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Icebergs in the Caribbean Sea: 
Cuba in Hans Magnus Enzensberger's 

Der UntergoJJg der Titanic 

Stefan H6ppner 

Herr Enzensbcrger hat 51Ch emschlossen, nach Cuba zu gehen 
und don eine btrnkhtliche ZeIt IU vcrbringen. On durflen 
drci Jahre st:1I1_/ ... ] Er will dem cub~nischen Volk \·on Nuttcn 
sein. Er selbSl, in cigener Person, will cmem ganzen Vo~ \'on 
Nutzen scin. Die Verwandlung des Herrn Enzensbergcr In den 
Nutzen des kubanischen Volkes, dargestellt auf offencr Bijhne. 
Keiae Tricks, keine doppdte!l Vorhilnge, keine Schleierl r ... J 

Da geht er hin und veroffemlidH ~ieh in cler New YOlk ReVIew 
of Books. 

Uwe Jo hnson l 

Die Mode, saglcn wir, sei ltnabiu.lich, :iuch III der 
KUllSI, ... und im ilbrigen begrlffen Wlf nicht, was Cuba 
damir zu schllffen hllbe, Cuba sci eme idee Fixe. 

It's all we're skilled in -

Hans Magnus Enzc:nsbcrger 
Dtr U!lflrgallg dtr TflrJlII; 

We will be sllipbuilding, 
With lIll the WIll in me ",,'Orld 
Diving for dear life 
When we could be diving for pearls. 

Elvis Costello) 

T he year is 1968. At the peak o f !.he Vietnam \'(~ar and the sUident 

protesrs in Europe and rhe US, German wnler Hans Magnus 
Enzensberger renounces his fellowship at Wesleran Uruvcrsiry 10 

Connecticut. His main reason is [he war the American government 

is fi ghting in Vietnam: 

Ich halte die KJasse. welche in den vcreinigten 

Staaten von Amerika an cler Henschaf[ ist, lind die 

Regierung, welche die Geschafte dieser Klasse fi.ihn, 
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fur gememgefahrtich. Es bedroht jene KJasse ... jeden 
clOzdnen von uns. Sic liegt mil uber einer Mill.iarde 
Menschen in einem unerklauen Krieg; sic: fUhrr 
diesen Krieg mit allen Mitteln; vom Ausrorrungs
Bomhardemem bis zu den ausgefeihesten 
Mmdn dec BewuBtseins-Manipulauon. Iht Zlel 
iSl die politiscne, 6konomische uncl milHacische 
Gewaltherrschafr. lhc Todfeind ist die Revo lution. 
[ ... J Ocr Krieg in Vietnam ist. .. nu r die groBte, 
blutigste und siciubarsre Probe auf ein Exempe1, 
das die herrschende K1asse auf ninf KonunelHcn 

zu staruieren suchc. (qtd. in Peter 375) 

Although Enzensberger's statement is not uncommon for protests 
in the US at that time, it moves along similar lines as rhe thoughts 
of many inteUectuals in \X'est Germany. Future Rote Armu Frole/ion 
member Ulrike Meinhof, then wnting for left-wi.ng momhly kimml, 
states: 

Das wird nun sys[(~matisch umer die Leute 
gebracht: In Vietnam veneidigt Amerika die 
westliche Freiheit. r ... J Nidus von all dem is! wahc. 
Nachweisbar is[ nur, daB die Bev6lkerung, die 
derlei glauben gemacht wird, und die Presse, die 
derlei glauben macht, b.is hin zu den Polmkern 
in diesem Krieg eine Funktion haben. (7 1) 

Both Enzensberger and Meinhof are exemplary for the attitude 
of many German imellectuals in the 1960s towards anu- and 
postcolonial struggles. For dIem, these past and present conflicts 
- in Algeria, Cuba, Viemam and Palestine - are siruated in the 
comext of a larger global struggle, mat of the revolutionary working 
class against capitalism (Li.itzeler, ''Elick'' Ii). Frederic Jameson even 
argues that the emancipation movements (hat emerged in the \X'estern 
\,"'Orld in the 1960s cannot be conceived without the impulses they 
received from the decolonization of the developing coumries (29-\.-

