ti called the kind of experiences best which resembled 
snowballs. They can serve as good weapons but they do not keep 
too long. For example they cannot be held ready in the pocket 
for long.         (18:90-91)

1.2. The Haltung of Producing: Productivity and Love.
Brecht remained constantly committed to teaching and learning, but 

the Nazi victory in 1933 deprived him of any chances for teaching 
with the help of an organized societal network. Furthermore, Nazism 
interacted with Stalinism to remove from the historical agenda the early 
Soviet experiments with plebeian democracy from below and a gradual 
elimination of State apparatus. In the new situation Brecht shifted his 
stress on organized learning to the method and bearing of a productive 
critique, or of a critical productivity.

My thesis in this section is that in the Marxist tradition, beginning 
with Marx himself, there are two largely incompatible but intimately 
associated meanings of “production”: the economistic one, taken from 
Adam Smith, and the anti-alienating or creative meaning which is part 
of Marx’s central utopian critique, taken from a revolutionary fusion of 
Enlightenment and Romanticism (see Suvin, “Living”); and furthermore, 
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that Brecht largely and very originally moved from the fi rst to the second 
meaning. These two meanings may be associated with Marx’s central 
opposition, beginning with the Grundrisse, between exchange-value 
and use-value, in which the inherent limit of capitalism is precisely 
restriction of production of use-values by exchange-value and, as its 
obverse, the growth of productive forces at the expense of the “main 
force of production, the human being itself” (this is discussed further in force of production, the human being itself” (this is discussed further in force of production, the human being itself
Suvin “Transubstantiation” 104-05; cf. Harvey 2, 105, and passim). In 
these circumstances, as the young Hegel had already noted, “The value 
of labour decreases in the same proportion as the productivity of labour 
increases” (239). Marx’s examples for production in the fi rst sense are 
all quantifi able productions founded on capital and produced for profi t. 
In this case, Marx insisted that this is “not a production for people as 
people, that is, it is not a social production that includes pleasure in social production that includes pleasure in social
the other’s product” (Ergänzungsband 459). Most interestingly, his Ergänzungsband 459). Most interestingly, his Ergänzungsband
examples for qualitative production in the second sense, not reducible 
to profi t, are actors producing a play, piano players producing not only 
music but also our musical ear, and the madman producing delusions. 
Artistic production is indeed (together with scientifi c production) taken 
as a paradigm for such non-alienated production of use-values.

References to creative production in Brecht’s writing become especially 
frequent from 1940 on. His non-Aristotelian theatre is now defi ned as 
“simply one with a spectator who produces the world,” and using for 
the basis of its emotions, alongside curiosity and helpfulness, “human 
productivity, the noblest of them all” (26:439 and 441-42). “Learning” 
is now equivalent to “mental producing” (22.1:63). The key passage, 
which explicitly identifi es production as non-economistic productivity, 
seems to be a notation from March 7, 1941:

The great error which has prevented me from making the 
little Lehrstück of The Evil, Asocial Baal was my defi nition The Evil, Asocial Baal was my defi nition The Evil, Asocial Baal
of socialism as a great order. It is, on the contrary, much more 
practical to defi ne it as a great production. Production is, of 
course, to be taken in the widest sense, and the struggle is about 
the full unfettering of everybody’s productivity. The products may 
be bread, lamps, hats, pieces of music, chess moves, irrigation, 
complexion, character, plays, etc.         (26:468)

The concept of an all-sided deployment of productivity is explicitly 
extended to love too, wittily including a “production strike,” in a note 
from 1949. In a characteristic move, this begins with a counterproposal 
to (or, ambiguously, amplifi cation of—at any rate in a supersession of) 
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Lenin’s famous dictum that communists deduce their morality from their 
struggle (adopted by Brecht as late as 1931 in The Measures Taken) and 
ends by punning on the theatrical sense of sich produzieren, “showing 
off” and/or “producing itself”:

If one wishes to deduce all morality from productivity and one 
sees the highest thing in a huge development of everybody’s 
productivity, one must take care to lift the interdict from mere 
existence, indeed from the resistance against being used. I love: 
I make the beloved productive; I repair a car: I make the drivers 
drive; I sing: I ennoble the hearing of the hearer, etc. etc. But 
then society has to have the ability to use everything, it must 
possess such a “capital” of what has already been produced, such 
a plenty of offers, that the individual’s production becomes as if 
a superfl uous, so to speak an unexpected thing. If productivity 
is the highest thing, then strikes must still be honoured. (In the 
esthetic domain it is already so. The asocial element also pleases; 
it is taken as suffi cient that it “produces itself.”)        (27:305)

Possibly around 1954, planning a series of songs for a play on the 
Chinese God of Happiness, Brecht noted: “The highest happiness is 
called productivity” (BBA 204/71, in Tatlow 546). When fi rst thinking 
of this cycle, he had also noted it should be an entirely materialist work, 
“praising ‘the good life’ (in both senses). Eating, drinking, dwelling, 
sleeping, loving, working, thinking, the great pleasures” (27:159). 
Though he probably didn’t know the works of young Marx, the parallel 
to Marx’s “Seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, feeling, thinking, opining, 
perceiving, willing, being active, loving” (Ergänzungsband 539), is Ergänzungsband 539), is Ergänzungsband
striking. 

At some points, thus, in the Short Organum, Brecht was inclined to 
call the basic societal bearing of this productivity simply criticism or 
critique. Such a critical Haltung (22.1:226) or productive critique is “the 
grandest characteristic of a human being, it has created most of the goods 
of happiness, best improved life” (22.1:569). Therefore, “[productivity] 
may prove the greatest pleasure of them all” (23:73).

