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Long Day’s Journey Into Brecht: The
Ambivalent Politics of The Lives

of Others
PAUL A. CANTOR

Abstract: Donnersmarck’s The Lives of Others has been
widely praised as the first German film to confront the horrors
of the East German communist regime. But the film’s politics
may be ambiguous. As critical as it is of East Germany, it
does not offer a ringing endorsement of West Germany. For
example, the film’s playwright-hero seems to have artistic
problems in the West, just as he did in the East. The film’s
equivocal attitude toward communism is epitomized by its
apparently positive view of the Marxist author Bertolt Brecht.
This essay compares The Lives of Others with Brecht’s play
The Good Person of Szechwan in an effort to understand
Donnersmarck’s attitude toward his East German predeces-
sor and what it means for his larger view of communism and
its relation to art.

Keywords: Brecht, communism, totalitarianism, East
Germany, West Germany

i.

F
lorian Henckel von Donnersmarck’s 2006 film
Das Leben der anderen (The Lives of Others)
was widely, and justifiably, praised as a cine-
matic masterpiece almost from its first release.
The movie was especially celebrated as a polit-
ical statement, as a scathing indictment of com-

munist tyranny, specifically a long overdue exposé of the
horrors of the East German regime, the so-called Deutsche
Demokratische Republik (the DDR, the “German Demo-
cratic Republic”). Surprisingly, until The Lives of Others, no
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German film had attempted to portray the brutal nature of
the communist regime in East Germany. If anything, by the
early twenty-first century, a sort of nostalgia had been devel-
oping in German popular culture for the days of the DDR,
a tendency epitomized by the success of the film Goodbye
Lenin! (2003). The cultural acceptance of tyrannies of the
left but not of the right is always puzzling—one might le-
gitimately wonder whether an equivalent film with the title
Goodbye Goebbels! would have been tolerated in Germany,
or any other country for that matter.

Thus The Lives of Others was hailed for its willingness
to confront what many Germans seemed content to let slip
down the memory hole of history. Using all the power and
resources of cinema—above all, a remarkable set of perfor-
mances from his first-rate cast—Donnersmarck has told a
tale that deeply needed telling. With surgical precision, he
anatomizes everything that was wrong with the DDR—the
corruption of the regime, the bleakness, sterility, and regi-
mentation of daily existence it brought about, its suppression
of political dissent and artistic creativity, and, ultimately, the
spiritual emptiness of life under communism. With the story
opening in 1984, the movie inevitably calls to mind George
Orwell’s great novel, and indeed The Lives of Others already
seems destined to stand with 1984 as one of the most chilling
evocations of the nightmare of twentieth-century totalitar-
ianism. As such, many conservative critics welcomed the
film and hoped that it might herald the beginning of a new
trend of anti-communism in popular culture. Reviewing the
film in The Weekly Standard, John Podhoretz wrote: “Florian
Henckel von Donnersmarck found a great story to tell with
a great setting and he told it with peerless skill. . . . Maybe
he will be followed by other young filmmakers and writers
who can bring fresh eyes and a new perspective to the great
struggle of the second half of the twentieth century.”1
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But as is usually the case in cultural criticism, praise for
The Lives of Others was not universal. A number of commen-
tators raised serious doubts about the film. They questioned
the historical accuracy of many of its details, and even of its
basic take on the East German regime.2 Given the left-wing
political orientation of most cultural critics, it is surprising
that the film has frequently been attacked for not being anti-
communist enough. Given the enthusiasm of so many con-
servatives for the film, it comes as a bit of a shock to see The
Lives of Others condemned for painting too rosy a picture of
the DDR. Donnersmarck has been accused of glossing over
the true horrors of communist tyranny and, in fact, creating
a sentimental story out of what should have been a more sys-
tematic condemnation of East Germany. According to some
critics of The Lives of Others, Donnersmarck fundamentally
erred in supplying a happy ending to what should have been
an unrelievedly bleak story. He is criticized for having given
a Hollywood treatment—complete with a love story and a
tale of personal redemption—to what should have been a
chronicle of pure inhumanity and utter despair.

This kind of criticism of The Lives of Others focuses on
the central figure of Gerd Wiesler (played so perfectly by Ul-
rich Mühe). Critics charge Donnersmarck with creating too
sympathetic a portrait of this captain in the infamous Stasi,
the East German secret police. At the beginning of the film,
Wiesler seems to stand for everything that was wrong with
the East German regime. He is a staunch and committed sup-
porter of the DDR and a cold-blooded, implacable enforcer
of its tyranny. Leading a soulless existence in his private life,
devoid of love or any human connection, in his public role
he is a ruthless interrogator of the enemies of the regime
and an expert at surveillance into any subversive activities.
His superiors in the Communist Party assign him to spy on
a prominent East German playwright, Georg Dreyman, and
his girlfriend, the actress Christa-Maria Sieland. At first pur-
suing his task with heartless efficiency, Wiesler is gradually
seduced by what amounts to his voyeuristic glimpse into the
emotionally rich “lives of others.” A whole new world of
aesthetic experience opens up to him, as his spying involves
him—perhaps for the first time in his life—in watching a
play, reading lyric poetry, listening to classical music, and,
more generally, sharing in the emotional experience of artis-
tic people. Learning to sympathize with the couple he is
spying upon, and perhaps falling in love with the actress
himself, Wiesler becomes their protector. He does not report
Dreyman’s subversive activity when he writes an article for
a West German magazine on the high rate of suicide in East
Germany, and, in a very complicated plot, he becomes in-
volved in covering up the playwright’s act of dissent. In a
remarkable reversal, the initially villainous Wiesler becomes
the quiet hero of The Lives of Others, and in the end, he wins a
tribute from Dreyman as “ein guter Mensch” (“a good man”).