95). However, for aU their revolutionary enthusiasm, few German 
wmers make the effort to actually [favel TO those countries (Liilzeler, 
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"Blick" 11-12). Enzensberger, however, makes an unusual choice. 
In his letter to the president of \'\fesleyan Universlry, he announces 
his mtent to go [Q Cuba: "lch habe den E1I1druck, daB ich den 
Kubanern von groRcrem Nutzen sem kann als Jcn Sruclenlcn der 
\X'esleyan Universiry, und daR ich mehr von Ihnen zu Icwen babe" 
(qtd. In Peter: 375). In the faU of 1968, Enzensbcrger mdeed travels 

to Cuba and lives lhere for a few months. He mainly stays In Havana, 
but is also involved in helping with the annual Sligar cane harvest 
(tIfi.iller 259). It is {his Stay that inspires DOl VtrbOr 1'011 Habol/o (1972). 
a documelltary play Enzensberger compiles from the protocols of 
court Interrogations of some exiled Cubans IIwolved HI the misfired. 
US-backed Bay of Pigs invasion in i961. But Cuba also ligures 
prominently in Enzensberger's poetry cycle Dtr Unttrgallg dtr Titallic 

(1978). 
Within lhe decade that lies berwcen Enzcnsberger's stay 111 

Cuba and the publication of the poetry cycle that deals with his 

stay. an important shift occurs \[\ the way \'(bit German "·ruers 
tend [Q write aboul what they term the 'Tlmd \"X'orld.' Enzensbcrger 
himself is often cited as the spearhead of a paradigm change 
from suaiglltforward and uniform Marxist categories to a more 
differentiated stance of Western writers that allows for gre:l.fer sdf
reflection on their parr. In the 1960s, Enzell:>bcl"ger IS one of the 
first German writers to deal with the relations berween the industrial 
countries of the 'North' and the developing countries of the '$outh.' 
f Ie is the fOllnder and editor of the periodical NmbJiCh, which, from 
its beginnings in 1965, focuses on lhe 'hberation' of the 'Third World' 
from all forms of colonialism as "·ell as from economic dependence 
on the Industrial counrnes of the Northern Hemisphere (\'<'cldJuer 
31-32). Kxnbllch 2 not only contains Enzensbc:rgl.!r'~ programmauc 
essay on 'Third \'\forld' issues, "Europaische Pcnphene;" n also 
Introduces \'\fest German readers to ant.i- and postcolonial writings 
by such prominent authors as Frantz Fanon alld Carlos Fuentes, 
who were virtually unheard of in Ge rmany at that lime (Ull 2 18). 

This development is paralleled in Enzensberger's own work as 
a poet, playwright, and essayist between i965 and 1975. During this 
period, his criticism of [he status quo between 'North' and '$ollth' 

is prornincnrly inspi red by tl larxlsl11 (Dielsdueit 83).1 T har is, he 
views the antagonism belV.'een the hemispheres as an expresSion of 
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a global class struggle between lhe 'poor' and the 'rich' (Lau 219). 
t\[oreover. Enzensberger criticizes liberal \'(festern imdlecmals for 
being tOO naIve towards the developments in Cuba, Algeria and 
Vietnam ("Peripherie" 169). 

These changes in Enzensberger's point of view do nO[ come 
about abruptly. Deeply disaffected by rhe opposition politics of 
the Social Democrats (SPD) and the ineffectiveness of the rather 
\·ague criticism of German policics voiced by his fellow writers, he 
tries [Q define a critical stance that lies outside, that is, to the left o f 
the remainder of the Gruppe 47 as well as to lhe left of the parries 
shaping West German policics at tbe time. By committing himself 
to specific political issues, such as the protest movement against 
me NotstalltiJgtJtIZt, Enzensberger precedes fellow writersS such as 
Marcin Walser by a year or two (Lau 227-229). 

