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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the development of the political outlook of the German author and
revolutionary politician, Ernst Toller. It begins by looking at Toller’s early years and explains
how his experience as a front-line soldier during the First World war transformed his views,
causing him to reject the conservative-nationalist ethos he had grown up with and to become, 1n
his own description, a revolutionary pacifist. It then looks at his involvement in the revolutionary
events which took place in Bavaria at the end of the First World War, the so-called Rdterepublik,
examines how they affected his understanding of social and political reality— and traces their
artistic reflection in the plays he wrote in the following period.

A recurrent theme in Toller’s political thinking throughout the years of the Weimar
Republic was the idea of an Einheitsfront, a defence block of workers’ organisations, which he
advocated as the only means of halting the rise of National Socialism. Unfortunately, Toller’s
appeals to the main workers’ parties to form such a block went unheard, yet they are significant
all the same in that they reveal the acute political insight of a man whom many of his
contemporaries dismissed as a hopeless utopian. Interestingly, and a point often missed in studies
of his politics, Toller abandoned the Einheitsfront after he went into exile in 1933 and came to
favour instead the creation of a Volksfront a broad, cross-party anti-fascist coalition which the
Soviet Union vigorously promoted all through the 1930s until the signing of the Stalin-Hitler Pact
in 1940. Toller’s support for this idea, in part a corollary of his support for the Soviet Union
itself, had a profound impact on his political outlook in exile, and caused him to close his eyes

to the repression suffered by the opponents of the Stalin regime both inside and outside Russia,
and, most significantly, led him to ignore the nascent socialist revolution which flourished in

Spain after the defeat of Franco’s coup d’étar in 1936. This study examines in some detail,

therefore, Toller’s involvement in the Volksfront, redefines his attitude towards Communist
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Russia and shows how his efforts to suppress his revolutionary beliefs and to become instead a

mere anti-fascist affected his creative spirit during his years of exile.
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At the pinnacle of his career, which lay during the stormy years of the Weimar Republic,

Ernst Toller was, without doubt, one of the most popular and acclaimed dramatists
working in the German theatre. His literary reputation — his enemies might have said his
notoriety — was established in 1919 with his first play, the Expressionist Stationendrama,
Die Wandlung,' and peaked in 1928 with Hoppla, wir leben!, a satirical review of
Weimar society.? Even Feuer aus den Kesseln!,> a work which deals with the
background to the November Revolution of 1918, though not well-received in 1ts own
day, has since come to be regarded as something of a landmark in German theatre
history, being widely seen as a forerunner of the documentary realist drama which
emerged in the 1960s.* Throughout the whole of the Weimar period, and for some time
afterwards too, Toller’s name was far more widely known than, for instance, Brecht’s,
not just in Germany but internationally, with his plays, many of them written during a
five-year prison sentence imposed for his part in the Bavaria Soviet Republic, translated
into more than 28 languages and performed around the world.> It is all the more
remarkable then that today Toller is virtually unknown — at any rate, far less well known
than Brecht — with his plays seldom if ever to be seen in the German theatre and
regarded 1n some quarters as having, at best, only historical interest.

Toller’s decline into obscurity was a protracted process and began long before his
suicide, which occurred in May 1939, in New York.® During his long, sometimes bitter

years of exile, he produced little or nothing of lasting artistic value, nothing at least
which could stand serious comparison with the likes of Die Wandlung or Masse Mensch.
The only significant work produced during this period was his autobiography, Eine
Jugend in Deutschland, but even this was almost complete before he was forced to leave
Germany.’ Exile was, of course, an immensely difficult experience for all those who fled

Hitler, and posed special problems for creative writers like Toller, tearing them out of
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the soil which had nourished their talent and depriving them of the ear of the audience
which spoke their language. Yet the difficulties Toller encountered in adjusting to life in
exile do not entirely account for the marked decline in his creativity during these years.
What this study proposes is that this decline, the lack of vigour and conviction in his later
work, was linked to certain trends in the development of his political outlook.
Specifically, that it was linked to his loss of faith in the ideas of revolutionary socialism.

It should be noted here that critical opinion is divided on the question as to
whether or not Toller really did turn his back on the ideas of socialism during his exile
period. John Spalek 1s one who believes that he did, arguing in a seminal article that,
towards the end of his life, Toller became, in fact, a supporter of liberal democracy, a
system he had firmly rejected in the past.® By the end of the 1930s, Spalek claims,
Toller came to see democracy as the ‘best of all political systems’ and the United States
itself as the ‘land of freedom and democracy’.” Toller, Spalek adds, ‘disavowed the
rather superficial criticism of the US made in 1929’ and in the years before his death
became as ‘critical of Communism and its methods as he was of National Socialism’."
Richard Dove, by contrast, has argued that Toller’s apparent renunciation of socialism
has to be viewed against the wider political background.!' The fact that he spoke little
of revolutionary socialism after 1933, Dove maintains, was a consequence of his attempt

to win over to the Volksfront, the anti-fascist cause Toller supported throughout his exile,
a mainly middle-class audience to whom the ideology and language of socialism was not
only unfamiliar but repellent.' In reality, Dove claims, Toller’s prescriptive ideas about
society changed very little in exile for he continued to believe that the ‘ideals of political
democracy could [...] only flourish in conditions of social democracy’, in other words,
in some kind of socialist society."