Critics of the film condemn Donnersmarck for making a
hero out of a Stasi agent and reject his portrait of Wiesler as
unrealistic and untrue to history. Anna Funder, for example,
writes:

No Stasi agent ever tried to save his victim, because it was
impossible. (We’d know if one had, because the files are

so comprehensive.) Unlike Wiesler, who runs a nearly solo
surveillance operation and can withhold the results from
his superior, totalitarian systems rely on thoroughgoing inter-
nal surveillance (terror) and division of tasks. The film doesn’t
accurately portray the way totalitarian systems work, because
it needs to leave room for its hero to act humanely (something
such systems are designed to prevent).3

In a more thoroughgoing indictment of the film, the well-
known intellectual Slavoj Zizek argues that “The Lives of
Others fails to capture the true horror of the GDR.” Zizek
notes that the film seems to blame the evils of the East German
regime on the self-interested actions of a few corrupt officials
in the Communist hierarchy. “What’s lost is that the system
would be no less terrifying without the minister’s personal
corruption, even if it were run by only dedicated and ‘honest’
bureaucrats.”

Zizek extends his critique to Donnersmarck’s portrayal of
the East German playwright, who is a sincere supporter of
the communist regime and yet is treated very sympathetically
in the movie:

One cannot but recall here a witty formula of life under a hard
Communist regime: Of the three features—personal honesty,
sincere support of the regime, and intelligence—it was pos-
sible to combine only two, never all three. If one was honest
and supportive, one was not very bright; if one was bright and
supportive, one was not honest; if one was honest and bright,
one was not supportive. The problem with Dreyman is that he
does combine all three features.4

Zizek raises a serious question: if The Lives of Others is
such an anti-communist film, why is one of its heroes a pro-
communist playwright and the other a reformed agent of the
Communist Party? One could try to develop a reading of
the movie that would claim that it criticizes, not communist
ideals, but the failure of the East German regime to live up to
its communist ideals. Dreyman and Wiesler are shown to be
believers in communism, and yet they are also shown to be
basically good men, and the problem with the DDR seems to
be a few rotten apples in the Marxist barrel. Is the answer a
reformed communism, some kind of socialism with a human
face?

ii.

Despite the cogency of Zizek’s observations about The
Lives of Others, I think that such a reading of the film would
be wrong. One should not lose sight completely of surface
impressions, and there can be no doubt that the overall im-
pression of Donnersmarck’s movie remains strongly anti-
communist. The critics of The Lives of Others have, to a large
extent, judged it by the wrong standards. They are looking
for a documentary, not a feature film. They want a work that
would chronicle in great historical detail all the horrors of
communist tyranny in East Germany. Such a film would be
very valuable, but it is not the kind of work Donnersmarck set
out to make. Critics object to the way Donnersmarck has per-
sonalized the story, choosing to focus on a few sympathetic,
and even attractive, characters. But this is simply the logic
of good drama. Setting his story in what is recognizably the
historical East Germany, Donnersmarck created a personal
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story designed to bring out certain larger truths about human
nature. As he succinctly puts it in his DVD commentary: “It’s
a truthful story, not a true story.”5 One could defend him in
terms of Aristotle’s distinction in Chapter 9 of his Poetics
between history and poetry (or fiction). History tells us what
actually happened; fiction tells us what might have happened
in accord with our understanding of human nature. Thus his-
tory shows us what human beings are; fiction shows us what
they could be in some ideal sense. From that perspective, it
does not matter if no actual Stasi agent did what Gerd Wiesler
does in The Lives of Others. The way Donnersmarck shows
him behaving is certainly not impossible and, arguably, not
even implausible. If one believes in the basic decency of
human nature, then one would certainly like to think that
someone in Wiesler’s circumstances might for once do the
decent thing, and work to save a fellow human being. Anna
Funder quotes Donnersmarck as saying: “I didn’t want to tell
a true story as much as explore how someone might have
behaved. The film is more a basic expression of belief in
humanity than an account of what actually happened.”6 That
seems to be the basic point of The Lives of Others, a claim
that transcends the details of economic and political history
and says something about the permanent ethical potential of
humanity.

Nevertheless, the critics of the film have raised some valid
points about its meaning, and usefully complicated our un-
derstanding of its message. They have shown that the film’s
political sympathies may be more complex than at first ap-
pears, and its politics may, in fact, be ambivalent. In particu-
lar, they have reminded us of an important point: just because
The Lives of Others is anti-communist does not mean that the
film is necessarily pro-capitalist. Paying careful attention to
its texture reveals that Donnersmarck does not choose to par-
ticipate in the triumphalism that generally greeted the demise
of the East German regime in 1989 and the reunification of
Germany under the aegis of the Bundesrepublik Deutsch-
land (the BRD, the “Federal Republic of Germany”). To be
sure, only a brief part of The Lives of Others deals with what
happened in 1989 and after. Donnersmarck offers a series of
codas or epilogues to show the aftermath of Wiesler’s deci-
sion to come to the aid of Dreyman. But Donnersmarck is a
very efficient storyteller, and he manages to convey a great
deal in the last fifteen minutes of the film.

Consider how Donnersmarck chose to portray what is ar-
guably the most important historical event in his story and
one of the greatest moments in German history—the fall of
the Berlin Wall. Even on his tight budget, Donnersmarck
could easily have used stock newsreel footage to convey a
sense of the monumental character of this event—scenes of
crowds rejoicing at the Brandenburg Gate or of Beethoven’s
Ninth Symphony being played to celebrate the return to free-
dom in the East. But instead of monumentalizing the event
in cinematic terms, Donnersmarck chose to mute and mini-
mize it. All we see is Wiesler and some other disgraced Stasi
agents working away in the bowels of some building; one
of them, listening through a miniature earphone, hears the
news of the Wall coming down; they calmly stop working
and walk out the door. Although we hear about the momen-
tous event over the radio, we do not see it, and in movies,

seeing is everything. Donnersmarck turns what ought to be a
climactic moment in his story into a visual anticlimax.