Two consequences following on this stance should be briefl y invoked. 
First, the lovers’ friendliness and the producers’ good humour are 
conducive to a “joyous criticism” (22.2:696) which is not too far 
from Nietzsche’s joyous knowledge and quite near to Bakhtin’s gay 
plebeian truth. An autonomous creative force of socialized humanity, 
productivity as pleasure is its own measure. At best, a kind of qualitative 
felicifi c calculus may be applied to it, as in: “The proposition: A man’s 
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goal is to have pleasure is bad because it boxes the ear of the good 
proposition: Humankind’s goal is to have pleasure” (23:361). Second, 
the presupposition for all such constructive production is the destruction 
of destructivity, best shown in his Caucasian Chalk Circle: “The more 
Grushe furthers the child’s life, the more she endangers her own; her 
productivity works for her own destruction” (italics mine). This is so 
under the conditions of war, of the existing jurisprudence, of her isolation 
and poverty” (24:346).

1.3. In Sum. 
If one is now to inquire into the reason and meaning of Brecht’s 

redefi ning the semantics of Haltung and allotting to this stance or bearing 
a central role in his work and approach to the world, my thesis would 
be: Haltung is Brecht’s semantic micro-unit of praxis for the active 
subject. In conscious opposition to several important social usages, 
it has simultaneously three functions: 1) it refuses the bourgeois and 
individualistic concepts of an internalized and atomic character; 2) it 
everts the Right-wing, militaristic-cum-servile stress on Strammhalten
(standing at attention, a metonymy for rigid behaviour—see Nägele 
141-57), wresting it away from statics and hierarchy; 3) it provides an 
alternative to the faceless “economics as last instance of all behaviour” 
in orthodox “Historical Materialism” from Engels through Kautsky to 
Stalin. As such a witty alternative, Haltung mediates between two uses 
of “intervening thinking”: in practical relationships of people to each 
other and in systematic cognition about people.

The anti-individualistic function of Haltung is of a piece with the 
dismantling of the “individual” or the monolithic Self as center of the 
universe. This is a  central theme of Brecht’s, foregrounded in his work 
from Man is Man and Mahagonny to The Good Person of Setzuan: “the 
destruction, explosion, atomisation of the individual psyche is a fact.” 
What remains is, however, not at all a Nothing—“lack of nucleus does 
not mean lack of substance, we have thus a new structure in front of us, 
which has to be determined in new ways” (26:476)—but subjects capable 
of action or agency as Marxian “ensembles of social relationships.” All of 
Brecht’s fi gures are confronted with situations of choice, all are bipolar 
agents (saying yes and no), types like the Charaktermasken in Marx’s 
18th Brumaire, with fl exibly allegorical behaviours and orientations. 
Possibly the two most important types are the true intellectual or “the 
Thinker”—Keuner, Me-ti, Azdak—and the ambiguously perverted 
variant of Johanna Dark and Galileo; and the motherly one: Wlassowa, 
Kattrin, Courage (fully perverted case), Shen Te, Grusche.
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Thus, Brecht was constantly preoccupied with Haltung as a practical 
and cognitive tool that ensures the naming—and bestowal of meaning—
of a subject’s body-orientation. As could be seen also from the “Tu 
Wishes to Learn Fighting and Learns Sitting” story from his Me-ti, the 
foregrounded materiality of the movements and postures is not only 
a sign for the orientation of the thinking but also its almost magical 
induction and guarantee. In other words: the sensual Being-Thus in a 
given changeable situation is the guarantee that the acting subject in an 
always already concrete existence will avoid, by means of her enjoyment 
and critical evaluating, being sacrifi ced to fetishized abstractions—for 
example, “the future,” “the struggle”—but will instead assume a 
fertile, sensual, and therefore unshakable orientation toward them. 
Brecht’s fascination with “The Helper” (or Enabler) fi nally conjoins 
the “motherly” women (cf. Ruddick) with Azdak or the sage teacher 
fi gures, as they all take practical measures to combine the diffi cult today 
with a productive tomorrow. The best presentation of this stance may be 
found in Brecht’s probably most optimistic text, the Caucasian Chalk 
Circle, where a brief Saturnalian interregnum suspending class power 
allows Azdak to help himself—for example, to drink and sex—and to 
help as well the embodied seeds of the future—Grushe and the Noble 
Child (see Suvin To Brecht, chap. 6).

For these reasons, Haltung proved similar to some other attempts 
on the Left to fuse theory and everyday practice. Most similar to it 
are Benjamin’s use of the same term, fi rst independent of and then in 
dialogue with Brecht, Gramsci’s notion of “philosophy of practice,” 
and Straus’s notions of “upright posture” combined in Bloch with 
orientation toward a horizon. Lukács’s use of standpoint in History and 
Class Consciousness is characteristically more abstract but has allowed, 
even so, highly interesting reinterpretations by materialist feminists 
and by “theologians of liberation” as “the privileged standpoint of the 
women” respectively “of the poor” (cf. on both, Jameson “History”). 
There are also parallels to Bakhtin, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty, as well 
to Bourdieu’s “habitus.”

