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An invitation to write about Soviet economic achievements; a highly publi-
cized interview with Stalin; Soviet booksales in the tens of millions ~ clearly
there was something in the writings of Lion Feuchtwanger that charmed the
Soviet literary establishment. The feeling was reciprocated. Throughout his
life, Feuchtwanger wrote about revolution and social change, with particular
reference to events in Russia. Sometimes the issues were addressed directly, as
in Erfolg, where Tueverlin and Proeckl sit and discuss the appeal of Russia’s
new society; sometimes he approached them obliquely, as he did in
Narrenweisheit, where, for example, the references to the Moscow Show
Trials were veiled and analogical.! Always, though, there was a fascination
with Soviet achievements and potentialities. Quite what it was that drew Lion
Feuchtwanger, along with other prominent German writers of the 1930s, to the
Russian mind and the Soviet system it had spawned can be ascertained in part
from Feuchtwanger’s writings in the Soviet press during the 1930s and 1940s.
Here he analyzed the moral implications of an ideology that, at that time,
promised to bring into being a better society. What particularly attracted him to
Russian Communism was its unique combination of high ideals and practical
solutions.

Thus it was that Feuchtwanger’s Pravda essay “Lenin and Socialist
Humanism™ represented a step away from his earlier liberal humanist position
towards a more overtly socialist position. He observed that in recent years the
term “humanism”™ had been a refuge for opponents of socialism, who had
deprived the word of any real meaning. Humanism was better to be understood
in the sense that Lenin used the term. Lenin had believed the logical extension
of humanism to be socialism, and logical reasons for accepting socialism are
stressed several times in the article.

The problem with the bourgeois conceptions of humanism, peace, democ-
racy, etc., the article went on, was that they had become too abstract. Existing
hegemonies had devalued these terms, using them to preserve their own posi-
tion. These arguments are very similar to those of a contemporary leftist
thinker such as Terry Eagleton, who writes: “Liberal humanism is a suburban
moral ideology, limited in practice to largely interpersonal matters ... and its
valuable concern with freedom, democracy and individual rights are simply
not concrete enough.”3



The issues which concerned Feuchtwanger most of all were treated in a
paragraph towards the end:

Lenin’s definition of freedom illustrates clearly the difference between genuine and
false h ism, between ‘h ism’ and hy ism. The ‘hi ist” sees freedom
as the permission to publicly slander his g0 The h ist who bl
Lenin reckons a free person to be one who does not have to fear unemployment and
ahungry old-age, and who is free of fear over the fate of his children.

Clearly Feuchtwanger esteemed those values which Lenin esteemed,
and considered sacrifices in freedom of speech to be the price paid for other
securities.

This stress on material well-being was repeated in Feuchtwanger’s Pravdg
article, in the citation of Stalin’s speech to the Stakhanovites:

“Unfortunately, said [Stalin}, ‘one single freedom is insufficient. If there is a short-
age of bread and butter, and of manufactured 800ds, and if housing is poor, then
no-one will get by on just one freedom ... it is necessary to complement the
benefits of political freedom with material benefits.

Feuchtwanger’s account of material conditions in the Soviet Union in
Moskau 1937 had shown that he felt they were of a sufficiently high standard
to mitigate a certain loss of human rights. Whether or not he was right is
debatable, however.4 -

Most of the Pravda article was couched in indirect speech, reporting on the
views of Stalin and Lenin; and at no point did Feuchtwanger offer his own
views directly. He merely asserted that Western intellectuals were increasingly
turning towards the style of thinking about humanism that Lenin had made his
own. The tone therefore remained that of the supporter rather than that of the
Marxist convert; and overt references to the class war or dialectics were always
attributed to others.

The article was evidently in part a continuation of the polemic he had
directed at Gide, although this was not made explicit. The criticisms of the
defendants of the ivory tower chime in with those in “Der Aesthet in der
Sowjetunion.”s “That relentless logic with which Lenin distinguished himself
from the defendants of false ideals ... caused [them] to defend the ivory tower
with redoubled vigour,” seems to refer to Gide.

Feuchtwanger was not, of course, alone in his continuing dissatisfaction
with the prevailing political climate in the Western democracies. His criticisms
of humanism corresponded to Brecht’s critique of the ideology. Of Brecht’s
approach to humanism, the critic Abosch had written:

Aber neben der Menge der arglosen Antifaschisten, die sich fuer Stalin einsetzten
im Glauben, den Humanismus zu foerdern, gab es den kieineren Kreis der
Wissenden, die realistisch und illusionslos die ¥ isti Politik

zten. [Brecht] durchsch die h isti Phy logie der Komintern voll-
staendig und schaetzte sie gering ein. Die offiziellen Sprachregelungen

missachtend, verhoehnte er die ‘hohen Ideale’ des Humanismus, welche die
K st Parteien aufb um sich dahinter zu verstecken.6

Like Brecht, Feuchtwanger was rejecting rhetoric in favour of what he saw
as to some extent the necessary evil of Stalinist repression. Both writers
believed that pragmatic solutions were better than words; but this insistence
forced them to jump through verbal hoops of their own. Thus it was that
Brecht “auf dialektischen Zickzack-Pfaden zur Verteidigung der Repression
Stalins gelangte.”