While there is clearly something to be said for the arguments advanced by Spalek
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and Dove, neither interpretation, it will be argued here, provides an entirely satisfactory
description of Toller’s political stance at that time. For instance, Spalek’s claim that
Toller eventually became as critical of Communism as he was of National Socialism 1s
simply an assertion with no proof to support it and will be shown to be the opposite of
the truth. More importantly, when Spalek writes that Toller renounced socialism 1in
favour of democracy he is guilty of employing some rather loose terminology. Strictly
speaking, the word democracy refers only to the political superstructure of a given state,
the form of 1ts government, and says nothing at all about the nature of the property
relations within 1t; the word socialism, on the other hand, says nothing about the form
of government but describes a quite specific set of property relations. Spalek is wrong,
therefore, to set up a contrast between democracy and socialism. What he really meant
to say, of course, was not that Toller became a supporter of democracy when he
abandoned revolutionary socialism but of capitalism.!* This too, however, will be shown
to be false. What brought about the apparent change in Toller’s thinking was, as Dove
points out, his support for the Volksfront (in English, the Popular or Peoples’ Front) the
name given to the foreign policy pursued by Moscow from about 1935 until the signing

of the Stalin-Hitler Pact in 1939." Yet Dove too is wrong when he implies that Toller’s

support for this idea had no real impact on his political outlook. Like a number of other
critics, he fails to distinguish properly between the Volksfront and the Einheitsfront, the
anti-fascist strategy Toller advocated before Hitler’s Machtergreifung, and sees the
Volksfront as merely an extension of the Einheitsfront towards the middle of the political
spectrum so that it should embrace not just workers’ organisations but all those opposed
to fascism.'® This, however, is a serious mistake, for, as will be shown below, there
were some very real differences between these two concepts. It was the dichotomy

between them, for instance, which lay at the heart of the bitter and bloody struggle which
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tore apart the Republican side during the Spanish Civil War."” When Toller abandoned

the Einheitsfront to become a supporter of the Volksfront, then, it was not quite the
seamless transformation it is sometimes made out to be. On the contrary, it had an
enormous impact on his political outlook. It was his support for the Volksfront which
caused him to turn a blind eye to developments inside the Soviet Union during the 1930s,
to the Show Trials and purges, for instance, which claimed the lives of many millions of
people, among them some of Toller’s own former friends and acquaintances.'® It was
this too which led him to ignore not just the revolution which took place in Spain in the
aftermath of Franco’s failed coup, but to the attempt — the successful attempt — by the
Stalinists and their socialist and liberal fellow-travellers to crush this revolution in the
name of the defence of democracy.” This study, then, will look closely at the
differences between the Volksfront and the Einheitsfront, will show how Toller’s ideas
changed as he sought to help build the Volksfront, and look at the way in which

Volksfront 1deology was reflected 1n his dramatic work, as well as how his allegiance to

1t helped stifle and corrode his creative imagination in the years prior to his death.

Literature Review

During his lifetime and throughout the long years of the Cold War, Toller’s
literary and political reputation — at times almost impossible to disentangle — sutfered
badly at the hands of so-called Marxist (in reality Stalinist) critics and historians in the
countries of the former Eastern Block.?’ To these people, Toller was, at best, a petty-
bourgeois idealist who had little or no understanding of the class struggle, at worst, a
reactionary traitor of the working-class movement.?! In general, they refused to allow
the words revolutionary or even socialist to be used in connection with Toller, either as

a writer or a politician, arguing that this was impossible since his artistic works failed,
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as they put it, to reflect the decisive role played by the vanguard party 1n the struggle of
the working class for economic, social and political liberation. Hans Marnette, for
instance, writes:

Die gesamte Inhalt-Form-Problematik der untersuchten Dramen hat ihre
Grundlage in der Tatsache, dafl Toller sich einerseits der Arbeiterklasse

niherte und die Rolle der Arbeiterbewegung und der Volksmassen fiir die

gesellschaftliche Entwicklung bis zu einem gewissen Grade verstand, daf
er aber auf der anderen Seite nicht vermochte, die Bedeutung der
marxistisch-leninistischen Partei und des wissenschaftlichen Sozialismus
zu erkennen.?