This emblematic moment reflects what appears to be Don-
nersmarck’s conscious decision to downplay the degree to
which the “new” Germany has been genuinely transformed.
Before the fall of the Wall, Wiesler is shown mechanically
steaming open mail for the communists. After the fall, we
see him mechanically delivering junk mail for the capital-
ists. The stage directions in the screenplay stress the parallel
by noting that he now delivers commercial flyers with the
same care with which he used to do his work as a Stasi of-
ficer.7 Donnersmarck does remarkably little to suggest that
things have improved in the new Germany. The most sinister
character in the film, Minister Hempf—the man who orig-
inally ordered the surveillance of Dreyman—has evidently
survived the regime change, unpunished and unharmed. He
has become a successful businessman in the reunified Ger-
many and is still part of the in-crowd, attending theatrical
premieres, just as we saw him doing in the DDR at the be-
ginning of the film. The original screenplay elaborates upon
this point and makes it stronger. Hempf says that he is now
doing “richtiges, kapitalistisches Business” (“proper capi-
talist business”), and jokes that he is still dealing with the
Russians. Although he himself is barred from politics, he
has passed the baton to his son, who is already a Member
of Parliament for the PDS, the Partei des Demokratischen
Sozialismus (the “Party of Democratic Socialism”), the legal
successor to the Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschland
(the “German Socialist Unity Party”) that had governed East
Germany (149).8

As for Dreyman, he is still living in the same apartment,
and at the prompting of Hempf, he discovers that Wiesler’s
bugs are still in place, even if they are no longer being used.
In the last sequence in the film, we learn that Dreyman has
managed to write a new book, Die Sonate von guten Mensch
(“Sonata for a Good Man”), but it is evidently a work of
prose, presumably a memoir about the very events we have
seen chronicled in the film. What Dreyman has failed to do
in the new Germany is to write a new play. When we see
him going to a theatrical premiere, it is of a new production
of one of his works, but definitely not of a new work. In
fact, in what appears to be a pointed gesture, Donnersmarck
shows Dreyman attending a staging of the same scene of
the same work we saw him watching toward the beginning
of the film (the stage directions in the screenplay make it
clear that this is taking place in the very same theater, the
Gerhart-Hauptmann-Bühne). Back in the DDR, Dreyman’s
play was given a heavy-handed socialist realist staging that
apparently displeased him. But now in the new Germany, the
play is given a pretentious postmodernist staging that seems
to displease Dreyman just as much—he walks out of the pro-
duction. Whatever else the new Germany may have achieved,
it has not restored Dreyman’s creativity as a playwright, and
it has not allowed him to realize his artistic goals—he is still
subject to the whims of directors who distort his intentions.

When Dreyman runs into Hempf outside the auditorium,
the ex-minister teases him with the fact that the playwright
has not written anything since the end of the DDR. But Hempf
says that he can understand Dreyman’s writer’s block: “What



April–June 2011, Volume 40, Number 2 71

should one write in this BRD? There’s nothing more to be-
lieve in, nothing more to rebel against.” In a semisinister way,
Hempf points to a genuine truth: Dreyman had more motiva-
tion to write while living under a tyranny—it turned writing
into a heroic act. Donnersmarck allows Hempf to sound the
note of nostalgia for the old East Germany: “It was nice in our
small republic. Many are beginning to understand that only
now” (149). The fact that the villainous Hempf expresses
these sentiments suggests that Donnersmarck does not him-
self share them. Still, he has called attention to a problematic
aspect of the change of regime for writers. Dreyman was a
hero in the DDR, and although the communist government
spied upon him and manipulated his life, at the same time,
it took him seriously, honored him, and, indeed, in the very
act of harassing him, it showed that it understood his impor-
tance as a writer; in the BRD, Dreyman has become a mere
celebrity, dressed, as the stage directions point out, in an Ar-
mani suit, “for which he is actually too heavy, and perhaps
also a bit too old” (147).

We are so used to thinking of the fall of the Berlin Wall as a
triumphal moment that we naturally assume that the coda of
The Lives of Others must be presenting the new Germany in
a positive light. Surely, Donnersmarck must prefer the new
Germany to the old, but it is nevertheless remarkable how
little he does to embody that preference in cinematic terms.
He, in fact, maintains the deliberately drab color scheme of
the film in the final scenes—no bright neon lights on Berlin’s
chic shopping street, the Kurfürstendamm, to illuminate the
triumph of capitalism, but instead still the same dull brown,
gray, green, and beige we saw characterizing the DDR. As
a director, Donnersmarck seems to be doing as much as he
can to minimize our sense that conditions have genuinely
improved for his central characters with the fall of the Wall.

In sum, although The Lives of Others does satisfy the ap-
petite of conservatives for an anti-communist film, it by no
means offers them a parable of triumphant capitalism. Ev-
ery cinematic choice Donnersmarck makes in the coda to
his film suggests that he is somehow interested in the con-
tinuities between the communist and the capitalist regimes
in Germany, not, as his conservative admirers might wish,
the discontinuities. While exploring the factors that compli-
cate any reading of Donnersmarck’s film, it is high time that
we confront the key figure in any attempt to interpret the
politics of The Lives of Others—Bertolt Brecht. Anyone of-
fering a straightforward anti-communist reading of the film,
especially someone trying to present a pro-capitalist read-
ing, must puzzle over its celebration of Brecht. Brecht is
arguably the most famous and successful communist author
of the twentieth century. He was about as Marxist and anti-
capitalist as an author could be and, moreover, was an active
partisan of the East German communist regime. He chose to
work in East Berlin theater when he returned to Europe after
his self-imposed exile from Germany during the Nazi era.
His presence in East Germany contributed hugely to the cul-
tural and, by extension, political legitimacy of the communist
regime. Although Brecht expressed doubts about the DDR in
private (in unpublished works),9 in all his time in East Berlin,
he never once publicly defied the communist regime and, in
fact, in what was far from his finest hour, he openly endorsed

the use of Soviet troops to put down the workers’ uprising in
1953.10

And this is the man Donnersmarck apparently offers as
a model of a genuinely great artist in The Lives of Others.
Dreyman is loosely based on Brecht, who fit the criteria that
make Dreyman valuable to his communist masters—a play-
wright who is loyal to the regime but is nevertheless read and
admired in the West. More to the point, Brecht himself func-
tions as a positive figure in the plot of The Lives of Others.
Wiesler’s conversion begins when he sneaks into Dreyman’s
apartment and steals a volume of Brecht’s poetry. Soon we
see Wiesler reading the book intently, while we hear Sebas-
tian Koch, the actor who plays Dreyman, giving a moving
voice-over reading of Brecht’s lyric poem, “Errinerung an
die Marie A.,” a poem about the kind of memorable love for
a woman that is totally absent from Wiesler’s own life. In
The Lives of Others, Brecht seems to stand for everything
that is good and genuine about art. Donnersmarck could eas-
ily have substituted any number of German poets for Brecht
in the plot. Goethe comes immediately to mind; it would
have been just as easy for Wiesler to pick up a volume of
Germany’s greatest lyric poet, who was still honored in the
DDR. Why then did Donnersmarck deliberately choose a
communist poet when he wanted to suggest the redemptive
power of literature?

