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Bertolt Brecht’s Geschichten von Herrn Keuner are a collection of short parables 

inspired by Chinese Taoism, or by what Brecht knew of it. In one of the stories, 

Mr. Keuner, a kind of modern sage for the occidental world, hears about a 

“Beamter”, an official, a civil servant, who “had been holding his office for a long 

time.” The officer is praised, presumably by his colleagues, as someone who is 

“indispensable.” 

 

‘But why is he indispensable?’ Mr. K. asked in annoyance. ‚The 
office wouldn’t be running without him,’ his lauders said. ‚How then 
can he be a good civil servant, if the office wouldn’t be running 
without him?’, Mr. K. said, ‚he has had enough time to organize his 
office so as to make himself dispensable [um sich entbehrlich zu 
machen]. What does he busy himself with? I will tell you: with 
blackmailing!’ 

 

If we apply a formal definition of democracy — the definition Claude Lefort 

proposes, for example — being replaced is a crucial aspect of what defines an 

office. In a democratic state (assuming democracy and state go together at all) any 

person whose office bestows authority on him or her, up to the top level of 

president, chancellor, etc., must be replaceable, or else the reality is far from 

democratic. Brecht’s story reminds us that to this formal definition of the 

democratic office corresponds an ethics, a code of personal conduct: those who 

hold an office are required to do something for their own replaceability. They 

must organize their office in a way that will enable someone else to take over. 

I find this little text remarkable because through the voice of his hero Brecht 

argues not only in favour of replaceability but also, consequently, in favour of a 

division of labour. Mr. Keuner’s reproach prompts us to the question of what 
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would be a political division of labour. One that is not imposed upon the 

individual from the side of the institution (by way of norms, standards, objective 

definitions of channels and paths on which matters have to proceed), but a 

division of labour introduced and maintained through personal effort, through 

following principles that are essentially ethical-political: a division of labour 

based on a political decision to make yourself dispensable — instead of on 

economic necessity, which demands that work be divided for reasons of 

effectiveness and efficiency and, where it gets to rule exclusively, authorizes that 

people will be replaced regardless of whether they are (and their offices are) ready 

for that or not. 

The problem of an actively determined replaceability we encounter in this 

parable is connected to theatre and Perfomance Art, first of all through Brecht 

himself who investigated the political dimension of dispensing with and replacing 

people in some of his plays, most notably in the learning plays, which, as you 

probably know, were primarily intended for the players and only in second 

respect, if at all, for an audience. They were scripts written to help people practice 

political action and political thinking (Brecht once referred to them as “exercises 

in the suppleness of dialectics”). In the most (in)famous of the learning plays, Die 

Maßnahme (The Measure Taken, or The Decision in some English translations), 

four agitators who try to mobilize the workers in China for a fight against the 

factory owners finally arrive at the decision that they must get rid of one member 

of their team — the one whom the text addresses as the “young comrade,” 

because this young man, zealous and devoted to the goal of revolution though he 

is, through his inexperience and his fickle humanism endangers the entire project. 

They conclude therefore that he must be shot and thrown into a lime pit for the 

body to become unidentifiable. But they insist that although they will kill him 

anyway, it is important that he actively agrees to this measure — which he does in 

the end, by virtue of personal insight that the office of preparing revolution will 

run better without him. 

The situation (the agitators are reporting to a “Control Chorus” after having 

successfully finished their mission in China) and the stage directions of the play 