2. An Orientation about Emotion

...this concept too we shall have to clean before using, 
as an ancient concept, used much and by many people 
and for many purposes.                Brecht, 22.1:408 

2.1. I shall start by paraphrasing what I take to be the most reasonable 
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mainstream interpretation of emotion by Mandler (66-71 and passim), 
supplemented by Bruner: An emotion is the name given to an aspect 
of personal life that arises as interaction between a general situation, 
as a rule involving other people, and a pre-existing personal (single or 
collective) disposition. A sharp demand from the situation is interpreted 
or reworked by the individual—who understands it as a given overall 
intimation or Gestalt—into bodily arousal, with outputs both to 
consciousness (conceptual thought, and resulting self-perception) and 
to response readiness. I conclude that emotion (subjects being affected 
by subjects) is an intricately intertwined obverse of action (subjects 
affecting other subjects). The central question about emotions today is 
how they permit or hinder which actions.

Briefer and more primitive emotions are often called affects. Emotions 
of longer duration, which are usually also less simple, result when action 
is for a while interrupted. Such emotions also have an evaluative, clearly 
cognitive, dimension. They have to do with how a person’s activity or 
state relates to her/his whole embodied personality, its life-horizons, 
values, and (dis)pleasures (cf. Wolf 113-14), and in particular its bearing 
or stance. My approach also adopts Jaggar’s working delimitation 
of emotions which excludes “automatic physical responses and 
nonintentional sensations, such as hunger pangs” (“Love” 148). Most 
important, emotions are not in some kind of totally non-rational limbo 
or “dumb”; in this “cognitivist” view, they comprise not only feelings 
but also orientation or intention, “their intentional aspect, the associated 
judgement” (ibidem 149).3

As emotions participate in the cognitive process they are often 
affected by its categorizations, arguments, and organization4: they may 
be intensifi ed or softened, diffused to the whole process or dwarfed 
into insignifi cance. It is not useful but scandalous to apply to them 

3 Most philosophical approaches from Husserl on, especially after 1950, would 
generally agree with the view that emotions are intentional, that is, in part constituted 
by cognition and evaluation, cf. Rorty and Stocker; illustrious precursors of such 
a stance would include Rousseau. From this it follows that people can be held 
responsible for acting on the basis of emotions. But it does not follow that emotion, 
though in principle or potentially cognitive, is to be simply identifi ed with reason; 
an interesting argument is that it supplements inadequate (for example, too slow) 
reasoning, see de Sousa.

4 See Rosch for an introduction to the literature on categorization, and Johnson for 
an interesting complementary approach on “kinesthetic image schemas.” Even the 
ultra-formalist Kripke allows that feeling is essential to concepts, since all conscious 
mental states are inseparable from a raw feel of experience, while the psychologist 
Lazarus has in extensive discussions (I cite the latest I found) argued that a situational 
appraisal of personal signifi cance is indispensable for an emotion. 
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the hackneyed, and obfuscating Christian and bourgeois division 
where reason is seen as masculine, analytic, proper to the mind, cold, 
objective and universal, sane, public, and orderly, while emotion 
would be feminine, synthetic, proper to the body, warm, subjective and 
particular, sick, private, and politically untrustworthy. From the stance 
adopted here (which attempts to fi nd a way amid a jungle of contrasting 
opinions), what may today be tenable views on emotion? I shall touch 
upon four points.

First, the hegemonic notion about emotions is that they must be largely 
involuntary and private: but in fact they are never only such. In the most 
signifi cant cases (including the exemplary case of art), they are active 
engagements of the whole personality, psychophysical stances. The 
emotions are so intimately interfused into personality that only to a rather 
limited degree are we entitled to disclaim responsibility for them. They 
are necessary concomitants of any horizon of action, including fear of 
and horror at actions. This is particularly true for long-term emotions 
(such as the “long rage” Mother Courage discusses with the Young 
Soldier in Scene 4 of that play). Once we have refused the pernicious 
Cartesian split between the cogito and the sensual body, it is possible to 
see that emotions are neither fully intentional and conscious nor fully 
non-intentional and irrational; “[r]ather, they are ways in which we 
engage actively and even construct the world” (Jaggar, “Love” 152-53 
and passim).

Second, as Brecht realized, among the fundamental categories 
when discussing any psychology geared toward action are evaluation, 
observation, and fi nally intention. They are not to be sundered from 
each other, and furthermore all of them are closely related to emotions. 
This seems clear for value-judgements, which are in constant feedback 
with emotion. In complex ways, this holds for observation too, which 
is also deeply enmeshed with intentions (interests), from the primary 
choices—what to focus on, and privilege—to the interpretive frames 
chosen: “Observation is an activity of selection and interpretation.” Thus 
Hume’s chasm between value and fact is denied. In a given situation, by 
given agents, what will be taken for facts depends on “intersubjective 
agreements that consist partly in shared assumptions about ‘normal’ or 
appropriate emotional responses to situations” (Jaggar, “Love” 154).