As a few commentators have noted, Brecht’s presence in
The Lives of Others actually extends beyond the single lyric
poem that is quoted in its script. The film repeatedly echoes
the title of one of Brecht’s most famous plays, Der gute
Mensch von Sezuan.11 This title has been variously trans-
lated into English, as The Good Person of Szechwan and The
Good Woman of Szechwan, reflecting the ambiguity of the
German word Mensch—just like the English word “man,”
Mensch can refer either to a “male” or to a “human being”
of either sex (the fact that the play involves a woman mas-
querading as a man explains the different translations of the
title). English speakers may easily miss the references to
Brecht’s title in The Lives of Others, but they are unmistak-
able to Germans (for which reason I will continue to refer
to the play by its German title). At a key point in the plot,
Dreyman is given the sheet music for a piano work called
Sonate vom guten Menschen and that later becomes the title
of the book he writes after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Early
in the film, Minister Hempf says to Dreyman that what “we
all love about your plays” is “die Liebe zum Menschen, die
guten Menschen”—“your love of humanity, of good human
beings” (34). After Wiesler sits down with Christa-Maria
Sieland in the bar scene, she calls him “ein guter Mensch”
(87). The way this phrase keeps reappearing in various forms
throughout the film strongly suggests that Donnersmarck had
Brecht’s Der gute Mensch von Sezuan in mind when creat-
ing The Lives of Others. I do not claim to understand fully
why Donnersmarck decided to present the communist play-
wright Brecht so positively in his ostensibly anti-communist
film. But I believe that a detailed comparison of The Lives
of Others with Der gute Mensch von Sezuan may shed light
on the role of Brecht in Donnersmarck’s film. Donnersmarck
may in fact be engaging with Brecht’s play in a serious and
meaningful way. The Lives of Others might even be regarded
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as a kind of Brechtian attempt to rewrite and even unwrite
Brecht’s play. In that sense, Donnersmarck might be said to
be using Brecht to undermine Brecht.

iii.

Der gute Mensch von Sezuan is set in a semimythical
China, in what the stage directions describe as a “half-
Europeanized city.”12 Three gods, who have evidently seen
better days, have come to earth in search of good human be-
ings. They believe that if they can find just one good person,
who obeys their commandments, it will redeem humanity.
Their request for lodging and hospitality is initially rejected
by all the ostensibly good citizens of the city. The only one
who will take them in for the night is a prostitute named Shen
Te. In reward for her goodness, the gods give her the money to
buy a little tobacco shop. But before she can get the business
going, a crowd of moochers descends upon her, including
the former owners of the shop and their many relatives, who
proceed to sponge off her and otherwise exploit her good
nature. She is too compassionate to refuse any request for a
handout.

To make ends meet, Shen Te has to invent a masculine
cousin named Shui Ta, who comes to her rescue at several
crucial moments. Whenever Shen Te adopts the role of Shui
Ta, she can do the prudent thing and manage her affairs
properly, eventually building her small business up into a
factory operation. But whenever Shen Te goes back to being a
woman, she loses control of her finances and other aspects of
her life. For example, she falls in love with a would-be aviator,
named Yang Sun, whose unscrupulous dealings threaten to
make her default on some loans. As the confusions involving
the sexually ambiguous identity of the heroine/hero mount,
Shui Ta is eventually accused of having murdered Shen Te.
On trial before the three gods, Shen Te is forced to reveal to
them the truth about her masquerade, delivering the kind of
heavy-handed, didactic speech that is the stock-in-trade of
Brecht’s Marxist dramaturgy:

Your order long ago
To be good and yet to live
Tore me like lightning into two halves. I
Don’t know how it happened: I could not
Be good at once to others and myself.
To help myself and others was too hard for me.
Ah, your world is hard. Too much poverty, too much despair!
The hand that is held out to the wretched
Is soon wrenched off! He who helps the lost
Is himself lost! For who can
Long refuse to be wicked when starvation kills?
Where was I to take all that was needed? Only
From myself! But then I would die. Good intentions
Crushed me to the ground. But when I did wrong
I strode in power and ate good meat!
There must be something wrong with your world. Why
Is wickedness so richly rewarded and why does such hard
punishment
Await the good? (100)

As often happens with Brecht, understanding the mes-
sage of Der gute Mensch von Sezuan seems very easy. He
has nothing but contempt for the respectable and wealthy
citizens of the city, whereas he offers the poor, the down-

trodden, and the outcast as the only possible candidates for
true goodness. What makes it difficult, if not impossible, for
the basically decent people to put their goodness into ac-
tion is the capitalist order. Business is a zero-sum game for
Brecht—one person can make a profit only if someone else
suffers a loss. Thus Shen Te cannot successfully enter the
business world without fundamentally changing her identity.
She must repress her natural kindness and adopt the hard-
headed, hard-hearted persona of her “cousin,” Shui Ta. For
Brecht, capitalism brings about a complete disjunction be-
tween moral goodness and financial success. One cannot be
at one and the same time a good businessman and a good
human being.

Brecht’s clever theatrical trick for embodying this insight
on stage is to split his main character as we have seen into
two: Shen Te and Shui Ta. This procedure is typical of his
dramaturgy; he would rather have two flat characters than
a single complex one.13 Brecht’s drama is never far from
social satire, and he had no qualms about putting caricatures
on stage. He did not feel compelled, as many other dramatists
do, to explore the complexities of human motivation, or to
suggest profound inner conflicts in his characters. Where
another playwright would have shown a Shen Te with mixed
feelings about her lover, Yang Sun—torn between her love
for him and her realization that he is wrong for her—Brecht
just divides her up into a Shen Te, who loves him absolutely,
and a Shui Ta, who sees that Yang Sun intends to take her
money and leave her in the lurch.