On the face of it, this sounds like an extremely imposing charge, but what it boils down
to in plain English is that Toller, unlike some, did not see his task as that of glorifying
in his plays the policies and activities of the German Communist Party — whatever these
happened to be at any given moment. Yet despite the ferocity of much of the criticism
they levelled at Toller, the Stalinists could never entirely disown him, being forced on
occasion to concede that this was a man who, for all his perceived faults, was deeply and
genuinely committed to the struggle of the oppressed for liberation. Marnette again, for

instance, while anxious to point out that it would be going too far to describe Toller as

a ‘sozialistischen Schriftsteller’, argues that it was wrong, as Reso had done, to call him

a ‘Verréter an der Partei’, writing:

Ernst Toller entwickelte sich unter dem Einflufl der GroBen Sozialistischen

Oktoberrevolution und des Aufschwunges der deutschen Arbeiterbewegung
vom Expressionisten zum kritischen Realisten, dessen beste Werke
Elemente der proletarisch-revolutioniren Literatur aufweisen oder, wie

Feuer aus den Kesseln!, ihr zugehoren.?

Interestingly, Marnette is prepared to give the Communist seal of approval to Feuer aus
den Kesseln!, which he calls Toller’s ‘bestes Bithnenwerk’,%* but is highly critical of his

final play, Pastor Hall, writing that it reveals ‘in welchem hohen Malle Toller die
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Verbindung zu den revolutioniren Arbeiterbewegung verloren hatte’.* It is manifestly
true that, in Pastor Hall, Toller was little concerned with the problems of the
revolutionary struggle. Yet, paradoxically, of all of Toller’s plays, this was the one which

came closest to reflecting the position the Communist Party held at that time. For this

was the period of the Volksfront during which the Communists themselves had abandoned
any idea of socialist revolution and laboured instead to build an anti-fascist alliance with
the western democracies. Subsequently, Stalin dropped the Volksfront in favour of a pact

with Hitler, and it is this, of course, embarrassment at their own party’s less than heroic
past, which explains why the Stalinists were unable to come to a proper appraisal of the

development of Toller’s 1deology during his exile period. At the time of the Volksfront,
as will be shown, Toller’s views were in all essentials identical with those held by the

Communists; yet here is how Martin Reso defines them:

Man kann feststellen, dafl Toller in der Emigrationszeit eine tiefe

Wandlung durchgemacht hat, die allerdings in ihren wesentlichen Ziigen
schon vorher zu erkennen gewesen war. War er wéhrend der zwanziger
Jahre Sozialist aus Uberzeugung gewesen, so hatte er im Verlauf der Jahre
mehr und mehr die parteiliche Basis verlassen und eine ethisch-humanitire
angenommen. Sein Ziel war bis an sein Lebensende der Sozialismus, nur
hatte er eine sehr unklare Vorstellung von dem, was er sein sollte. Der
Sozialismus war fiir Toller ein Ideal, dem er nachstrebte, ohne es
charakterisieren zu konnen, fiir das er litt und kimpfte.?

Admittedly, it was not just the Communist side which interpreted Toller to suit
their own ideological purposes; Willibrand’s clear aim in his early study is to place
Toller’s legacy firmly within the framework of the western literary tradition.?’ In order
to do this successfully, however, he has to engage in some quite blatantly obvious wilful
misreading of Toller’s social and political message and to rewrite some crucial aspects
of German history. Declaring that ‘Karl Marx was never quite the man for Toller’,*

Willibrand’s main aim, as Dove points out, was to demonstrate that Toller was never a
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Communist, never believed, that is, in the materialist interpretation of history, the

Marxist notion which posits that, ultimately, it is conditions which determine
consciousness, and not, as the idealists would have it, the other way around. It 1s true,
of course, that Toller never was a materialist. But what about Willibrand’s claim that 1t

was profound religious faith which formed the core of Toller’s belief system?:

A few bits of antireligious prose and verse written under the influence of
Marxist doctrine are completely overshadowed by writings that have
definite spiritual and religious tendencies. Marx demanded dialectical
materialism, but Toller always remained subject to the influence of the
"opium of the people”. The religious element makes Toller’s last play
[Pastor Hall J.F.] more optimistic than any he ever wrote after Die
Wandlung. His final message seems to be that the courage born of
unwavezging religious faith alone triumphs over human iniquity and
frailty.