Third, at least some determining factors of any emotion participate 
also in a collective social engagement that is at that juncture possible to 
sketch out or imagine. While probably sharing other factors with “long 
duration” (though not eternal and “intrinsically human”) emotional 
stances, a particular and personal emotion is always also a historical 
and social Gestalt, a construct not fully or even decisively determined 
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by genes or neurobiology. This is particularly clear in connection with 
the value-judgements, intention, and interests just discussed (cf. Brecht 
22.2:657-59). Emotions are social constructs which use biological 
potentialities in a number of ways, culturally overdetermined in 
Althusser’s sense. The concept itself of emotion is not only different in 
different societies but indeed invented as a closed semantic fi eld only 
in some of them. I would cite, for instance, that in Japanese culture the 
term and concept of kokoro means equally what is in English expressed 
by a person’s disposition, heart, mind, feeling, spirit or conception, that 
is, something like the aware and feeling essence of personality (since the 
East Asian cultural sphere has no Christian concept of “soul,” awareness 
is awareness of one’s embodied personality, not split between reason 
and emotions—cf. Suvin “Soul”). Jaggar argues that “[i]f emotions 
necessarily involve judgements, then obviously they require concepts, 
which may be seen as socially constructed ways of organizing and 
making sense of the world” (“Love” 151). Though the concepts we 
use today for emotions may often not be very clear, certainly emotions 
are in each person hugely infl ected by the semantic hierarchies we are 
socialized into (for example, the undoubtedly strong macho emotions 
about female virginity or chastity). Further, “emotions provide the 
experiential basis for values” (and value judgements), so that these two 
induce each other (ibidem 153), in a close feedback, while they remain 
intimately infl ected by concepts.

Last but not least, our lives are largely shaped by a complex societal 
hegemony, that includes the determinations by political economy as well 
as direct political control and social group control; or, in the argument 
of Raymond Williams, “in effect a saturation of the whole process of 
living…. It [hegemony] is a whole body of practices and expectations, 
over the whole of living: our senses and assignments of energy, our 
shaping perceptions of ourselves and our world. It is a lived system of 
meanings and values…” (109-10, emphasis added; see also his crucial 
hypothesis of a “structure of feeling,” 132-34). Fortunately, within any 
hegemony many people possess a range of oppositional, subversive, and 
potentially productive emotions incompatible with dominant perceptions 
and evaluations. Such emotions may follow on our convictions or they 
may indeed precede them—say, when “all feelings are dominated by 
unemployment” (Brecht 19:668). However, “Only when we refl ect on 
our initially puzzling irritability, revulsion, anger or fear may we bring 
to consciousness our ‘gut-level’ awareness that we are in a situation of 
coercion, cruelty, injustice or danger” (Jaggar, “Love” 161).
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2.2. In sum, it is necessary to rethink the relation between reason (in the 
sense of systematized concepts) and emotion as mutually constitutive 
rather than oppositional. Far from precluding the possibility of reliable 
knowledge, emotion as well as value must be shown as necessary to 
knowledge (Jaggar, “Love” 156-57). One good example is Brecht’s 
refl ection on the personal roots of his exile:

When I refl ect on what Mitgehen [fellow travelling, falling into 
step, with an allusion on Mitfühlen—DS] has led me to and in 
what ways a stress on examining has helped me, I must counsel 
the latter. Had I succumbed to the former stance, I would still be 
living in my homeland, but had I not taken up the latter stance, 
I would not be an honest person. (26:308)

A second one is his Me-Ti section “Examining the Emotions”:

In our youth, said Me-ti, we were taught not to trust reason, and 
that was good. But we were also taught to trust our feelings, and 
that was bad. The source of our emotions is just as contaminated 
as the source of our judgements: for it is just as accessible to 
people’s designs and therefore continually polluted by ourselves 
and others….

To assume there are emotions without reason means to 
understand reason wrongly.  (18:138-39: see also Bruner 117-18) 

       
As to reason, Brecht observed that “people do much that is reasonable 

yet does not pass through their Verstand [formal reasoning—DS]” Verstand [formal reasoning—DS]” Verstand
(22.2:825). As noted at the beginning, he believed that systematized 
notional constructs necessarily tend toward a closed doctrine, entailing 
a false harmony and ideological univocity (for example 21:414-17): 
“The learner is more important than the doctrine” (21:531) was Brecht’s 
central orientation. In such considerations, he is an astonishingly early 
pioneer of a reintegration of the body, with all its senses (as the young 
Marx also was), into the practice and theory of our knowledge: the 
body is for Brecht the co-determining anchorage for stance. A stance 
is present, I think, in all personal and possessive pronouns, all deixis, 
and all metaphors of vision and orientation. It allowed him fi nally to 
conclude: “Such a thinking… does not oppose feeling…. It seems to me 
now simply a kind of behaviour, namely a societal behaviour. The whole 
body with all the senses participates in it” (22.2:753). This dovetails 
well with Merleau-Ponty (Phénomenologie, also Structure), for whom 
embodiment is both a lived experience of being body and a realization 
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that the body is the site of cognition or understanding, which is itself 
inextricably tied to embodied action as preparation, surrogate, response 
or feedback validation.

To put all of this into technical terms: while emotion may be 
ontogenetically and phylogenetically prior to conceptuality, it is 
axiologically a necessary, intimate component of all reasoning 
or cognition. In our personal lives, emotions may follow on our 
conceptualized convictions or they may precede them. In any event, 
the feedback between emotions and conscious refl ecting on them 
is necessary for any effi cient intervening into societal reality—and 
particularly for societal groups struggling for the oppressed (cf. Jaggar, 
“Love” 162).

2.3. This means, in turn, that the “epistemic potential of emotion” 
(“Love” 163) has to be taken seriously if any stance is to be stable 
(cf. also Hartsock; Jaggar, Feminist; Jameson; Lukács; Suvin, “On 
Cognitive,” “Subject,” and To Brecht, ch. 4). A potential does not 
confer any magical effi cacy on emotions as compared to concepts. Both 
may be erroneous; both need subsequent validation, though possibly 
in incommensurable ways (for example, asymmetrically, by each 
other). Although our emotions are epistemologically indispensable, 
they are not epistemologically indisputable. Like all our faculties, they 
may be misleading, and their data, like all data, are always subject to 
reinterpretation and revision (Jaggar, “Love” 163).