Brecht knew what he was doing; he was not simply in-
capable of creating fully rounded characters (for example,
in Mother Courage, protagonist of one of his greatest plays,
Mutter Courage und ihre Kinder, he succeeded against his
will in creating an emotionally complex figure).14 Brecht con-
sciously rejected the realism of late nineteenth-century and
early twentieth-century drama, which he regarded as com-
plicit in the capitalist order and a product of it. For Brecht,
dramatists such as Ibsen and Chekhov were too eager out
of commercial motives to please their audience, to entertain
them with plays about characters with whom they could iden-
tify and sympathize, characters placed in familiar settings and
recognizably human situations with which the audience felt
comfortable. According to Brecht, this kind of realistic drama
makes its audience complacent. Even an Ibsen problem play,
which seems to expose the contradictions in the social order,
leaves its audience passive, accepting the existing state of
society as inevitable, simply part of the human condition.

By contrast, Brecht sought to unsettle his audience by ev-
ery theatrical means at his disposal, to prevent them from
reacting emotionally to his dramas and rather to get them
to think about each play. Rather than identifying with his
characters, the spectators should feel distanced from them
and hence more capable of judging them objectively. This
is Brecht’s famous Verfremdungseffekt, often translated as
“alienation effect” but more properly rendered as “distanc-
ing” or “defamiliarization” or “estrangement effect.”15 Ev-
erything about Der gute Mensch von Sezuan is calculated
to prevent the audience from feeling comfortable with the
play, from the exotic setting to the unfamiliar names to the
cardboard characters to the absurdity of the young woman
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masquerading as a man so easily. The epilogue, when one of
the actors steps out of character, breaks the dramatic illusion,
and addresses the audience directly, is designed to send them
home dissatisfied, still pondering the significance of what
they have seen. Brecht openly admits that his play lacks a
satisfactory and satisfying conclusion:

Ladies and gentlemen, don’t be annoyed
We know this ending leaves you in the void.
A golden legend we set out to tell
But then somehow the ending went to hell.
We’re disappointed too, struck with dismay
All questions open though we’ve closed our play. . . .
But what’s your answer to the situation?
For love nor money we could find no out:
Refashion man? Or change the world about?
Or turn to different gods? Or don’t we need
Any? Our bewilderment is great indeed.
There’s only one solution comes to mind:
That you yourselves should ponder till you find
The ways and means and measures tending
To help good people to a happy ending. (103–104)

In this typical Brecht ending, the ball is now in the audi-
ence’s court; they must find a solution to the problems that
baffled the playwright. If the function of drama is to provoke
social change, Brecht has come up with an effective approach
to writing plays. His theory of the Verfremdungseffekt is also
very convenient for him as a playwright. If one accuses his
characters of being flat, he can reply that he never intended
them to be round. If one accuses his plot of being implausible,
he can reply that he never intended it to be realistic. Basically,
any fault in his play, from clichéd dialogue to stereotypical
characters to abrupt plot turns to heavy-handed moralizing
can be justified as a Verfremdungseffekt. “You don’t like it?”
Brecht seems to say: “Well, that was just my point; whoever
said a play is for your enjoyment?” In the ultimate defense
mechanism for Brecht, if the play fails to solve the complex
social problems it portrays, it is the fault of the audience, not
of the playwright.

Brecht’s distinctive conception of drama was remarkably
self-serving—he succeeded in erecting a theoretical firewall
around his plays that makes them impervious to conven-
tional criticism. If one applies any of the traditional criteria
of good drama in evaluating Brecht’s work, his answer is
always that the problem is with traditional drama, not with
his plays. This situation can be frustrating to would-be crit-
ics of Brecht—one damns oneself as hopelessly mired in
the past if one questions his revolutionary drama. Neverthe-
less, the temptation to raise doubts about Brecht’s plays is
irresistible, and Der gute Mensch von Sezuan is a case in
point. It is very doubtful, for example, that feminists would
be pleased by the play.16 For a revolutionary drama, it seems
to buy into traditional sexual stereotypes. In splitting his cen-
tral figure into male and female halves, Brecht parcels out
the human qualities along conventional gender lines. Shen Te
is the compassionate one: sensitive, emotional, and capable
of deep love. But she is at the same time irrational, weak,
incapable of dealing with the difficult issues of life—and,
above all, she has no mind for business. In short, she is the
stereotypical flighty and helpless female. Shui Ta is lacking
in fellow-feeling, and he is tough-minded, if not cruel, in his

dealings with others. But he is also rational, clear-headed,
and disciplined, fully capable of taking charge of any situ-
ation, and a sharp businessman—just the way men like to
think of themselves. As a Marxist, Brecht may be progres-
sive on political and economic issues, but on the issue of
gender, he is a reactionary sexist. If one focuses on the issue
of gender—which is difficult not to do, given the plot—what
Der gute Mensch von Sezuan teaches is that women are by
nature unfit for business and need men to save them from
their inherent folly as females.

But Brecht is also vulnerable on the political/economic
front—the moment one steps outside of his Marxist frame-
work. In an obvious way, Der gute Mensch von Sezuan begs
the question on the central issue it raises. If one parcels out
all the morally good qualities to one character and all the
business acumen to another, then of course one will con-
clude that it is impossible to be a good human being and a
good businessman at the same time. But the real question is
whether it is possible to combine the qualities of Shen Te
and Shui Ta in a single person, and on that issue, history
offers many examples of successful capitalists who behaved
morally and compassionately in their dealings with their fel-
low human beings. One might even argue that decency is the
norm in business, which is precisely why we are so struck
by the phenomenon of business criminals. We need to check
Brecht’s portrayal of the capitalist world against historical re-
ality. Although he rejected conventional dramatic realism, he
always maintained that his plays were truer to social reality
than traditional drama had been. Indeed, he claimed that he
broke with the dramatic conventions of the past precisely in
order to be able to represent social reality more accurately, to
call attention to the hard facts of life that were covered up in
traditional drama. It is odd, then, that Brecht chose to set Der
gute Mensch von Sezuan in the kind of orientalist never-never
land one normally associates with German operetta, such as
Lehar’s The Land of Smiles (Das Land des Lächelns). Can
we really learn anything about the real world from a play that
mixes oriental gods incongruously with modern airplanes?17

In fact, if one sets aside Brecht’s ingrained anti-capitalist
prejudices and looks carefully at what is going on in the
play in economic terms, then it seems to teach lessons very
different from what the playwright had in mind.