After the political watershed of 1968, the 1970s I.Vitness the 
emergence of twO new phenomena in literature. On a worldwide 

level, the anticolonial discourse of writers like Framz Fanon and 
Mahatma Gandhi is replaced by poStcolonial discourse. \'!;'hile most 
former colonial territories have now achieved formal independence, 
indirect forms of their political, culru ral and economic dependence 
from dIe former colonial powers continue to exist. In conlnlst (Q the 
largely r-. {arust analysis of colonialism in 1968 Germany, postcolonial 
discourse exhibits a much b roader range o f li terary forms and 
imellecrual approaches and is connected to orner conlemporary 
emancipatory discourses, i.e .. feminism, postmodernism, and 
multiculturalism (Lutzder, ''Blick'' 7). According to Selden, 
\Widdowson, and Brooker, it not onJy suives [0 overCOme political 
and economic dependence, but to undermine the impcriailsl subject 
altogether: 

From a postcolonial perspect"ive. Western values 
and traditions of rhought and Iiterature ... are guilry 
of a repressive ethnocentrism. Models of Western 
thought (derived, for example, from Aristode, 
Descanes, Kant, Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud) .. have 
dominated world culture, marginalizing or excluding 

non-Western uaditions and forms of cultural life 
and expression. (222) 
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From this perspective, the claims of \"estern Marxists, even wei! 
meaningl\ farxists, must Ihen become a questionable optra tion, 
because they mostly speak in the flame ojlhe oppressed inhabi tants of 
the former colonies, but hardly let [hem speakfor IhmJJeiL'u. Instead, 
they subject widely divergent societies and their needs to Marxism's 

one gralld rep' of liberation. In conaast, as Paul l\lkhaeJ Lurzeier 
remarks, [he prime writers of postcolonial theory since the 1970s 
_ Hom! K. Bhabha, Edward Said, Gayatri Chakravorry Spivak, to 

name a few _ were themselves born and raised in former colonies of 

the West (LLitzeier, "Blick" 8). 
While this shift constitutes a global development in the world of 

hrerary theory of the 1970s and 1980s, a simultaneous change occurs 
in lhe way West German aUlhors deal with the "Third \'('orld ." Since 
the 1970s, more and more authors have followed in Enzensberger's 
footsteps by aaveling to 'Third World' countries themselves. The 

uavdogues they bring back with them sull conrain demenu of 
J\farx is[ analysis, but are much more subjective in charaCter than 

those of the 60s. As LUlze!er states further, they are rich in 

ldeologieskepsis, l\ 1i~trnuen gegenuber Global
Utopien u nd grol1en Ennvurfen bz\\'. llniversalen 
Meta-Erzahlungen, durch Offenheit fiir personlich
subjektive Erklarungsmuster, Erfahrllngsh ungtr ... 
und Wiederentdeckung der Sm nlichkeir, dutch 
Bestehen auf Konkretheit und die Rehabili tierung 

des G eschidnhchen. (Lutzder, " Blick" 17) 

Unhke Enzensbergcr (or Peter Weiss) in earlier days, these amhors 
do not apply the same pre-existing, uniform Marxist model of 
history 10 each and every counuy, but rather strive to understa.nd 
a sociery ftom within ils own specific premises: "Sie haben slch 
auf das komplizierte Geschaft kulturelJen Frcmdverstehens 
eingelassen" (14). As Bodo lGrcho ff pOintS out, encountering a 
different culture teaches the allthQ[s something about themselves 
and their own limitations. Acconling 10 him, encountering 