In Pastor Hall, Willibrand believes, ‘the expression of religious sympathies is clear and
unmistakeable’,”® a remarkable claim which, if true, would imply that everything Toller

said or wrote on the subject of the role of religion was intended to mislead. Not content

with this, Willibrand then goes on to make the following remarks, remarks which betray

his own deep-rooted ideological prejudices:

By 1939 the author [Toller J.F.] had realized that orthodox Christianity

was by no means ready to betray itself in the interests of the German
totalitarian state. He had seen all the forces once opposed to National

Socialism go the way of cowed submission and of state co-ordination —
except the leaders of Catholicism and orthodox Protestantism. These also
publicly opposed the antireligious, anti-humanitarian aspects of National
Socialism, and they persevered in the brave fight of which Pastor Hall
becomes a symbol. Marxists beat an unheroic retreat and ended up in the
Labor Front, while right-wing Christian leaders were ready for the utmost

resistance.?!

Willibrand’s rather cheap remarks about Communists beating a hasty retreat before Hitler
and ending up in Ley’s Arbeitsfront — he could have said that many ended up in

concentration camps or on the executioner’s block — are outdone only by his
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preposterous claims about the German Protestant Church and its heroic resistance to
Nazism. As the chapter on Pastor Hall will show, apart from one two 1solated cases, the
Protestant Church did not resist the Nazi state, in fact it accommodated itself quite nicely

to the country’s new masters.*

Thankfully, research on Toller moved on considerably from the kind of dogmatic
and ideologically coloured interpretations offered by Reso, Marnette and Willibrand. Yet
even John Spalek, as indicated above, was not entirely objective in delineating Toller’s
political stance in his much-quoted study. Like Willibrand, he too was eager to point out
that Toller was never a Communist — which strictly speaking is true, in that he was
never a member of the party — and to highlight instead his ethical socialism and his
commitment to democracy.* Unfortunately, Spalek does not address the question of
Toller’s attitude towards the Soviet Union or his fellow-traveller activities during the
1930s. The same is true of Michael Ossar, another American critic, who defines Toller’s
socialism as being primarily if not exclusively anarchist in character, and sees him too

as a man who, to the end of his life, remained committed to timeless, transcendental

ethical principles:

[...] in his political plays Toller confronts all the problems that have

troubled leftists since Marx. In doing so, he decides in nearly every case
in favor of solutions which assert the sanctity of the individual over all

collectivist demands on him and which, taken together, add up to more
than simply ‘unorthodox Marxism’ or ‘humanism’; they form a consistent

and detailed, non-trivial anarchistic philosophy in the tradition of
Kropotkin.3*
Ossar adds that Toller was, of course, fully aware that such a philosophy ‘would never
be realised in the Europe of the 1930s’, but that this did not in any sense ‘invalidate his

ideals’.* Toller’s main political goal, he explains, had been to show not only that the

Jesuit dictum ‘the end justifies the means’, was unacceptable, but why 1t was
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unacceptable.’® What he showed, Ossar argues, was that ‘the means transform the ends

and thus render post hoc distinctions between ends useless’.?’ Even the rise of Hitler did
not force Toller to abandon this view, though it did cause him to give up hope that his
vision of a new society could ever be achieved ‘without compromises and means which,
although they of course did not approach those of his adversaries in cruelty, were

nonetheless odious to him’. “Who can summon the courage of the Woman (in Masse

Mensch)’, Ossar asks, ‘and forswear violence in the face of Hitler? This question Toller
could not answer’.”®* What Ossar is not willing to admit, however, is that Toller could

not and did not remain committed to the absolute ethic of non-violence during his exile,

he saw that pacifism had no answer to the questions posed Nazism, abandoned it and, 1n
doing so, tacitly admitted that it 1S not possible to equate violence with violence under
all circumstance, that in some cases, therefore, morally ‘good’ ends demand the

application of ‘base’, i.e. violent means. Yet Ossar can still write:

But this descent from the rarefied spheres of theory to the dirty business
of Europe in the nineteen-thirties was not on that account marked by the
embrace of compromise. For Toller recognised that if the optimistic
idealism of Die Wandlung was anachronistic, the ruthless pragmatism of
the Nameless One was odious and demeaning, and ultimately just as
ineffectual,*

It is Ossar’s own commitment to anarchism which blinds him to the falsity of this
statement.

One of the most interesting and influential studies of Toller’s politics as reflected
in his dramas is by Rosemarie Altenhofer. Like Spalek and others, she too is anxious to
prove that Toller’s brand of socialism was humane and idealistic in nature and had
nothing in common with the Marxist materialist socialism advocated by the Communists.
However, Altenhofer’s attempt to locate Toller within the moderate tradition of western

socialism leads her to some quite radical, and frankly unconvincing interpretations of his



11

own stated beliefs. For instance, on the very basic question of why he became involved

In the struggle of the working class for socialism, she writes:

Sein idealistischer Sozialismus ist am Menschen selbst orientiert, nicht an
einer Klasse. So kdmpft er zwar auf seiten der Proletarier, weil sie am
stirksten unter sozialer Ausbeutung und Not zu leiden haben, er erstrebt
aber letzten Endes nicht die Diktatur des Proletariats nicht die Herrschaft
einer Klasse, sondern die Gleichstellung aller Klassen, d.h. ihrer