Much of what Shui Ta stands for is, in fact, simple eco-
nomic common sense. Brecht wants us to think of the charac-
ter as hard-hearted, but most of the time he is saying nothing
crueler than that human beings need to work for a living:
“From now on all this must be managed more sensibly. No
more food will be distributed free of charge. Instead, every-
one will be given an opportunity to improve his condition by
honorable labor. Miss Shen Teh has decided to give you all
work” (75–6).18 Even the parasites come to understand that
if Shen Te’s business goes under, they will be worse off, and
hence they grudgingly welcome the return of the capable and
efficient Shui Ta: “He’s awfully stingy, but at least he’ll save
the shop, and then she’ll help us” (75). Yang Sun’s mother
praises what Shui Ta has accomplished by imposing disci-
pline on her son: “I must tell you how my son, thanks to the
wisdom and severity of the universally respected Mr. Shui
Ta, has been transformed from a depraved young man into a
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useful citizen. As the whole neighborhood knows, Mr. Shui
Ta has opened a small but already thriving tobacco factory
near the cattle yard” (79). Mrs. Yang even compares Shui Ta
favorably with Shen Te: “He didn’t make all sorts of fantas-
tic promises like his widely praised cousin, but forced [Yang
Sun] to do honest work” (84).

No doubt Brecht expects us to think of Shui Ta as just
another exploitative factory owner, operating a sweatshop,
but even in terms of the plot Brecht created, Shui Ta is sim-
ply recognizing the facts of economic life. The characters
he “mistreats” earn his displeasure only because they are all
demanding to be supported at his “cousin’s” expense, with
no effort on their part. Only a self-styled Bohemian artist
such as Brecht could make a moral principle out of the de-
mand for a free lunch. Brecht himself shows that when Yang
Sun refuses to work, he does so out of pride—he thinks
that ordinary commerce is beneath his dignity as a potential
aviator: “You want me to stand out in the street peddling
tobacco to the cement workers, me, Yang Sun, the flier. I’d
sooner run through the two hundred [dollars Shen Te gave
me] in one night, I’d sooner throw them in the river!” (62).
Yang Sun insists on maintaining his dignity, but he does
so with Shen Te’s borrowed money. Perhaps unwittingly,
Brecht exposes the hypocrisy of those who complain about
capitalist exploiters, while exploiting the generosity of cap-
italists themselves. As several critics have noted, including
admirers such as W. H. Auden, in his last decade, Brecht
himself led a kind of double life: he did his play producing in
communist East Germany, but he did his banking in capital-
ist Switzerland.19 Indeed, ever since The Threepenny Opera
Brecht had been preaching anti-capitalism all the way to the
bank.

As an economic argument, Der gute Mensch von Sezuan
fails; it is riddled with fallacies and contradictions. Brecht is
the kind of person who wants cigars, but he does not want
the cigar factories needed to produce them. All his focus in
Der gute Mensch von Sezuan seems to be on the process
of consumption, not of production, and he is evidently not
aware that the two processes are connected. He seems to posit
a sort of natural sufficiency of goods, and the only problem is
that they are not distributed equally. The capitalist exploiters
have grabbed all the wealth and deny goods to the starving
masses. Hovering behind Der gute Mensch von Sezuan is
the Marxist ideal: “From each according to his ability; to
each according to his needs.” But ironically, in Shui Ta’s
wisdom, Brecht shows why this formula cannot work in the
real world and why communism is always doomed to failure.
If people can get what they need through handouts, they will
refuse to work, and the result will soon be that nothing gets
produced to hand out. Because of the problem of economic
incentives, how goods are distributed has a profound effect
on how—and even whether—they are produced in the first
place. Brecht inadvertently illustrates this basic economic
truth in Der gute Mensch von Sezuan. Shen Te sets out to run
her shop like a communist, but she needs the capitalist Shui
Ta to save her from economic disaster—much as the Soviet
Union continually needed economic aid and guidance from
the capitalist West throughout its catastrophic experiments
with communism. Despite all Brecht’s efforts to prevent it,

economic truth ultimately shines through the Marxist fog of
Der gute Mensch von Sezuan. As so often happens in his
work, Brecht the playwright ends up inadvertently refuting
Brecht the Marxist ideologue. If one did not know who wrote
Der gute Mensch von Sezuan, one might initially assume that
it was designed to expose the folly of communism, not the
evil of capitalism.20

iv.

To my knowledge, Donnersmarck has never commented
on Der gute Mensch von Sezuan, nor discussed its relation to
The Lives of Others. We can, therefore, only guess why he
chose to make the phrase “guter Mensch” so prominent in his
film. There does seem to be a basic similarity between the two
works, one that suggests that Donnersmarck may be trying
to turn the tables on Brecht. Der gute Mensch von Sezuan
chronicles the search for a single good human being in the
world of capitalism; The Lives of Others chronicles the search
for a single good human being in the world of socialism.
Donnersmarck seems to be saying, in effect, to Brecht: “You
made it seem so difficult to find a good human being under
capitalism; now you have your socialist paradise in the DDR;
let’s see if it’s any easier to find a good human being there?” In
short, if Donnersmarck goes out of his way to evoke Der gute
Mensch von Sezuan in The Lives of Others, it may be precisely
as a challenge to Brecht. Brecht claims that capitalism is
incompatible with moral goodness; Donnersmarck counters
by showing that socialism is even more incompatible with
behaving decently as a human being. His hero, Wiesler, can
become “ein guter Mensch” only by turning traitor to the
communist regime in East Germany.

