
‘TO THOSE BORN LATER’
Brecht’s works from around 1939 in our time  - Michiel Westbeek

The first step we should take in trying to determine today’s relevance of Brecht’s work, is to develop
a mindset with which to read it. A great artist develops through both evolution and revolution. It is
too easy to think of Brecht only as a revolutionary artist; one who single-handedly turned a page in
history. Brecht – even though he was thoroughly committed to both artistic and political revolution,
and didn’t believe one could exist without the other – should also be viewed as one point in an
evolutionary line; just as Brecht turned his page, he is also to some degree a product of the pages
that came before. In Brecht’s case this pertains to his relationship to Hegel’s dialectics and Marx’s
interpretation thereof, which in the 1920’s, when Brecht adopted these viewpoints, were already
over seventy years old.
It is impossible to explain these philosophies and Brecht’s relationship to them fully here, but I can
quickly sketch some useful outlines. Dialectics in its simplest form is the system of thesis, antithesis
and synthesis. A thesis is put forward, a contradicting antithesis occurs and a synthesis that unites
the two eventually follows as a result.  This synthesis is never a compromise between thesis and
antithesis, but a larger, more advanced understanding of the problem that incorporates both. Basing
his understanding of capitalism on this, Marx claimed that the inherent contradictions in capitalism
must  be overcome by a  synthesis;  a  new system.  To give  a  simplified example  of  one of  these
contradictions:  the factory-owner wishes to pay his  workers the minimal salary. When there are
many poor people looking for work, the capitalist could lower the income of his workers; if  they
protest, he fires them and hires new workers for less pay. But the capitalist makes a product that is
meant for the masses – i.e. the workers. If the wages of the workers are lowered, they will no longer
be able to buy mass products, which then have to become cheaper, which can only be managed by
lowering the wages etc. Similar mechanisms play an important role in the Brecht play Saint Joan of
the Stockyards  (1929).  Furthermore, Brecht named his theatre  Epic Theatre  or  Dialectical Theatre,
which are two terms for the same thing. Epic theatre describes the relationship with the Aristotelian
Drama (dramatic theatre, the tragedy) of which Brecht writes: ‘(Let us) observe the effect which it
has on the spectators. (…) We see somewhat motionless figures in a peculiar condition (…) flabby and
exhausted (…) a lot of sleepers.’ ‘They stare rather than see, just as they listen, rather than hear.’ For
Brecht, this is not the way a theatre play should make its audience react; his theatre should keep the
audience thinking  critically  about  what  is  happening in  it.  This  last  idea  is  extremely  important,
because ‘the theatre as we know it shows the structure of society (represented on the stage) as
incapable  of  being  influenced  by  society  (in  the  auditorium)’1.  What  happens  on  stage  is
unchangeable: it has to happen this way, because it is dictated by the will of the God(s) or fate (in the
Greek tragedy) or the human condition (in naturalism). In Brecht’s plays anything that happens on
stage could have been otherwise.  If  the characters in the play would have acted differently,  the
audience would have witnessed different events. This is why Epic Theatre is Dialectical Theatre: on
the stage a certain story, full of contradictions, is performed. The audience sees thesis and antithesis,
sees the conflict and thinks:  ‘But this suffering is unnecessary! These characters themselves help
create the terrible world in which they live!’. Dialectical theatre is about empowering society to think
critically about society and then actually change society. This idea also connects Brecht with Marx,
who wrote:  ‘The philosophers  have only  interpreted the world,  in  various  ways;  the point  is  to
change it.’2 So now we have a mindset with which to read Brecht; even more than other artists,
Brecht forces us to think about the times and societies in which we live, and ultimately, to overcome



them. In our current troubled times, it might not be the wisest thing to reinterpret Brecht’s work for
our times, but to  reinterpret our times through Brecht’s work. I want to demonstrate shortly that
Brecht’s work can give us new ways of thinking about the refugee crisis and the war in Iraq and Syria
that causes much of it.