the 'Other' [esuhs in "lnrellektualital; t-. [oglichkeitenstlchc; ... 
Gedanken- und Geftihlsarbeit. die icll nicht nur ieisten, sondern 
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dec ich mich auch aussetzen kann; BrechenwoUen, Brechenk6nnen 
mit clem Selbstverscandlichen; Ringenwollen, Ringenk6nnen um das 
'unheimlich andere'" (194). Kirchoff and his fellow authors - Petcr 
Schneider and Hans Christoph Buch, among others - strive to lend a 
voice (Q those cultures that, in \X'estern counuies, are often perceived 
in a grossly disroned manner, or are hardly noticed at all. The shift 

mwards postcolonial theories mainly practiced by inteUecruals who 
come from 'Third World' countries themselves (Liitzelcr, "Blick" 8), 
and the shift in the way German authors write about these countries, 
are not identical, but rather simultaneous, parallel phenomena. 
However, they share one important feature which Llitzdcr caUs "dec 
postkolorriale Blick," or postcolonial gaze: "Der postkoloruale Blick 
ist ... gleichzeirig nuchtern und visionar: er will faktische koioniale 
Verhalmisse erkennen, urn sie Un Sinne der DekolonisienJllg zu 
\'erandern" (Lutzeler, "Einleirnng" 14). Because they share [his goal, 
the uave!ogues of dlese writers can be regarded as postcolonial 

lirerarure, alchough they are nO[ from a colonized Or formerly 
colonized society, and the colonial enterprises of thelf own country 
lie in a rather distant past. 

Li.itze!er's approach seems somewhat limited; his definicion 
suggests that only rhe allthor's self is malleable and thus subject to 
change by the i~pac[ of :tn encounter with colonial or postcolonial 
society as an 'Other' \\;m a rigid, monolithic identity. However, as 
Elizabeth Hallam and Brian Street point Out, 'Self' and 'Other' are 
nor fixed entities, but rather constitute each other in a continuous 
process (5-6). In this sense, the gaze of the author also creates rhe 
society he or she writes about. Moreover, any such creation will be 
situated in a cenain political discourse in tbe author's society, and thus 
be used mwards specific political ends. For our purpose, however, 
the impact of such concepts on the author's subjectivicy is much 
more important. By making themselves permeable to imprcssions 
from othet cultures, authors writing about these cultures question 
the "naturalncss" of their own idenrity. Instead of applying previous 
knowledge to unfamiliar [crrimry, rhey ideally learn how m question 
the familiar, [0 acknowledge the 'stranger' within themselves. Julia 
Kristeva even stresses the uberating potential of the 'suanger' widlin: 

"\'Vie fre i sein, ohoe irgendeine Uropie, ohoe irgendeine Fremdheit? 
Seien wir also von nirgcndwo, aber ohne zu vergessen, class wir 
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irgendwo sind" (127).G These aspects, o f couese, concern the 'Pi est 
World' writers visiting the (post)colonia l cultures more than they do 
the amhors living in those cultures in the fi rst place. 

This study strives m examine Ilans Magnus Enzensberger's text 
Der Unlt'!,ang dcr Titanic in the context introduced here as the 

postcolonial gaze. Although this poet.ry cycle does nm strictly 
belong m the genre o f dle travelogue, the most popular geme fo r 
postcolonial literature in Lutze!er's sense, it is nonetheless of interest 
in this comext because it deals prominently with Enzensberger's Stay 
in Cuba. I would like to examine where Der UlltergalJg tier Tilanic could 
be located in the general development from the 1960s to the 1970s, 
from Marxism to posnnodernism, from more o r tess monolithic 
anticolonialism/antiimperialism m the rather Auid and pluralistic 

concepts of pos[colonialism. 
To this end, I wtll first examine Enzensberger's position towards 