Kai van Eikels: How to Keep Your Composure When Being Replaced 

 3 

suggest there should be no separate actor for the role of the young comrade. The 

four agitators are supposed to re-group repeatedly, one after one of them playing 

the young comrade while the others play the agitators and occasionally slip into 

the roles of coolies, merchants, etc. If the learning play is indeed about learning 

something by performing, then learning how to deal with the difficulties of 

implementing revolution, of having to sacrifice dear comrades and of having to 

sacrifice yourself for the purpose of prevailing over the class enemy, goes with 

(and is connected to) the experience of being replaced and of replacing others, as 

the performance puts one in the roles both of the one who is dispensed with and of 

those who dispense with him. Revolution, Brecht insists (in what some critics 

have called cynicism but what, cynicism notwithstanding, is a performance-

oriented understanding of political action), means work. And the work of bringing 

about political change must be organized, even where this organizing concerns a 

terrible act of violence. The organization of political work does involve economic 

criteria: if it causes the project of revolution to fail, then a personal contribution, 

however precious in individual terms, has no value. Yet, related to this economy 

of political action must be a personal ethics, for only where the individual makes a 

free decision to do, or have done to himself, what economic rationality can but 

identify as effective, and hence necessary, will dispensing with someone become 

the right thing to decide. 

Again, as in the Keuner story, we have a direct link between political ethics 

and the division of labour, and one that involves — and radicalizes — one of the 

very principles of theatre, where any character will be performed by a number of 

different people over time. One way of defining the distinction between ‘theatre’ 

and ‘Performance Art’ has been to say that in theatre performers are incorporating 

persona whereas in Performance Art the performer appears as him- or herself, 

authenticating what he or she does by being the one-and-only version of this 

person who appears on stage (or whatever the site of the performance may be). 

Following this definition, a performance artist would not be replaceable in the 

way an actor is. And if he is replaced, then this takes on an entirely different 

meaning than changing the cast of actors in a theatre performance. 
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One may infer that Performance Art, for this reason, is more appropriate as a 

form of art for a liberal society with an economy that values, or claims to value, 

individuality. Which would also be to say that Performance Art, more than 

theatre, mirrors the kind of terror which workers find themselves exposed to in an 

economic system that, on the one hand, entertains a very advanced structure of 

divided labour, promoting a high grade of specialization in many fields, calling 

for expert skills and constant updating of professional knowledge — but, on the 

other hand, has generated a new kind of generality, as it were, because almost 

every professional activity is translated into a profile of work performance. The 

Italian philosopher Paolo Virno has compared the work performer of our time to 

the virtuoso performing artist who does not produce a material or immaterial 

object, whose achievement consists solely in the act of performing itself and thus 

only counts as an achievement, as work, insofar as other people, superiors, co-

workers or customers, witness the performance and appreciate it. The so-called 

post-Fordist organization of labour places communication at the core of 

professional competence (and a thoroughly ‘staged’ kind of communication 

intended to impress, to inspire, to enchant, to create the evidence of success 

through the emotional excitation — or shall we say, as in Brecht, agitation — of 

addressees). By shifting the focus from what I do to how I communicate it, post-

Fordist notions of labour re-introduce an objective which most of us will find as 

plausible as the colleagues of Brecht’s civil servant: the objective of making 

myself indispensable. This objective takes on a new urgency in a society that 

entrusts employment, the allocation of work and income, unmitigatedly to the 

market (and even extends this to the formerly safe harbour of civil service and the 

like). The question work performers must ask themselves today bears a striking 

similarity to a question performance artists have been familiar with for a while: 

how do I transform my individuality, by performing, into a unique selling point, 

into something that will make it imperative, or at least advisable, for others to hire 

me — and to hire me again — and not somebody else? 

 



Kai van Eikels: How to Keep Your Composure When Being Replaced 

 5 

While this particular relation to employing your individuality as a performer is 

not the only possibility to define Performance Art and to distinguish it from 

theatre, of course, I would like to draw your attention to a Performance Art piece 

that works with replacing performers, confronting its own context of a social and 

economic landscape shaped by twenty-first century post-Fordism with a world of 

the past: Kitchen (You’ve Never Had It So Good) by the German-British collective 

Gob Squad. 