Abschaffung durch die Uberwindung der sozialen Unterschiede und des
Hasses zwischen ithnen. Tollers gelegentliche Forderung der Diktatur des
Proletariats ist mehr von dem Wunsch des sozialen Gleichberechtigung der
Arbeiter diktiert als von dem marxistischen Gedanken des

Machtaustausches. (my emphasis) 4

Toller himself, however, rejected the idea that he was involved in the revolutionary
struggle merely out of sympathy for the workers’ plight. This would be dangerous, he
argued, for 1t would lead one to 1dealise the workers, to become blind to their faults. It
was important, he stressed, to see working people as they were, not as an army of saints,

but as the ‘Trager einer neuen groflen Idee’. For that reason, and for that reason alone
it was necessary to take part in their struggle for liberation.*!
A more differentiated view of Toller’s political development is provided by

Malcolm Pittock, a sober and acute critic whose study is either neglected or subject itself
to some harsh criticism, mainly because, we would suggest, it highlights some of the

weaknesses, artistic and ideological, in Toller’s plays.*? Yet while not an uncritical
admirer of Toller, Pittock does see merit in him. Indeed, he argues, that, though not a

great writer like Brecht, he ‘kept alive issues that Brecht tried to close both in his

dramatic theory and practice’, adding:

Brecht’s plays no longer challenge in the way Toller’s still obstinately do.
Partly, it is because Toller, unlike Brecht, did not see man as a product
of social conditions and therefore infinitely changeable. The best thing that
socialism could do was to give the old Adam a chance, as he puts it.
Brecht never faces the problem that Toller examines in Hinkemann. For
Toller, unlike Brecht, knew that some problems would be insoluble in any
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form of society whatsoever.*

Pittock also argues that another of Toller’s great merits was that in his very own person
he undermined the ‘old sterile disputes over the relation between literature and
commitment’, and proved in practice that it is possible to be both honest in one’s art and
to be passionate about some political cause.* Describing his socialism as being based
on an ‘intense humanism’, Pittock sees Toller the politically committed artist as a model
for later writers such as Giinter Grass and Heinrich Boll.#

In his study of Toller’s work during the Weimar Republic, Andreas LixI rejects
the argument put forward by some that Toller was a man who fell ‘zwischen den
Stithlen’, 1n other words, as someone who was plagued by inner uncertainty as to the
strength of his commitment to the struggle for a better society.* Lixl, who sees Toller
as a sober and brilliant analyst of the political situation facing Germany during the
twenties and thirties, writes that one of his greatest achievements, one of the greatest
achievement of Toller’s literature, was that he grasped the tragedy of the ‘inneren
Aushohlung der Demokratie durch ihre feindlichen deutschnationalen

Hegemonievorstellungen’ and that he used the theater as a ‘Forum eines Sozialistischen

Tribunals’, putting it in the service of ‘dem Geist einer neuen Gerechtigkeit’:*

Seine Dramatik und Publizistik erachtete Ernst Toller in erster Linie als
Mittel, um die Erinnerung an die revolutioniren Utopien einer

demokratischen Entwicklung Deutschlands nicht abreifien zu lassen.*®

Dieter Distl shares LixI's appreciation of Toller’s political insight but criticises him for
having decided not to belong to any political party after he was released from prison,

saying that this was an ‘entscheidenden politischen Fehler’:

Er hatte sich mit diesem EntschluB jeder politischen Platform beraubt, die
es 1hm erlaubt hitte, sich deutlicher akzentuieren, Meinungen beeinflussen,
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letztlich auch die erforderliche Macht ausiiben zu konnen. Seiner
Betitigung im Vorfeld der Politik fehlte die entsprechende
Durchschlagskraft auf eine bestimmte Massenorganisation. Er fand im

vorpolitischen Raum auch nicht die Resonanz, die seine klaren Analysen

und seine treffsicheren Prognosen verdient hitten,®
Unfortunately, Distl himself makes a mistake, an interpretive one, when in discussing
Toller’s activities in exile, he fails to grasp the real nature of the politics of the
Volksfront, and fails to understand the precise impact it had on Toller’s politics. When
speaking about Spain, for instance, he writes of how Toller must have experienced the
defeat of the Republic as ‘erneute Erfahrung einer verratenen Revolution’, but does not
mention the role played by the advocates of the Volkfront, the Stalinists and their myriad

supporters, in ensuring that defeat.”