Mother Courage and her children (1939) is set in the seventeenth century, during the eighty years’
war between the Protestants and the Catholics. Courage travels the frontlines with her cart and her
three children Swiss Cheese, Eilif and Kattrin and sells food and supplies to soldiers. She profits from
the war, but the same war in the course of the play takes the lives of her three children. Swiss Cheese
has to safeguard the Protestants’ army’s pay-box, but is found by the Catholics and taken prisoner.
Courage has the possibility to buy his freedom, but spends too much time haggling and Swiss Cheese
is executed. Eilif becomes a successful and respected Protestant soldier, who commits ‘one heroic
deed too many’3 when during a short interval of peace he kills a peasant and steals his livestock –
which was exactly what he did during the war to become a respected soldier, but which in peacetime
is  a  crime for  which he is  executed.  Kattrin is  Courage’s  mute daughter,  who only  dreams of  a
husband and a child, and is disfigured in the war, making those impossible, and eventually dies in a
heroic attempt to save the city of Halle. While all this happens, Courage, although terribly grieved by
the loss of her children, reacts with cynicism and doesn’t see the dubious morality of her making
money of this war. In fact, for almost all the play, she heralds the war, claiming ‘the poor don’t fare
better in peacetime. War feeds her people better.’4 At the end of the play, Courage has to keep on,
pulling her cart by herself now, and hasn’t learned a thing.
This last fact is pure Dialectical Theatre: the character doesn’t learn, but the audience has learned
through their critical thinking. So what can we learn?
For instance that war is nothing noble, or natural like a disaster. Also the war in Syria need not have
been.  This  sounds obvious,  until  we realise  that  this  means that  we cannot  resort  to  Courage’s
cynicism and claim the war was unavoidable, or that we ourselves (even though not directly guilty)
are not in one way or another implicated. (Remember: Courage is not guilty of the war and we are
neither, but we can be somehow implicated.) For instance as Europeans by not stopping the US to
make out of Iraq a near-perfect breeding ground for IS. Or by being citizens of Western-European
societies  which  have  alienated  young Muslims  –  not  only  in  Molenbeek.  And  in  relation to  the
businesswoman Courage: how we enable companies to make tremendous amounts of money from
this  war,  which  feeds  into  our  economies.  According  to  Brecht  societies  are  always  social
experiments, and this war proves that ours too are failing in multiple ways. Furthermore, as the war
in  Courage  is  religious, and religion is repeatedly used to excuse appalling war crimes, there is a
mirror to the war in Syria, which is at least on IS’s side religious. But we can also question our own,
almost religious, belief that our current Western theoretical and real existing democracy is right in all
respects and must be exported globally at all costs. Also, we have to understand that war is nothing
but a total of destructive acts. Countless people have been destroyed completely, the refugees who
come here are destroyed largely. We have to see that the ‘whole’ people they were no longer exist.
To undertake the journey to Europe; there is nothing hopeful about it. There is nothing to gain. It is
desperate: an attempted escape from total destruction. Lastly, we should immediately stop speaking
of these refugees as a flow, a stream, a wave or a tsunami – as if it were a natural phenomenon, an
unavoidable tragedy.



In relation to these last points, I will close by mentioning the Svendborg poems, which Brecht wrote
when he himself was a refugee, having fled out of Nazi Germany and residing in Denmark in 1939.
The sixth part of the book is a meditation by Brecht on his refugee status, which he already predicts
will  be  relevant  to  the  children  of  later  times:  ‘I  always  found  the  name  they  gave  us  wrong:
emigrants.  Doesn’t  that  mean those  who move  away?  But  we  didn’t  move  away,  through  free
decision choosing a different country? We also didn’t move into a country, to stay there, if possible
forever. No, we fled. We were driven out. Banished. And no home, but an exile will be the country
that took us in. Uneasy we sit here, as near the borders as possible, waiting for the day of return,
observing  every  smallest  change  from  over  the  border,  eagerly  interrogating  all  who  arrive.
Forgetting  nothing  and  surrendering  nothing  and  forgiving  nothing  that  happened,  forgiving
nothing.’5
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