Kitchen starts with the Gob Squad crew, in changing line-ups, attempting to re-

enact some famous Andy Warhol films from the 1960s — among others, the 

eponymous Kitchen that has Edie Sedgwick and five other cast members hang 

around in a kitchen setting for 70 minutes; Sleep, one of Warhol’s first 

experiments with film, which shows a five hour twenty minutes shot of his friend 

John Giorno’s sleeping face; and Kiss, a film featuring a 50 minutes series of 

kisses between man-and-woman, man-and-man and woman-and-woman couples, 

each kiss lasting for three-and-a-half minutes. All these films neglect matters of 

action and acting in favour of the being-there of people who appear as 

‘themselves’ (in Kitchen there are some hints that the performers, at least 

Sedgwick and Roger Trudeau, impersonate characters: the original screenplay had 

dialogues, though apparently with the one same name in front of all the dialogue 

parts, and the script wasn’t really followed). Warhol explores the camera’s power 

of capturing people’s presence on celluloid and the power of film, being the most 

popular cultural institution of its time in industrial societies, to endow an 

individual with an aura, with charisma. This charisma does not depend (as 

Hollywood movies kept suggesting) on that individual’s unparalleled performance 

as an actor or actress. It results from the very situation of presentation a film 

shooting and film screening create. 

What Gob Squad set out to prove in their performance is that if charisma — i.e. 

individuality converted into value, turned into a commodity — is really the output 

of film as technology and as a cultural apparatus, the fabrication of charisma 

ought to work not only for the star or for the specially selected person (like 

Warhol’s close friend); it ought to work for everybody else just as well. Precisely 
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because authenticity is the resource and the product here, anybody should be able 

to inhabit the position of the performer. In order to test this hypothesis, the Gob 

Squad crew replace first each other and then each of their members with a 

volunteer from the audience. This way, an audience member takes over the 

position of, for instance, Sarah Thom, who herself has been filling in for John 

Giorno, in a back-stage setting arranged to re-create that of Sleep. And we 

remaining audience members who have been looking at the video projection of 

that very scene on a screen that is the left part of a triptych of screens covering the 

entire stage front, now witness the act of one individual being replaced by 

another: we see the face of Sarah Thom withdraw from the spotlight on the 

pillow; and we see another body, another shock of hair, another face enter this 

light, manoeuvring into position until the task of supplanting one for the other has 

been accomplished. And then we feel or do not feel the aura of the new sleep 

performer being a valuable equivalent for that of the former, and/or of the original 

in case we remember the original, which most of us probably don’t. 

 

The play with re-enactment, with the transitions and ruptures between live 

performance and film/video in Gob Squad’s Kitchen, has many more layers, 

which I will have no time to unfold here. Instead let us return to our investigation 

of work performance in respect to the division of labour. Because the charismatic 

individuality of Warhol’s era with its specific ilk of irreplaceability-through-

individual-uniqueness (and with the ensuing kind of replaceability, whose 

prospective effects Warhol outlined in his often quoted “In the future, everybody 

will be famous for fifteen minutes,” which for our times has been replaced with 

“In the future, everybody will be famous for fifteen people”) — this concept of 

exploiting individuality differs from twenty-first century post-Fordist appreciation 

of individuality in one important aspect: post-Fordism cherishes not single star 

qualities but an essentially communicative authenticity. For proving that you are 

the one, the very one, the company needs and will need to keep for a particular 

job, it won’t help you to present yourself as the solitary champion of your 

profession, even and especially where you are trading in individuality. Rather, 
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you will have to show how incomparably well you can collaborate with others. If 

you want to make yourself irreplaceable, the only way to do so will be through 

establishing co-operative relations at the workplace — that is to say, socio-

economic relations, relations that supplement social exchange with economic 

value and economic achievements with social value. 