Cuba dunng his stay there in 1968-1969. For this purpose, I shall first 
discuss one text from the author's 'l\farxist' period: Eill SelbslbiidlliJ 
d~r KonftrrtllO/ulion which is the introduction to the documentary play 
Das Verhar 110/1 H~bana. This text will help to cxemplify the [\ [arxist 
approach En:tensbcrger llsed in the 60~ and early 70s to explain 
the problems of 'Third World' countries. Secondly, 1 would like to 
examine the way Cuba is portrayed in Der Unlergallg tier Tilanir, and 
[Q which extent this description can be located within postcolonial 
discourse. In short, 1 will explore whether Enzensberger stays 
behind in the 1960$ or moves forwa rd to follow [he more recem 

paradigm that has been predominant since the 70s. 
1 intend lO show lbat Enzensbergcr, despite his ongoing 

commitment [Q bringing the 'Third Wodd' to tbe consciousness 
of the intellectual West G erman public, rem;\ins roo ted in an 
analysis that disregards the specific feattl[e~ of Cuban culture but 
rathcr views Cuba as an example of glob al proccsscs. The most 
significant change rather occurs in Enzensherger's general out.look 
which shifts f[Om the revolutionary t-,[arxist euphoria of the 1960s 
ro a much more skeptical stance that cu[nunares in a d.::eply roored 
anthropological skepticism. h is this skcpucism that lies at the heart 

of the apocalyptic visions of Der Untergan!, der Titanic. Cuba rims 
undergoes a metamorphosis from POSltiVC example for a worldwide 
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rc\"olurion to 2. depressing melliphor for the hopdessness of such 
endeavors., whose relevance, however, is conceived to be juSt as 
global. 

Is It adequ.;ue to deal with Cuba in the context of postcolonial 
discourse at aU? The island dJd become Independent from Spain in 
1898, long before the aou-colonialis t movements in India, Africa, 
and the f.. uddle East gained momemum. However, it is significant 
th.u Cuba's formal independence begins with an American 
occupation, that the US mau1(ains special righrs in the counrry until 
1934 (Kinder 117; 187), and [hal Cuba's economy remains largely 
dependent on the US unw the eve of the Cuban revolueon. This 
connnuiry is a rather typical postcolonial siruation, and therefore 
it seems valid [0 examine Enzensbergec's writings abom Cuba in a 
postcolonial comex(. Moreover. Cuba plays a highly symbolic role 
for the anti-colonial struggle s of oUler countries througbotH the 
1960s Oarneson 296). 

When Enzensberger renounces his fellowship in Connecticut. 
he positions the US and Cuba at opposing ends of ule politica l 
spectrum. He is convinced that "APO. Smdemenbewegung, 
Kuba. China und Viemam Momente eines einzigen welrweiten 
Zusammenhan$S bilden" (peter 378). This becomes e\;denl in EIII 
Stlbslbi1dmj dtr /(Qnltn"tvo/Sltiofl, his inuoducoon to the documentary 
play D{u Vtrhdr von Habana. For him, the US-backed invasion of 
Cuba in 1961 and Ihe subsequent hearings serve as ex.amples of a 
much broader conflict: 

Als Material zum Verstandnis der J..""Ubaoischen 
Geschich te lassen diese Dinge sich nicht arch.ivie~n. 

Die Suukru r. die III Ihnen zorn Vorschein kommt, 
kehn ... in jeder Klassengesellschaft wieder [ ... ] Die 
Gefangenen sind aus(auschbar. (21-22) 

And they are indeed interchangeable. Enzensberger is not interested 
III wese characters as indIViduals. but as represenratives o f the 
bourgeois class that ruled Cuba before 1959: '1)as Selbstbildnis 
dieses Kollekovs ztigt nicht nm den aul1eren Mikrokosmos der 
biirgerlichen Gesellschaft t ... J es stellt vor allem den lnnenbau 
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der herrschendcn KJasse dar" (27). For Enzensberger. the evenu 
III Cuba are pan of a global struggle of liberation from capitalism. 
lIe explicitly rejects seeing the invaSion from a [egional or personal 

pOlm of view: 

Ole Forderung des Ideologie-Pcoduzemcn, 
man dGrfe nicht verallgemeinern, liufr auf die 
Tabuisierung geselischaftllcher Prozesse uberhaupt 
hinaus [ ... J Auf diese Weise we rden politische 
Fragen nicht nur persona!.isiert, sondern gene rdl 
fUr unentschddbar erkHin; Ihre LOsung liegt 111 

der unzuganguchen Subjekuvitat des Inchvidllums 

verborgen. (45) 