As already explained, Dove too fails to perceive the precise nature of the shift in
Toller’s politics in exile, yet, despite this, his study is one of the most interesting and
perceptive of recent years. While accepting that Toller’s brand of revolutionary socialism
did have roots in the anarchist tradition, in particular that advocated by Gustav Landauer,
it is only in his first play, Die Wandlung, Dove argues, that the political position of both
men fully coincides.’® The most abiding influence on Toller, he maintains, was that of
Kurt Eisner, in particular his belief that it was possible to create a synthesis out of Kant’s
ethical idealism and revolutionary socialism, to argue, in other words, that Kant’s ethical
ideals ‘would be realised only in the economic organisation of Socialism’.”* Dove also
rejects the notion that, late in life, Toller became pessimistic about the prospects of
creating a new society. While it is true that in the years 1922-24 he went through a phase
of deep pessimism, a pessimism reflected in Hinkemann, he managed to overcome this
and emerged with a new political attitude, an attitude of ‘commitment without illusions’.

Toller came to see revolution in a ‘longer perspective’, Dove writes ‘its success

depending on the cultivation of a socialist consciousness through education and
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upbringing’.”® Subsequently too, he abandoned his commitment to absolute pacifism,
being obliged to concede that this was ‘incompatible with revolutionary action’.>* Dove
is correct to argue that Toller did come to see the limitations of pacifism in the 1930s,
yet he is wrong to suggest that it was because he felt it was incompatible with
revolutionary action. By the mid to late thirties, the period under discussion, Toller had,
in effect, abandoned the revolutionary struggle and had become simply an anti-fascist.
He renounced pacifism, then, because he could see it was not compatible with his demand
that the democracies — i.e. the imperialist powers — should band together to resist
Hitler, with force 1if necessary.

One other significant strand in Dove’s thesis concerns the question of whether or
not there was a conflict between the views Toller expressed as a politician and those he
expressed in his artistic work. Countering an argument advanced by Thomas Biitow,
Dove contends there was not:

It is a critical common-place that all Toller’s work has autobiographical

significance. While his work is a reflection of experience, however, it 1s

above all a reflection of political experience, and the conclusion he drew

from 1t; that is, it also articulates his political commitment and philosophy.

Thomas Biitow seeks to emphasis the conflict in Toller’s personality

between ‘Dichter’ and ‘Politiker’ — I shall argue that he was able to

reconcile these tendencies, interpreting his plays as a reflection, not a

contradiction, of his political philosophy.®
Biitow, whose study is certainly one of the most comprehensive and well-documented and
probably one of the most perceptive and sensitive, maintains that a deep political and
artistic crisis afflicted Toller after his participation in the Rdrerepublik.> Prior to his
involvement in Munich, Biitow argues, Toller had been a ‘Gesinnungsethiker’, in other
words, like Friedrich, the hero of Die Wandlung, he believed that the world could be

changed, not by violent revolution, but by ‘immateriellen Mitteln’, that persuasion and

the power of example of the Expressionist ‘Neuer Mensch’ alone could transform the
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outlook of the masses.”’ The impact of the events in Bavaria, however, brought about
the collapse of Toller’s ‘Wunschwelt’:

Alltagswirklichkeit und die "andere", vermeintlich "wahre" Realitit treten
erbarmungslos auseinander, die Kluft zwischen Gesinnungs- und

Verantwortungsethiker, zwischen "Kiinstler" und "Politiker" tut sich
auf,>®

Toller, then, Biitow maintains, tried to bridge the gulf between ideal and reality not by
abandoning his ‘Wunschvorstellung’ but by dividing his own self into artist and politician,
with Toller the artist continuing to play the ‘gesinnungsethische dichterische Rolle’ while
Toller the politician played the ‘vernunftethische’.”” However, this ‘Realititskrise’, as
Biitow defines it, led to the utter pessimism of the ‘Hinkemann -Weltbildes’:

In der Absolutheit, in der er die Unmdéglichkeit verkiindet, das Leiden auf

Erden zu beenden, ist auch Hinkemann eine Spiegelung von Tollers

dichterischem Ich. Der Politiker Toller weigert sich aber, die Resignation
zu vollziehen, die thm der Dichter Toller mit seinem pessimistischen

Hinkemann-Weltbild aufnétigen will.®
This conflict, the key to the understanding of Toller’s dramatic work, Biitow believes,

Is resolved only in Feuer aus den Kesseln! in which the ‘vernunftethische’ position 1s
‘stdrker ausgebaut als je zuvor oder danach in Tollers Werk’.®! Thereafter, however,
a regression sets in with the main characters in the two exile plays, Nie wieder Friede
und Pastor Hall, return to the ‘gesinnungsethische’ position of Die Wandlung, to the

view, that is, that before social change can come about, mankind has to go through an
inner one. Biitow’s thesis, though it clearly has much to commend it, is too schematic
to be able to account satisfactorily for the development of Toller’s views in exile, and
does not take sufficient account of the experience he had accumulated in the intervening

years, in particular, of course, the experience of the rise of fascism.

