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Post-Imperial Brecht

Post-Imperial Brecht challenges prevailing views of Brecht’s theatre and
politics. Most political theatre critics place Brecht between West and
East in the Cold War, and a few have recently explored Brecht’s impact
as a Northern writer on the global South. Loren Kruger is the first to
argue that Brecht’s impact as a political dramatist, director and
theoretical writer makes full sense only when seen in a post-imperial
framework that links the East/West axis between US capitalism and
Soviet communism with the North/South axis of post-colonial
resistance to imperialism. This framework highlights Brecht'’s
arguments with theorists like Benjamin, Bloch, and Lukadcs. It also
shows surprising connections between socialist East Germany, where
Brecht’s 19508 projects impressed the emerging Heiner Miiller, and
apartheid-era South Africa, where Brecht’s work appeared on the
apartheid as well as anti-apartheid stage. Brecht also shaped the work
of South Africa’s Athol Fugard, whose work reappeared in state and
dissident theatres in East Germany. The book concludes with a
reflection on Brechtian aspects of South Africa’s Truth and
Reconciliation Commission and introduces new more precise

translations of key Brechtian terms.

LOREN KRUGER is a graduate of the University of Cape Town, South
Africa, and Cornell University, and teaches the history and theory of
drama and other cultural forms at the University of Chicago. She is the
author of The National Stage (1992) and The Drama of South Africa
(1999), and the editor of Lights and Shadows: The Autobiography of
Leontine Sagan (1996), and of South African special issues of Theatre

Journal and Theatre Research International.
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Introduction

At the height of the Cold War, in August 1961, as the Berlin Wall real-
ized in concrete the ideological, political and economic barriers that
already separated Eastern from Western Europe, the “communist”
from the “free” or “imperialist-capitalist” world (depending on point
of view), Bertolt Brecht figured alternately as hero and villain of the
political melodrama unfolding in its shadow. In articles published
in the West German magazine Der Monat, which was funded, like
its English equivalent Encounter, by the CIA-sponsored Committee
for Cultural Freedom, Brecht was cast as equal to the “immediate
threat of the Red Army.” Anti-communist ideologues charged him
with delusional attachment to Communism; even the critical the-
orist T. W. Adorno accused him of “glorifying the Party,” or, more
subtly, of “oversimplifying” artistic form in favor of political con-
tent.! In the other camp in the German Democratic Republic (GDR)
or East Germany, the ruling Socialist Unity Party (SED) was stirred

' The equation of Brecht and the Red Army is Friedrich Tolberg’s: “Soll
man Brecht im Westen spielen?”, Der Monat 14, no. 159 (1962), §6-62;
reiterated by respondents in “Soll man Brecht spielen? Antworten an
Friedrich Tolberg,” Der Monat 14, no. 161 (1962), 57-64. The case for
Brecht’s delusional attachment to Communism was made by Herbert
Lithy in “Vom armen BB,” Der Monat 4, no. 44 (May 1952), 115-44,
reprinted in Encounter. The claim was reiterated, with an effort to
separate Brecht’s artistry from his politics, by Martin Esslin in Bertolt
Brecht: A Choice of Evils (London: Methuen, 1962). For the more
subtle critique of Brecht’s assault on the autonomy of art, see
Tlheodor| Wliesengrund| Adorno, “Engagement” (1962) in Noten zur
Literatur (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1980), trans. as “Commitment” in
Aesthetics and Politics: Debates between Brecht, Lukacs, Brecht,



POST-IMPERIAL BRECHT

by campaigns in the West to boycott Brecht to abandon its Stalinist
denunciation of his experiments as “alien to the people” to attempt
after Brecht’s death in 1956 to claim him and even his most exper-
imental form, the Lehrstiick or learning play for worker-players, as
its own. Even though it had criticized Brecht while he lived, the
SED used Brecht posthumously as the guarantor of the party’s legit-
imacy as the truc inheritor of the anti-fascist and anti-imperialist
tradition of the German left.> On the basis of this claim, the SED
continued until the late 1980s to cast Brecht as a “fighter against cap-
italist exploitation” whose work contributed to “mobilizing reason in
the struggle against irrationalism, imperialism, and SDI [the United
States’s Strategic Defense Initiative|.”?

In claiming Brecht as the representative of the anti-fascist
legacy of the 1920s, the SED sought to shore up its own inheritance

Benjamin, Adorno (London: Verso, 1977). Although he rejects Esslin’s
psychodrama of the deluded artist (“Engagement,” 419;
“Commitment”, 185), Adorno accuses Brecht of “unmediated
glorification of the Party” (“Engagement” 415; “Commitment” 182)
and reiterates the Cold War dichotomy between artistic autonomy and
political instrumentalization, as the title of the original radio
broadcast, “Engagement oder Autonomie von Kunst” (Radio Bremen,
March 1962) attests. For analysis of the “crusade against Brecht,” see
André Miller, Kreuzzug gegen Brecht. Die Kampagne in der
Bundesrepublik 1961/62 (Darmstadt: Progressverlag, 1963); for
comment in English, see John Willett, “The Changing Role of
Politics,” Brecht in Context, 2nd edn (London: Methuen, 1998),
193—238.

For the attack on Brecht’s alleged formalism, seec Walter Ulbricht
(general secretary of the SED), “Der Kampf gegen den Formalismus in
der Kunst und Literatur. Fur eine fortschrittliche deutsche Kultur”

¥

(1951), in Dokumente zur Kunst-, Literatur- und Kulturpolitik der SED,
ed. Elimar Schubbe (Stuttgart: Seewald, 1972), 178-86, here 182; for the
recovery of the anti-fascist Lehrstiick for the GDR, see Ulbricht, “Der
Weg zur Sicherung des Friedens und zur Erhohung der materiellen und
kulturellen Bedingungen des Volkes” (1959), in Dokumente, 540-6.
Hans Joachim Hoffmann (GDR Culture Minister), Address on Brecht’s
ninetieth birthday, 1o February 1988, in the GDR Theatre Union
journal Theater der Zeit (April 1988), 6-9. The initials SDI were in the

"

original.