Friedemann Weidaucr LIlliS rega rds Oaf Verhi'r nm Habono as an 
example of a tendency in many of Enzensberger's writings. III 

which "er vorgibt, sich primar mit den konkI"eten hiSfonschen 
Bedingungcn andcrer Lander auseinander.wsetzcn. urn SIt: dann 
aber , .. zu r Darlegung eiller abstrakten revolutionaren Sichtwt: l~e w 

benut"".ten" (32). Ultimately. Willi Winkler writes. lhe author's essays 
were aimed back at the siluauon in West German)": " Die Bilder, die 
Enzensberger III den sechziger Jahren nach Hao:. bracille, soU ten 
mehr sein als schone Dlas, eher Relzminel flir den UmstUl:z auch 1m 
eigenen Land" (13). For tim reason. these Images ought to describe 
Cuba in a global context. This global aim, ulumatdy roored III a 
Marxisl approach, becomes clear when he deals wuh the role of Ihe 

CIA in tbe 196 1 invasion: 

Die Dummhe.1I der CIA .. isl cine It:bensgcfahrlichc 
D ummhc it. dercn Kalkiile weiter reichen als bis in 
dic Sumpfe von Zapata. Die erste nlilitarische 
Niededage des Imperialismus in Amerika war 
zoglelch das Fiasko der born icrtesren und 
reaktioniirsten Fraktion des amenkaOlschen 
Monopolkapitals. ( ... ) Es wird nocl} Vide 
It:bensgcfahr!.iche Krist:n gebeo, und Tausende \'on 
S61dnern werden fur die K.omcrrt:volullon ins Gras 
bcil3en, bis dicser Fraktion lind Ihrcm Inst rument. 
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dec CIA, endgiiltig das Genick gebrochen 1St. 

(Verhar 2 1) 

Although Enzensberger definitely takes a stand in favor of the 
overthrow of the Batista regune and Castro's revolution, his suppOrt 
is nOt as unequivocal and undifferentiated as Dos Vtrhor ''011 Habona 
may suggesL Amadou BookerSadj 1051S(5 that the play should be read 
in connection with Enzensberger's }vmbllch essay on the structure of 
history of the Cuban Communist Parry (Bildnu tSfltr Portei 259-260) 
in which the author criticizes Castro for his dogmatism and lack of a 
political agenda.1 Even so, his criticism comes from within a Marxist 

worldview. 
\X'luIe his atrirude lo\vards lhe Cuban revolunon may be 

-ambivalent, Enzensberger's agenda remains global. By analyzing a 
non-European counuy, he ultimately aims to criticize and change 
his own society (Booker Sad) 259; \X'eidauer -15). As Weidauer 

notes, me essential conflict for Enzensbcrger does not take place 
between former colonizers and colonized, but rather between the 
rich and [he poor, even within West Germany (34). Enzensberger 
may both celebrate the Cuban revolution as an example of a global 
anti-capitalist struggle and criticize Castro from being tOO dogmatic 
in bringing about the necessary change - in both cases; however, 
Enzensberger applies a pre-existing Marxist model he ultimately 
leaves unquestioned. 

Thus, DaI Vtrhor lIOn HabaTJa resists the attempt [0 be labeled 
as a mere example of postcoloniallitenture as defined by Lutzeler. 

It bears linle lrace of the subjectivity Li.irzeler sees as essential fo r 
postcolonial writing. There is little of the "Sich-Offnenkonnen hin 
auf Unge\\-illheiten ... bei der Erfahrung des Fremden" that Lur,eler 
celebrates in ''Der postkoloniale Blick" (17). Instead, Enzensberger 
aims to be objecrive, (0 describe things the way they art. There does 
not seem to be much space. for a subjective na n arac, because a 
subjective perspective would contaminate the objective 'truths' the 
(ext is said [0 contain. This distingUishes Enzensberger's essays from 
the radically subjective travelogues of authors like Peter Schneider, 
who take the limitations of their position much more imo account. 