However, even more radically, I propose querying the terms of debate 
(see Suvin, “On Cognitive”). Rather than speak about emotion vs. reason, 
it might be useful to say that the class of “not conceptually expressibles” 
is not cognitively empty: for example, that a quartet, a sculptural frieze, 
a theater or video performance, a metaphoric system or indeed a 
personal emotional confi guration (Gestalt)Gestalt)Gestalt  may be no less cognitive (if 
in different ways) than a conceptual system. Obviously there may and 
will be cognitively empty or banal symphonies, paintings, metaphors, 
and emotions galore, just as there are concepts and conceptual systems 
galore to which almost all of us would deny a cognitive status: 20th-
Century Great Man charismatics are cognitively neither better nor worse 
than, say, sociobiology or “Creation theory,” since all zeros tend to be 
equal. Obversely, both the conceptual and the non-conceptual ways of 
understanding, when they are actualized epistemic potentials and not 
institutionalized mimicries, may allow people to deal with alternatives, 
that is, with not merely or fully present objects, aspects, and relationships. 
The entities which were not present to people’s perception and refl ection 
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now become available for evaluative inspection, choice, and subsequent 
intervention by means of a cognitive organon: conceptual, emotional 
or whichever.

In this hypothesis, what counts as understanding, cognition or 
knowledge? Anything, I would maintain, that satisfi es two conditions or, 
better, two aspects of one condition: that it can help us in coping with our 
personal and collective existence; and that it can be validated by feedback 
with its application, modifying existence and being modifi ed by it. I see 
no permanent or “anthropological” reason to allot (or withdraw) a special 
privilege to any human activity or faculty here—for example, to words, 
numbers, geometrical fi gures, arranged sounds, concepts, metaphors, 
movements or what have you—though it might almost go without saying 
that particular social groups, in particular historical chronotopes, will 
always have specially privileged activities and sign-systems.

3. On Emotion in Brecht

Few statements about art have so struck me as Meier-
Graefe’s one about Delacroix: In him a hot heart beat 
in a cold person.        

    Brecht, Tagebuch 1922, 26:270
               

3.1. The publishing and journalistic cliché of “Bertolt Brecht—The 
‘Classic of Reason’”—has misled a whole generation of German 
schoolkids into shunning him. However, the appellation is either 
false—if reason is opposed to emotion—or unclear—if it is not argued 
what “Reason” may mean for and in Brecht, and what his stance toward 
and use of emotions really were. In an attempt to fi nd this out, I collected 
some 50 propositions overtly mentioning feeling or emotion to be found 
in the 33 volumes of Brecht’s latest giant collected edition. Among these, 
I have found two or three early ones which indeed oppose “emotio” to 
“ratio,” culminating in the “Notes to the Opera Mahagonny” written 
by him and Peter Suhrkamp in 1930 (24:74-84). This one example has 
been cited again and again, probably because the notes were not only 
provocatively pointed and thus brief and clear but also because they were 
the only proof that could be found for Brecht as “the classic of reason” could be found for Brecht as “the classic of reason” could
in the narrow sense. It contained a memorable Kantian table with two 
opposed columns, of which the last one opposed “Emotion [Gefühl]” 
to “Reason [Ratio].” Though Brecht had warned that his table marked 
a change of stress rather than a rigid metaphysical opposition, it was 
singled out for strong attacks not only by bourgeois conservatives but 
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primarily by Lukács and his followers within the German Communist 
Party press. Rethinking the matter, Brecht noted around 1931 a propos 
of The Mother that his epic presentation “does not renounce emotional The Mother that his epic presentation “does not renounce emotional The Mother
effect: in fact, its emotions are only clarifi ed… and have nothing to 
do with intoxication” (22.1:162). And in 1938, he rewrote the above 
table, suppressing the fi nal opposition between emotion and reason 
(24:85—see more in my “Haltung [Bearing]”).

Furthermore, in an important letter in July 1939 to a “comrade M,” 
Brecht commented:

These are notes to theatre performances and thus written in 
a more or less polemical vein. They do not contain full defi nitions 
and therefore often lead the student to misunderstandings which 
prevent him from working with them in a theoretically productive 
way. In particular, the opera article about Mahagonny needs some 
additions in order for the discussion to become fruitful. People 
have read out of it that I take the part “against the emotional and 
for the rational.” This is, of course, not so. I would not know how 
thoughts could be separated from emotions. Not even that part 
of contemporary literature which seems to be written without 
reason (Verstand) really separates intelligence from emotion. In Verstand) really separates intelligence from emotion. In Verstand
it, the emotional is just as rotten as the rational….

I would not write you all this had my works not in fact 
contained formulations which may push the debate toward a 
direction from which nothing follows. For, a discussion about 
“emotion or reason” obscures the main result that can be found 
in my works (or better attempts): that a phenomenon so far held 
as esthetically constitutive, the EMPATHY, has lately been more or 
less dispensed with in some works of art. (This obviously does not 
mean at all that emotion has been dispensed with.)      (29:149-50)

      
This is a crucial clarification. Any discussion of Brecht’s stance 
toward emotions can only be fruitful if it begins by taking this letter 
seriously.