Donnersmarck also demonstrates his superiority to Brecht
as a dramatist, at least according to traditional aesthetic cri-
teria. Gerd Wiesler is the kind of complex, sympathetic char-
acter Brecht claimed not to want to create (although he did
so on numerous occasions). In a Brechtian treatment of The
Lives of Others, I suppose Wiesler would have to divide into
two characters, one working for the Stasi and one working
against it. Where Brecht typically goes for broad strokes of
characterization and sharp contrasts, Donnersmarck seeks
out subtle effects. Where Brecht paints in blacks and whites,
Donnersmarck employs a palette of grays. Brecht puts a la-
bel on a character—“cruel factory owner”—and that is all
we need to know about him. Donnersmarck does deal with
stereotypes such as “Communist Party hack,” but his charac-
ters are more interesting precisely because they do not always
act according to type. Critics of The Lives of Others complain
that Wiesler’s protecting Dreyman is not sufficiently moti-
vated. But that may be exactly Donnersmarck’s point. We
never know how a particular human being is going to react
in a particular set of circumstances. If one believes in human
freedom, then human action is always potentially a mystery,
and fictional characters may well surprise us with a seem-
ingly unmotivated change of heart, or at least an enigmatic
one.

Much of the criticism of The Lives of Others might be
characterized as Brechtian in spirit. The critics of the film
are asking for greater ideological purity from Donnersmarck,
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even if they want his film to be more fully anti-communist,
rather than anti-capitalist as Brecht would have it. Some crit-
ics want Wiesler to be the prototypical—perhaps even the
stereotypical—Stasi agent, and hence incapable of being the
“good man” of Donnersmarck’s script. Donnersmarck would
answer his critics that he is not interested in being ideolog-
ically pure. He is concerned with being true to his vision
of human nature, rather than to any ideological position on
the historical East Germany. Perhaps in anticipation of his
critics, Donnersmarck built this defense of his approach into
the movie itself. When Dreyman meets with Hessenstein, the
representative of the Western magazine that wants to publish
the article on suicide in East Germany, the editor presses
the writer for more detail and historical background—for ex-
ample, a clearer explanation of the differences between the
circumstances in the DDR in 1967 and those in 1977. Drey-
man balks at these instructions: “Es soll ein literarisches
Text bleiben. Keine journalistische Hetzschrift”—”It should
remain a literary text. Not a piece of journalistic agitation”
(100). As a playwright, Dreyman refuses to focus his writ-
ing on documentary facts and figures; he wants to keep the
spotlight on the human element in the story, the sad tale of
the suicide of the director Jerska.

That, of course, is exactly what Donnersmarck does in the
film himself. The Lives of Others is at its core an ethical
drama; it focuses on the possibility of acting humanely in
the most inhumane of worlds. Funder quotes Donnersmarck
making just this point: “More than anything else, The Lives
of Others is a human drama about the ability of human be-
ings to do the right thing, no matter how far they have gone
down the wrong path.”21 By contrast, in Brecht’s dramas,
politics/economics trumps ethics. He is, first and foremost,
concerned with the political/economic system under which
his characters live, and he believes that it sets inescapable
limits upon their ability to act ethically. Donnersmarck’s po-
sition is just the opposite—in The Lives of Others, ethics
trumps politics/economics. Donnersmarck’s central point is
that a human being can act ethically under any circumstances,
even in a communist tyranny. Instead of talking about the
ambivalence in Donnersmarck’s politics, we should proba-
bly speak of his ambivalence about politics. He seems by
no means certain that any one political system is the simple
answer to human problems, and he is interested in the way
acting ethically can transcend any political setting.

Thus Donnersmarck remains within the broad outlines of
the Western dramatic tradition, which is basically humanis-
tic in nature. From Sophocles to Shakespeare to Ibsen, the
premise of traditional drama is that human beings are free
to act ethically, to make difficult choices even in the most
difficult of circumstances, and thus they can be held respon-
sible for their deeds—even in tragic situations. This is the
tradition of drama with which Brecht chose to break. His
dramaturgy is designed to deflect interest from character to
circumstances. He did not want his audience to become so
obsessed with complexities of character that they would lose
sight of the underlying political/economic circumstances that
force his characters to act the way they do and eliminate their
capacity to make free choices. For Brecht, the problem is not
whether human beings want to act ethically, but whether so-

cial circumstances allow them to do so. In the famous words
of The Threepenny Opera:

Wir wären gut—anstatt so roh
Doch die Verhältnisse, sie sind nicht so.22

“We as human beings want to be good, instead of rough (brutal,
coarse), but circumstances (conditions) are not that way [and
don’t permit it].”

For Brecht, ethical questions are comparatively simple
and easily answered: human beings just need to be kind to
each other. The real problem is how to reconstitute the social
order to make that possible. In Brecht’s view, the need to raise
ethical issues is already a sign of a defect in the social order.
If society were properly ordered, virtue would no longer be
necessary. He has Mother Courage make this argument in the
course of condemning an army commander:

If his plan of campaign was any good, why would he need
brave soldiers, wouldn’t plain, ordinary soldiers do? When-
ever there are great virtues, it’s a sure sign something’s
wrong. . . . When a general or a king is stupid and leads his
soldiers into a trap, they need the virtue of courage. When he’s
tightfisted and hasn’t enough soldiers, the few he does have
need the heroism of Hercules—another virtue. . . . All virtues
which a well-regulated country with a good king or a good
general wouldn’t need. In a good country, virtues wouldn’t be
necessary. Everybody could be quite ordinary, middling, and,
for all I care, cowards.23

This attempt to downplay the importance of virtue and
to elevate political questions over ethical questions is rem-
iniscent of Zizek’s criticism of The Lives of Others—his
objection that Donnersmarck focuses too much on the moral
status of the rulers of the DDR—whether they are corrupt or
not—when the real issue is the underlying political system,
which would be oppressive even if administered by dedicated
public servants. There is a good deal of truth to this argument,
and, in defense of Donnersmarck, it is unfair to accuse him of
ignoring, or even downplaying, the systemic problems of the
East German regime. No one can come away from viewing
The Lives of Others without thinking that there was some-
thing fundamentally wrong with political arrangements in
the DDR.