A more recent study of Toller’s work which shares some of Biitow’s premises is
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that by Sigurd Rothstein.®” He too points to the fact that Die Wandlung was the only one
of Toller’s dramas to be written before his involvement in the Rdterepublik, in events,

that is, which left a deep and abiding imprint on Toller’s political outlook:

Das erste Drama endet mit dem Wandlungsakt des Protagonisten und des
Volkes mit dem jubelnd optimistisch vorgetragenen Programm der
Menschheitserneuerung, die auf der Bithne zur Ausrufung der Revolution
fihrt. Alle anderen Dramen entstehen nach der fiir Toller enttduschend
verlaufenen realen deutschen Revolution. Sie lassen sich als die
relativierende — und z.T. auch negierende Stellungnahme zu der im ersten
Drama verkiindeten Vision von der Neugeburt der Welt lesen.®

The outcome of the November Revolution, Rothstein argues, was for Toller a
‘Desillusionierungserfahrung tiefgreifender Art’®* and whereas in his first drama the
hero, Friedrich, ‘seine Umwelt gleichsam bezwingen [kann]’, the two central figures of
Hinkemann and Hoppla, wir leben!, are ‘zwei ohnmichtige [...] Opfer ihrer
Gegenwart’.%> In his richly documented study, Carel ter Haar also stresses the
disillusion and pessimism which characterise Toller and his work after the failure of the
revolution, arguing too that his central themes were the existential ones of the nature of
man’s existence, the problems of ‘Leere’, ‘Einsamkeit und Ohnmacht’, problems which,

prior to 1918, he had believed could be solved by social transformation, ‘durch die

Hinwendung zum Mitmenschen’, but which, he came to realise, had no real solution:

Die Darstellung dieses Erkenntnisprozesses bildet demnach die

Hauptthematik in Tollers Werk, dessen Intention eigentlich der
Bewiltigung der durch das Wegfallen der Illusionen entstandenen
Einsamkeit und Leere, die Toller als eine ewig-menschliche Problematik
betrachtete, gelten sollte.“

Toller’s principal concerns, ter Haar believes, were of a more or less religious nature and
he addresses himself, therefore, not to Toller’s politics but to his Jewish identity.

Dorothea Klein, in what is another important and influential study, traces the



17

development of Toller’s political ideology during the Weimar period and how this is

reflected in the form of his dramatic work.®’ Toller, she points out, never understood
his art as ‘Selbstzweck’, never sought to retreat into an Ivory Tower, to evade, that 1s,
the social and political problems of his time, but to contribute in his own fashion towards
changing social and political reality.®® Unlike Biitow, she characterises Toller’s stance
as that of the *Verantwortungsethiker’, writing that with the concept ‘Verantwortung’ was
meant ‘Verantwortung fiir das Humane in jedem einzelnen und in der Gemeinschaft’, this
being how Toller conceived the task not only of the writer but also of the politician ‘ja

letztlich "die menschliche Sendung" iiberhaupt’.®® Within this ‘Verantwortung’

framework, however, Klein detects a remarkable change in Toller’s politics and his art:

Tollers Dichtung und politisches Handeln, die von der Absicht bestimmt
sind, Verantwortung auch 1n anderen wachzurufen, zielen zunichst
unmittelbar auf die Veranderung des individuellen BewuBtseins und darauf
aufbauend auf einen umfassenden sozialen Umbruch. Spiter orientieren sie
sich dagegen in ungleich stirkerem MaB an den tatsichlichen

Gegebenheiten der Umwelt und beschrinken sich hauptsichlich darauf, in
begrenztem und konkretem Radius zur schrittweisen Verwirklichung einer
freiheitlichen sozialistischen Gesellschaft beizutragen. In den Kategorien
von Max Webers ausgedriickt, [...] ist Toller seiner Grundhaltung nach
durchweg Verantwortungsethiker, nimmt aber zunichst fraglos eine
absolute Kongruenz von Gesinnungs- und Verantwortungsethiker an. Dann
erwachst 1in ihm das Bewufitsein ihrer teilweisen Unvereinbarkeit. Er
erkennt, daf} sich gesinnungsethische Prinzipien in den gegenwirtigen
Verhiltnissen nicht durchsetzen lassen und nihert sich einer realeren, rein
verantwortungsethischen politischen Haltung an.™

Klein’s interpretation seems entirely sound, but it is a pity it does not go on to deal with
his development during the thirties.