Thus, Brecht had very soon retreated from any rhetoric against 
emotion. In 1940 he concluded that his theatre “uses also a critique 
based on emotions (gefühlsmässige)” (26:438). This obviously holds 
for many other passages and fi gures of his plays and poems—always 
clearly delimited and de-automatized, which means wrested away from 
philistine sentimentality. Slighting here many other testimonies from 
Brecht’s emigration years, such as his major theoretical writings The 
Messingkauf Dialogues and A Short Organon for the Theatre, I shall cite 
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here only two diary notes. In their brevity, they seem to me to constitute 
the two parts of his fi nal, balanced view. The fi rst part deals with the art 
of theatre, and the second with the art of living.

In the diary note from Nov. 15, 1940, Brecht defi ned his theatre—“for a 
change” not with the usual “bad defi nitions as especially intellectualistic” 
but “in emotional categories”:

This is possible without any problems, since in the epic theatre 
the emotional line and the intellectual line remain identical in 
the actor and in the spectator. It would be necessary [for such a 
defi ning] to build on the basis of curiosity and helpfulness a set 
of emotions which balances the set based on terror and pity. Of 
course, there are other bases for emotions too. There is above 
all human productivity, the noblest of them all.        (26:441)

A whole Brechtian theory of personality, including emotionality, 
could be reconstructed around this basic stance of productivity. It is 
variously associated not only with curiosity but also with happiness, 
friendliness, and “indignation, this socially highly productive affect” 
(27:140). As a paradigm of productivity, Brecht identifi ed love: “Love 
is the art of producing something with the capacities of another person. 
To this purpose one needs regard and affection from the other person” 
(18:40—see on this theme, Haffad).

Finally, Brecht could quite consistently announce, in the note of March 
4, 1941, “that one must get out of the militant position of ‘emotion vs. 
reason’”:

The relationship of ratio to emotio in all its contradictoriness 
should be exactly researched, and one should not allow our 
opponents to present epic theater as simply rational and anti-
emotional. [On the one hand, “i]nstincts” which, automatized 
reactions to experiences, have become opposed to our interests. 
Muddied, one-track emotions, no longer controlled by reason. On 
the other hand the emancipated ratio of the physicists with their 
mechanical formalism…. The epic principles guarantee a critical 
stance in the audience, but this stance is eminently emotional. 
This critique is not to be confused with a critique in an exclusive 
scientifi c sense, it is much more inclusive, not at all specialized 
(fachbegrenzt(fachbegrenzt( ), much more practical and elementary.  (26:467)

3.2. Early on, Brecht certainly indulged in provocatively one-sided 
exaggerations to shock the bourgeois, and then changed his mind under 



DARKO SUVIN148

the pressure of experience. Talking to Benjamin, he confessed in 1934 
that his thinking had at times an “infl ammatory” stance (GS 6:531), and 
in 1938 he further explained: “It is good when one who has taken up an 
extreme position is overtaken by a reactionary period; one gets then to 
a location in the middle” (GS 6:535). Brecht was uncommonly aware 
of the pressures of bloody politics in our century:

Fascism, with its grotesque stress on the emotional, and perhaps 
no less a certain decadence of the rational moment in the Marxist 
doctrine stimulated me to a stronger stress on the rational. 
Nonetheless, precisely the most rational form, the “play for 
learning” (Lehrstück), shows the most emotional effects.   
         (22.1:500)

A constant tenor of Brecht’s may be found in his defense of a certain 
type of fl exible but critical reason, refusal of uncritical submersion 
in both stupidity and corrupt emotions, and attempt at contradictory 
reconciliations of emotion and reason in a proper stance (cf. for example, 
26:324-25 and 28:564-65). Thus, if we want to make full use of Brecht’s 
insights for our orientation today, I think at last three directions of further 
work are indicated.

The fi rst direction would be to fi nd out at least approximately what 
were in his opinion the emotions within “the set based on” curiosity, 
helpfulness, and indignation—indeed, sometimes based on “a mixture 
of pleasure and horror (which should not exist, no?)” or on “pioneering 
adventurousness” (22.1:418 and 559). I believe a central place would 
be taken by a carefully weighted spread of emotional stances (see 21:99 
already in 1921)—but never indifference. Two pivots of such a spread 
could be the central stance of Brecht’s late period—friendlinesscould be the central stance of Brecht’s late period—friendlinesscould be the central stance of Brecht’s late period— —and 
his almost always practiced though not so often discursively stressed 
category (but cf. 22.2:810-11 and 817) of grace uniting “passion and 
reason”—as in his proposed anthem, for which one much regrets it isn’t 
the German national anthem today (as it wasn’t in the GDR):

Anmut sparet nicht noch Mühe
Leidenschaft nicht noch Verstand
Dass ein gutes Deutschland blühe
Wie ein andres gutes Land.
          (“Kinderhymne,” 12:303)

I cannot translate his gracious force here but will put it into rhyming 
prose at least:
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Spare not any toil nor grace
Spare not passion nor reason
That a good Germany, as any good place,
Might come to its fl owering season.

The second direction of investigation should be to approach Brecht’s 
central stance that productivity encompasses love and that love is a 
production; I have done so in “Brecht: Bearing” and in 1.2 above.

A third direction would be to fi nd out how in Brecht’s practice (of 
performances, poetry, and prose writings) differing emotions fl exibly 
interact with each other and with notional propositions in precise places 
and precise dosages of emphasis.