Heinrich Mann’s essays of a decade before show that he too shared a posi-
tive attitude towards Lenin and his achievements. For example, in “Fuenf Jahre
nach dem Tod Lenins™ he compared the Russian revolution with the French,
noting that whereas after the Revolution France had soon succumbed to
despotism under Napoleon, Russia had kept its revolutionary spirit alive:

“Ganz zusammengefasst wurde jene [die franzoesische] Revolution nur von ihrem
letzten Helden, der sie zugleich in die Welt ueberfuehrte und verduennte —

Napoleon. Lenin bleibt im Gegenteil die staerkste Konzentration des revolution-
aeren Gedankens. Niemand hat ihn ueberwunden.”

Mann’s essays show that he had shifted his attention from the middle-class
electorate upon whom he had focused in Der Untertan and whom he had
regarded as the standard bearers of democracy, to the leaders. Henri IV became
the model of enlightened political leadership. However, as was the case with
Feuchtwanger, Mann'’s fiction at times featured a different political angle from
his essays. Henri IV was a bold statement of the need for revolution from
above rather than below, whereas later essays seemed to suggest the reverse:
for example “Der Weg der deutschen Arbeiter” argued for a mobilisation of
the proletariat against Hitler.8

As we have just seen, Mann made an increasing use of Marxist formula-
tions when he spoke of economics. The same was the case with Feuchtwanger.
His 1939 Izvestiia article “Stupidity and Reason” alleged that if it were not for
outside support from capitalists, in the shape of the Western democracies,
Hitler’s Germany would long ago have succumbed to an internal uprising of
the masses.

Capitalism, having manifested itself in several countries after the war in iresolv-
able circumstances, called upon the dregs of society in the fight against the working
masses, then financed them, armed and empowered them. The representatives of
these scum, finding themselves in power, demanded more than capitalism had
promised and had intended to give, and set up a more vicious regime than their
master, capitalism, had wished.9

Thus he blamed the rise of Hitler in part on the industrialists and financiers
whom he had characterised in Erfolg, and went on to name some: “In this con-

nection the meeting between the director of the German Reichsbank and the
head of the Bank of England was of a symbolic nature.”
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This suggestion, that the working-classes in Germany had Nazism foisted
upon them by the heads of industry, and that they would readily Jjoin with the
masses of other countries in order to overthrow Hitler, was commonplace
mong writers at that time. Though sadly inaccurate, the idea found expression
In many non-fictional and fictional works which glorified the German working-
class.10 Indeed the “Stupidity and Reason” article followed exactly the ofﬁciil
Communist explanation of fascism,

The official explanation had been in position since th ginning
1930s, and had altered little in the i.nterven.iI;log years. It was I:ats)eedc 1(')1: 111111: :;ati};?

article and in “The Last Bastion of Civilisation”, which appeared in Izvestiiq in
early 1939.11 Here he stated that the working-class had to suffer Nazism
b;:cﬂ::use the ruling strata of society were on the side of their own class, but not
of the nation as a whole. In so many words, he was identifyi
S g ing the class w:
the root of fascism. s ik
The'funheAr implication of this explanation was the belief in the two
Germanies. Tl-us was the belief that one might distinguish those citizens who
opposed fasc1_sm from those who were active Nazis. In “Fascism and the
German Intelligentsia”12 Feuchtwanger gave support to the notion that fascism
was a phenomenon which had been imposed upon Germans rather than, as it
. sy e ’
were, emerging from within; he expressed his trust in the power of reason to
overcome temporary barbarity. He continued to believe i i
. in the two Germ:
throughout the war. =
The gengral tone of Feuchtwanger’s writings in the Soviet press is best
summed up in words from “The USSR — Our Hope™:
At a time when the fight for democratic freedom is being w: i i i
e ‘aged in Spain, China,
and Czechoslovakia, the eyes of all those who fight forb this. ﬁeedompille turned

toyart‘{s the Soviet Union as a source of strength. We all know that the Soviet
Union is the strongest bulwark, the strongest fortress of freedom.13

These words are very similar to those penned by Koltsov, one of the edi-

tors: “All progress%ve elements, all honest thinkers in the whole of Europe and
the world must unite in the defense of the only true anti-Fascist fortress — the
USSR.”14

An exp]ax.lation of the European left’s continued support of Stalin’s regime
Wwas put succinctly by Arthur Koestler, who was a member of the Communist
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Party in the early 1930s but later suffered bitter disillusionment. According to
Koestler, in the eyes of the fellow travellers a special aura surrounded the
Soviet Union at that time, a kind of mythic attraction. He wrote: “An der
Oberflaeche zwar war die Haltung der sympathisierenden kritischer, aber im
Grunde waren sie doch alle von dem Mythos gefangen. This myth [Dieser
Glaube] “hatte einen festen und unberuehrbaren Kem, eine mythische Formel,
die ungefaehr besagte: Russland ist trotz allem “richtig’; der einzige
Wegweiser in die Zukunft; die letzte Hoffnug usw. The politico-ideological
background to this zealotry was, Koestler noted further, as follows: the grand
conception of the Soviet Union “befriedigte das ausgehungerte Gemuetsleben
dieser Jahrhunderte alten Jungfer, naemlich der europaeischen Linken, die bis
dahin nie die Umarmung der Macht erfahren hatte.”1s
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