Nevertheless, in his quest to create a compelling drama in
The Lives of Others, Donnersmarck is justified in focusing
on ethical issues. Some of his critics seem to wish that he
had created a political treatise or a historical analysis instead
of the sort of human story audiences expect. Brecht did want
to break with the humanistic conception of drama and, in ef-
fect, to turn his plays into political treatises. But to the extent
he actually succeeded in doing so, he often made his plays
insufferably didactic and barely watchable on stage. In fact,
in the Brecht plays that have been theatrically successful, his
instincts as a dramatist overrode his agenda as an ideologue,
and the human element in the drama survived his attempts to
suppress it. By far his most popular work, The Threepenny
Opera, has enchanted audiences over the years, not because
of its ham-fisted anti-capitalist message, but because of its
charming and delightful characters, brought to life unforget-
tably by Kurt Weill’s music.

In the history of drama, Brecht is truly the exception
that proves the rule. He made every effort to eliminate the
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traditional emphasis on character in drama, and yet his
own plays have succeeded largely because of the incredi-
ble rogues’ gallery of characters he created—from Mack the
Knife to Mother Courage. At their best, Brecht’s morally du-
bious protagonists win our sympathy even as they send chills
down our spines with their villainy. Critics have complained
that Donnersmarck sentimentalized The Lives of Others by
focusing on romance elements in the plot at the expense of
ideology. But how would The Threepenny Opera play with
audiences without Macheath’s romances with Polly, Jenny,
and assorted other women in the plot? As much as Brecht
scorned the romantic sentimentality of traditional drama, he
could not do without love scenes in his own works. Even
Der gute Mensch von Sezuan would be much less dramatic
without the romantic involvement of Shen Te and Yang Sun.
Contrary to Brecht’s theory of drama, the love of Shen Te
and Yang Sun gives the audience something to identify with
on stage, something to sympathize with.

The issue of sympathy takes us to the heart of the differ-
ence between Brecht and Donnersmarck as dramatists. As
we have seen, Brecht wanted his audience to feel distanced
or alienated or estranged from his characters (even though in
practice he often created genuinely sympathetic figures). By
contrast, sympathy is at the very center of Donnersmarck’s
conception of drama and of The Lives of Others. That, in
fact, is what the title points to—Wiesler must learn to sym-
pathize with “the lives of others.” The film is about observa-
tion in all its many meanings: interrogation, viewing a play,
espionage, empathizing with others. The Lives of Others is
reminiscent of Alfred Hitchcock or Fritz Lang in its obses-
sion with spectatorship, the way it invites us to watch people
watching other people. At the beginning of the film, Wiesler
is the cold, objective observer, wholly distanced from his
subjects—the ideal Brechtian spectator. Whether he is inter-
rogating a suspect or watching a play, he keeps his emotions
in check because he is trying to spy something out. To be-
come a “good man,” he must bridge the gap between himself
and “the lives of others” and learn to sympathize with them.
He must become the kind of spectator most dramatists crave
for their work.

It is perhaps Donnersmarck’s joke on Brecht that he gives
the prophet of alienation a central role in this plot develop-
ment. Before the hitherto emotionless Wiesler can shed a tear
just listening to a piece of music, he must read a Brecht poem,
“Errinerung an die Marie A.” (“Memory of Marie A.”). Note
that he reads a Brecht lyric, not one of his dramas (which,
according to Brecht, would have reinforced his commitment
to communism). This nostalgic lament for a lost love is as
sentimental as Brecht ever gets, which may be why Donners-
marck chose it. He shows Wiesler turning into a good man
not by virtue of any Brechtian alienation effect—after all,
the captain is alienated enough already. On the contrary, it
is Brecht at his most sentimental who proves to be the force
behind Wiesler’s conversion to moral goodness. In general,
Donnersmarck uses Brecht in a very non-Brechtian manner
and for a very non-Brechtian goal—to produce sympathy,
not to eliminate it. In The Lives of Others, Brecht provides
a de-alienation effect, leading Wiesler back into the fold of
humanity, breaking down his ruthless objectivity and awak-

ening his fellow feeling. For Donnersmarck to incorporate
Brecht into his movie is, then, just the opposite of an en-
dorsement of his theory of drama, and it does not involve an
endorsement of the communist playwright’s politics either.
Contrary to everything Brecht himself stood for, he functions
in The Lives of Others as an emblem of the power of art to
evoke sympathy.

I do not claim to have solved the riddle of why Don-
nersmarck gives such a prominent role to the communist
playwright Brecht in his ostensibly anti-communist film The
Lives of Others. But by exploring the movie’s subtextual use
of Brecht’s Der gute Mensch von Sezuan, we begin to see
that there is at least some irony in Donnersmarck’s invo-
cation of his German predecessor. If only by example, The
Lives of Others refutes Brecht’s conception of drama. And
by quoting a Brecht romantic lyric, rather than one of his
political dramas, Donnersmarck deflects attention from his
anti-capitalist agenda and reveals the sentimental element
that remained a part of Brecht’s art, despite all his conscious
efforts to suppress it. Thus, in the very process of evoking
Brecht, Donnersmarck manages to question his predecessor
and establish his difference from Brecht’s art and his politics.
Above all, Donnersmark forcefully rejects Brecht’s efforts as
a dramatist to shift attention from character to circumstances.
Donnersmarck understands the anti-humanistic implications
of Brecht’s dramaturgy. By contrast, in his film he works
very hard to keep ethical concerns at the center.

At the time and in the circumstances in which The Lives of
Others was released, it was impossible not to view the film as
a political statement, and in what it shows about the East Ger-
man communist regime, it will always remain a great political
film. And yet politics is not what is most important in the
film—not because of some failure on Donnersmarck’s part,
but because of what he set out to accomplish. The Lives of
Others takes its place in an older dramatic tradition,by trying
to make a statement about human nature. While remaining
firmly rooted in a specific historical and political moment,
The Lives of Others is ultimately about the human capacity to
transcend the limitations and constraints of such a moment.
It may be historically true that “a good man” was impossible
to find in the communist apparatus of East Germany. But it
is nevertheless important to Donnersmarck to remind us that
it was at least possible that one such man existed—that, con-
trary to Brecht, human nature is not simply the product of
political and economic circumstances. And Donnersmarck
has the last laugh on Brecht by choosing his adopted home-
land, the socialist paradise of East Germany, as the ultimate
test case of whether it is possible to be a good man in an evil
state.
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