3.3. Brecht is much exercised with fl exibility and a Daoist softness 
winning over rigidity (this is perhaps most memorably encapsulated in 
his poem Legend on the Coming About of the “Tao-te-king” Book). I 
believe the strategic tension and opposition to be focused upon is one 
between the dethroning of illusionistic, sentimental, uncritical, pseudo-
compassionate empathy (Einfühlung—see the cited 1939 letter, and other 
testimonies in GBFA, volumes 22-23 and 26-27, mostly adduced in 
my “Haltung [Bearing]”) and a possibly intense but always reasonable 
sympathy. This opposition between Einfühlung and Mitgefühl—empathy 
and sympathy—found in Brecht’s poetic, scenic, and other artistic (as 
well as practical) stances, to which I now turn, may be applicable to 
empirical behaviour.

4. On Empathy vs. Sympathy: A Matter of Critical Distance

Emotions too participate in critique, maybe it is 
precisely your task to organize critique through 
emotions.   Brecht, Messingkauf Dialogues, 22.2:751
Surprise and [spatial or temporal] distance… are both 
equally necessary for comprehending what surrounds 
you… so evidently that you can no longer see it 
clearly.          
          Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences”

       

4.1. In Brecht’s Germany, the most important treatment of emotions 
pertaining vaguely to “sympathy” or “vicarious understanding,” that 
is, to orientation toward other people, was Max Scheler’s intricate and 
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at the time authoritative discussion. Today Scheler’s analysis seems in 
places obsolete, unclear, and even obfuscating, but I propose to dig out 
the following indications for my purposes.

Scheler sharply differentiates fellow-feeling (Mitgefühl) both from 
commiserating with (Mitleiden)—or rejoicing with (Mitfreude)—and 
from a mere distanced reproduction (Nachvollzug) of others’ feelings or 
experiences with no participation in them. On the one hand, in a putative 
imitation or reproducing we feel the general quality of the other’s sorrow 
or rejoicing without suffering or rejoicing with him. The other’s feeling 
is given at a remove, represented “like a landscape which we ‘see’ 
subjectively in memory, or a melody which we ‘hear’ in similar fashion” 
(9/20). Of course, this already presupposes an initial grasping of the fact 
that other people have their own experiences. However, while it remains 
unclear how this “intuitable intrinsic connection between individual 
and experience” works between two agents, it does not necessarily 
involve empathy on the part of the percipient (me). The other person 
has “an individual self distinct from our own,” which “we can never 
fully comprehend…, steeped as it is in its own psychic experience.” 
We can only have “our own view of it…, conditioned as this is by our 
own individual nature” (10/21). Scheler therefore polemicizes expressly 
against any theory of “projective empathy”5 based on identity between 
individuals, or on Schopenhauer’s metaphysics of unifi ed Being as 
against illusory individuation (51/66), in which the Other, subject to 
suffering, is “another I.” On the other hand, in fellow-feeling “a genuine 
experience takes place in me… similar to that which occurs in the other similar to that which occurs in the other similar
person…,” but not at all identical—not even in a perhaps briefer or 
weaker form (11/22).

Thus, we fi nd here two extremes: total lack of interest and contact 
(infi nite distance), and total fusion of feeling and will (zero distance). 
Somewhere in between the two extremes, there is a middle area which 
Scheler calls fellow-feeling. Full spiritual and practical entrusting of 
oneself to a cause and/or a person, say in religious or crypto-religious 
identifi cation such as nationalism and fascism, he calls “emotional 
contagion” (14/25ff). Again, he discusses it in rather unclear ways, 
while rightly pointing out that as a rule “belief in” a charismatic person 
is quite different from any arguable “belief that” (86/96). It is here that 
Brecht’s contribution, and the vectors based on it that can be carried 
further, may prove of central importance. To foreshadow: Brecht himself 
wanted to wean people from “feeling together with (mitzuempfi nden)” 

5 On Lipps’s “projective empathy” and the history of the term up to and including 
Brecht, see Weber. 
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by incarnating themselves in the hero, in favour of “a higher kind of 
interest: the one in similes, in the other, the incalculable, the surprising” 
(26:271; cf. 21:534).

I conclude that what is useful today is to distinguish three stances: 
indifference without emotion; full emotional contagion (in sorrow or 
joy), which is usually called empathy; and a fl exible fellow-feeling, 
which I propose to call sympathy. This can be best discussed in terms of 
cognitive (both notional and emotional) distance between the percipient 
and the perceived, the observer and the observed events. 

4.2. Distance is an indispensable constituent and component of all 
understanding. It is a metaphor by which space is used for a moral 
and/or cognitive tenor when dealing with the psychological experience 
of involvement with events or existents, primarily other people and 
their actions. It presupposes an awareness of their separateness; as 
Simmel put it, distance is crucial “in order to cognize the specifi c 
meaning (Eigenbedeutung) of things…. The object… is juxtaposed to 
us only insofar as it is not merely included into our relationship to it” 
(Philosophie 41-42; see also Grundfragen 11-12).6

I believe Brecht’s “Estrangement” (Verfremdungs-Effekt, NOT 
alienation!) means that the spectator (and quite overtly also the 
social agent outside the theater) ought to take up a distance proper 
for understanding towards events and existents so that she might be 
surprised by their specifi c unlikenesses to what we know, yet aided 
in understanding by their generic similarities. The proper distance 
should fi t the matter treated, oscillating as required by the situation but 
always somewhere within the range of Scheler’s Mitgefühl rather than Mitgefühl rather than Mitgefühl
indifference or full identifi cation. This sympathizing distance (both terms 
of this tension being equally signifi cant) means that the agent’s value-
judgements necessarily contain both approval and critique, though in 
quite varying proportions according to the situation and her interests. 
I can here only allude to the decisive anthropological argument that 
experiences function in large part implicitly, so that when they cross 
between people, who never have quite the same presuppositions, the 
implications necessarily change (cf. Gendlin 399 and passim). A full 