As they hang around in the Kitchen set remake, the Gob Squad performers 

recognize (and also display to us, their audience) their sociability as something 

that forever separates them from the original film cast and their ways of 

interacting, or rather non-interacting. They can never be as ‘cool’ as Edie 

Sedgwick and her folks, and not only because they’re not on drugs: their social 

skills make it impossible for them to just be in the same room without constituting 

a team, whereas the collectivity of Warhol’s cast is fascinating for their ‘ability’ 

of being there together as though independent (and indeed sometimes ignorant) of 

one another, every one enveloped in his or her own narcissistic bubble, as it were. 

For the Gob Squad cast, our contemporaries, the adage of communication theory 

really applies: they cannot not communicate. When they adopt cool poses, the 

audience laughs, and they themselves usually have to laugh first. 

Creating a sort oft second-order authenticity through socio-economic 

performance, through the management of your social relations: this is exactly 

what the civil servant in Brecht’s Keuner story seems to have done. Instead of 

making himself dispensable, he has used the years of his employment to establish 

a network of unofficial socio-economic interdependencies in the shadow of his 

official position. Mr. Keuner calls this “blackmailing,” and that does lay open the 

dynamics at issue. You use an essentially personal knowledge, based on empathy 

and on understanding the needs and desires of the other, in pursuance of an 

advantage for yourself — the advantage, in this case, of not being replaced before 

you are content to leave. 

While Brecht’s story recalls a bygone age of bureaucracy functioning as the 

working intersection of politics and economics, whose decency may be as 

irretrievably lost today as the late industrial glamour of Warhol’s factory, the 

individual strategy presented therein remains technically unchanged. Making 



Kai van Eikels: How to Keep Your Composure When Being Replaced 

 8 

others depend on you personally, to an extent that it will become impossible for 

them to kick you out, is the only kind of security you will find in a post-Fordist 

work environment. Which invites you, or challenges you, to become a tacit 

blackmailer. The German sociologist Ulrich Beck has compared the post-Fordist 

conditions of wage labour to the socio-economy of pre- or peri-Fordist economies 

like Brazil. He diagnoses a “Brasilianisierung des Westens”, a “brazil-ization of 

the West.” Another work sociologist, Manfred Lauermann, who has analysed the 

so-called “conta própria” labour in Brazil, describes a situation where a man 

approaches you after you have parked your car in a zone where this, to all 

evidence from traffic signs, is officially permitted. The man will introduce himself 

as something like your ‘parking manager’ and charge a fee for taking care that 

during the period of your absence your car will not be stolen or demolished. 

Although there can hardly be doubt that the territory is no privately owned 

parking lot and the man no city employee, the demanded fee is moderate enough 

and the man a convincing-enough performer — both in his affability, which 

communicates he will take really good care of your car because he likes you, and 

in evoking the possibility that your car might get stolen or damaged in case of 

refusing to pay. Wherefore you do pay. And the man, one of many who devise 

similar, more or less ingenuous strategies, makes a living this way: as a work 

performer in a very literal sense of that term. 

Without any regular position or entitlement to what he does, the ‘parking 

manager’ may appear as the extreme opposite of Brecht’s official, and statistics 

would likely position him at the opposite end of the income scale as well. But — 

and this is Beck’s and Lauermann’s point in case — the logic behind this way of 

working is effectively the same as that of the highest-ranking employee. It’s that 

of every work performer in a post-Fordist economy. Post-Fordism means that the 

objective, or commonly agreed-on, definition of ‘office’ collapses; and with it 

collapses the luxury of allowing oneself to do what Brecht points out is the ethical 

and political perspective implied in the division of labour: to organize that office 

— out of your own free will, because you want your work to be that of an equal, 
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want it to contribute to a democratic society of equals — in a way that makes 

yourself dispensable. 

If the socio-economy has depraved us of that luxurious freedom to make 

ourselves dispensable, what, apart from complaining, can we do? What can we do 

as performers, as artistic performers and as work performers, to re-enact an 

“Einverständnis,” if I may once again use a word from a learning play: a personal 

agreeing, a ‘Yes, you may,’ that has the world replace us for the better of it when 

the time is right — and allows us to keep our composure when being replaced? 