One of the most recent studies of Toller’s work, by Cordula Grunow-Erdmann,
also limits itself to those plays he produced during the Weimar period.” Despite some

excellent analyses of individual works, however, Grunow-Erdmann, like Willibrand many

years ago, is rather too keen to absolve Toller of any suspicion that he might have had
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anything in common ideologically with the Communists. Like other dramatists, she

argues, Toller saw in the working class ‘das Ideal einer neuen Gesellschaft’; unlike them,
however, his plays, drawing on the traditions of bourgeois culture, aimed at the
‘Vermittlung humaner Werte’, values which could only be realised in a socialist society,

but socialist society for him being ‘gleichbedeutend mit einer wahren demokratischen

Gesellschaft’.”? She continues:

Die radikale Position der KPD lehnt er grundsétzlich ab. Eine Diktatur des
Proletariats entspricht nicht — auch nicht als Ubergangsstadium — seinen
Vorstellungen eines gemeinschaftlichen Zusammenlebens, vielmehr sieht
er in ihr eine Unterdriickung mit umgekehrtem Vorzeichen.”

The problem with this interpretation, however, is that it fails to account for the fact that,

on more than one occasion, Toller expressed deep admiration for the Soviet Union and
believed that it was his duty as a revolutionary socialist to defend what he himself called
the motherland of the revolution in the face of imperialist and fascist aggression. A
similar mistake is made by Wolfgang Rothe in his otherwise excellent study in the
Rowohlt Bildmonographien series.” Praising, quite justifiably, Toller’s keen insight into

the emerging fascist danger and his attempt to warn the workers’ movement of this,

Rothe writes:

Angesichts des realpolitischen Versagens der SPD und der Stalinisierung
der KPD handelte der ethische Typus Toller historisch richtig, als er sich
keiner der beiden grofien Linksparteien zur Verfiigung stellte. Seine
Unbedingtheit hinderte ihn jedenfalls nicht, die deutsche Wirklichkeit in
ihrer ganzen Gefahr zu erkennen, ermdglichte ihm vielleicht erst, das
Ausmall kommenden Unheils zu begreifen. Die Voraussagen von

Reichskanzler Hitler [Toller’s article of that name] iiber eine Nazi-
Schreckensherrschaft gingen in ihrer diagnostischen Schirfe weit Uber die
Befiirchtungen der "Realpolitiker" hinaus. Toller war der Realist, nicht

jene.”

Once more, this is an excellent but limited interpretation which does not address Toller’s
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close relationship with the Communists later on in exile.

Finally, mention has to be made of the most recent study of Toller and his
creative works by Cecil Davies.’® Davies’s work, one of the best documented to date,
is concerned primarily with the stage productions of Toller’s dramatic works, but does
have some interesting things to say about his political development, paying particular
attention to his pacifism. A pacifist himself, Davies recognises the immense difficulties
Toller faced in finding an answer to the problem of how to deal with Hitler, and writes
that his ‘deep-rooted pacifism and his conviction that Nazism must be destroyed by war
if necessary, were impossible to reconcile’ and that this contradiction was the major
source of weakness in Nie wieder Friede and crops up again, though in a different form,
in Pastor Hall.” Despite this, however, Davies is highly complementary about Toller’s
work and writes, probably correctly, that he expressed ‘more comprehensively than any
of his contemporaries in drama, the rifts and conflicts of the period’, that his plays, far

from being the work of an amateur, as some have argued, ‘establish him as arguably the

representative German dramatist of the two decades 1919-1939°.7

In the light of the above, it is clearly necessary to try to define more precisely the
development of Toller’s political views in exile. This study seeks to do that by
contrasting Toller’s views on the questions of democracy, socialism, fascism and
capitalism both before and after his move into exile and in particular, as explained above,
after he became involved with the Volksfront movement. It traces his views from his early
youth, through his time as a soldier in the First World War and then looks at his role 1n
the Miinchner Réiterepublik and how this was reflected in his first play, Die Wandlung.
Toller’s prison plays, Masse Mensch, Die Maschinenstiirmer, and Hinkemann are then

examined, not in terms of their artistic form, but rather their political message, followed

by a section which deals with his analysis of National Socialism, both in his prose
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writings and Der entfesselte Wotan, and which then looks at his concept of the
Einheitsfront, comparing this with the anti-fascist strategy advanced by Leon Trotsky.
Hoppla, wir leben! and Feuer aus den Kesseln are then examined with a view to defining
Toller’s socialism at a crucial phase in his life, while the final part of the study looks at
his exile perlod, in particular his view of the Spanish Civil War, and the two plays he

wrote during the 1930s, the comedy, Nie wieder Friede!, and Pastor Hall.
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seinen Wohnsitz wechseln mufite und in den angelsachsischen Landern
(Grofbritannien und den USA) lebte, 14Bt sich jedoch eine bemerkenswerte

Anderung in seiner Haltung und in seinem politischen Vokabular
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