6 Simmel’s most important discussion on distance is perhaps in “The Stranger.” 
I am not sure that Brecht knew him; however, Brecht certainly stands here on the 
shoulders of Shklovsky and Nietzsche. The latter was a true dissenting pioneer in this 
fi eld in many of his saws, as for example in section 35 of Morgenröte, “Emotions and 
Their Origin in Judgements.” Besides these three, in the pleasingly interdisciplinary 
secondary literature on distance I found useful the classical oldie Bogardus, then 
Blumenberg, Bullough, Ginzburg, Hall, Scarry, the survey by Phillips with a larger 
bibliography, and the rich materials in Osterkamp.
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identifi cation is always illusory: it is itself an illusion and it works towards 
a life of unrealistic illusion. My emotion may have another’s ache or 
suffering as its intentional object, but the actual quality of the ache is 
inescapably my own. Already the pioneering Adam Smith had realized: 
“As we have no immediate experience of what other men feel, we can 
form no idea of the manner in which they are affected, but by conceiving 
what we ourselves should feel in the like situation” (I.i.1.2). Last but 
not least, empathy is an important method of uncritical identifi cation 
in politics, most effi caciously realized by Hitler’s propaganda “as a 
production of feelings in a colossal measure” (Anders 311)—Benjamin 
called it in the 1930s “empathy into the winner” (GS 1:696).

Brecht’s main orientation, in line with today’s most interesting 
anthropological psychology, is therefore a refusal of empathy as the 
be-all and end-all in favour of precisely graded and argued sympathy. precisely graded and argued sympathy. precisely graded and argued
Sympathy means, even etymologically, “feeling with” (as opposed to 
empathy’s “feeling into”); as Smith argued, when rightly defi ned it 
necessarily involves refl ection and imagination since it is an opinion. 
Brecht emphatically stated that his theater “in no way dispenses with 
emotions. And in particular not with the feeling for justice, the urge 
toward freedom and righteous anger…. The ‘critical stance’, to which 
it attempts to bring its audience, can never be too passionate for this 
theatre” (23:109). To the contrary, for him empathy (Einfühlung) is 
a stance brought about by “suggestion” in which “the spectator is… 
prevented from taking up a critical position toward the represented in 
proportion to the artistic effi cacy of the representation” (26:437).7

Nonetheless, Brecht also powerfully, though sparingly, used and 
eventually began to theorize a transitory empathetic identifi cation with 
some actions where they include emotions activating the spectator—most 
clearly, an indignation against the waste of human lives in oppressive 
situations of war or unemployment. Such an emotional identifi cation may 
be found, he allowed, in many fi gures who reluctantly and sometimes 
only partially approach the right stance, but who fi nally do take it up. 
This would hold for his female protagonists Pelagea Wlassowa in The 
Mother, Joan Dark in St. Joan of the Slaughterhouses, and Señora Carrar 
in the eponymous play (22.1:161-62, 26:455, 22.2:677), as well as for 
Kattrin’s anger and pity when she is drumming to save the city and its 
children in Mother Courage and Her Children. For Galileo, it would 
hold only in patches (cf. Suvin, “Heavenly”).

7 Here Brecht was not that far from Aristotle, who in his Rhetoric (¶6, 2.8) rightly 
observes that suffering without distance is not pitiable but horrible. There can only 
be pity (say in theatre) when the onlooker is suffi ciently near to the suffering of 
others yet not completely identifi ed with it.
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Thus, Brecht’s work articulates a lifelong battle against hegemonic 
empathy. His main motive was that he witnessed in the 20th Century 
too many variants of polluted emotions: “The sources of [a person’s] 
feelings and passions are just as muddied up as the sources of his 
cognitions” (15:295). The vampiric praxis of a passive audience 
emotionally “creeping into” the skin of the great as well as greatly-
suffering individual on the stage who will think, feel, and live for and in 
lieu of any spectator, which was memorably analyzed in The Messingkauf 
Dialogues, militated against self-determination. It was quite correctly 
identifi ed by Brecht as the central mechanism of a “theatralics” or 
consensus-bonding of fascist unity between the leader and the led. As 
the Nazi slogan had it, “Der Führer denkt für uns!” (“The Leader thinks 
for us!“); and High Stalinism agreed.

Alas, his concern is still very relevant. Illusionism has since shifted 
into the new US-led or “disneyfi ed” technologies of movies, and then TV 
and its successors (I discuss this at length in “Utopianism”). Research 
has shown there are many soap-opera fans who (con)fuse characters and 
actors, though nobody knows just how many sustain such delusions for 
how long: the best guesstimate I found is that perhaps 5-10% are in a 
“lunatic dimension” (cf. the confl icting views in Harrington-Bielby 104-
10 and 120-21). The uncritical use of empathy—from hero worship to 
the turn to “reality as spectacle” in late imperialism—arrogantly denies 
the Other the status of a person who is like me, somebody who is in 
given essential aspects of need for life and justice the same as I, but 
also unlike me, having her own will and rights. Concomitant with this, 
my own freedom and identity are also slighted. Empathy thus remains 
the central mechanism for illusion(ism), a psychological and political 
menace. It may only be avoided by a constant interaction of knowing 
with not-knowing, of the already signifi cantly understood and the now 
for the fi rst time to be signifi cantly understood.
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