No[ only does Schneider write Die BO/Jehaft dtJ Pftrdekopft, his account 
of a four-month journey through Latin America, in the first person 
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(Enzensberger writes his essays in the thied person), he also reflects 

on the limitations of this perspecove: 

Das lch, das sich in jedem zwciten Sat', besch\\'Or, 
gab's das llberhaupt? Oicses Ieh, dem die: Well nUf 
noch der nnlaB fur Lust- oder Unlustbezeugungen 

war, was bewies es auBer einem Verlusl? \X'ar dieses 
lch-Gesage mehr als Selbstvergewisserung, die 
angsiliche Behauprung von erwas, das nur durch 

Anrufung existiene? (Ill) 

Whereas Schneider uses the morc 'subjective' genre of the 
tnvelogue (' the way I Jtt tllings,), Enzensberger prefers the plain and 
more 'objective' genre of the political essay ('the way things are'). In 
Olher respects, Enzensberge r is closer to (he postcolonial writing 
of the 1970s. Liitzeler's definition that pos[colon.ial wruing bOlh 

seeks \0 analyze the situation in a 'Third \'(/orld ' country :Lnd search 
fo r solutions clearly applies to Das VerhOr /.!Oil Habal/o, IJ, which 
lhe ultimate defeat of the CIA would be the ultimate and quitt: 
simplistic solution [0 aU of Cuba's problems. Do! Vuhor t'Oll Hab(lila 
is a postcolonial tex t only lllsofar as it seeks [Q analyze the status 
quo III order to change It, but it offers prefabricated answers from a 
'Pint World' point of view rather (han quesuomng the authoc's and 
the reader's European standpoint. The simple world view of thIS 
documentary play goes so far as to disregard even Enzcnsberger's 
own eadlcr conclusions that the lines belWeen good and bad, 'North' 
and 'South' are nOt necessarily as clear cut as :Marxism makes them 
out to be.lln Da$ Verhorvon Habana, all poltocs arc thus reduced to 
a maner of the same old antagonisoc suuggle that IS so familiar to 
European Marxists. "Ole Gescluchtc aller bishcrige:n Gesellschaft 
ist cine Geschichte von Klassenkampfen," wrore Marx and Engels 
(4-4); this drama leaves It:1[ that. With this rather simple reducuon of 
complex political conflicts (0 h[arxist categories, the author even falls 
shon of 'he more complex conclusions he reacbcd III "Eufopalschc 
Perlphene," his ground breaking KJmbuch essay on lhe interrelauons 

between the Nonhern and Southern hemispheres. 

'l1,c mOs t striking difference between DaJ Ved)iir VOlt Habalta and Der 
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Unttrgang der TI~ani( may be a formal one. 1n spite of rhe fact that 
Das VerhO"ris compiled and edited from aerual protocols of the 1961 
hearings in order to bring out the message more clearly (Berghahn 
288), and thus employs elements of fiction. Enzensberger insists on 
the authenticity of his [ext: ''jedes WOrt und jeder SalZ des Dialogs 
ist in Habana gefallen" (VtrhOr 54). 

On me other hand, Dtr Unl"$1ng tIlr Titanic remains a purely 
and explicitly 6ction:il text, :II poercr cycle consisting of 33 Canros, 
a number chosen to honor Dante's Ditifle Comedy, plus 16 extra 
poems, so-called "Glassen und Randbemerkungen." TIle ttxt is 
set at three different points in time and space: the sinking o f the 
famous ship in the waters of the Northern Atlantic (1912), lhe 
writing of the firsr version of the cycle in Cuba (1969), and lhe 
reconstruction of the lost manuscript in Berlin (1977). Accordlng 
to Hlins Egon Holthusen, there IS no single cemer In this text, and 
it deaJs wuh a multiplicity of issues, cemered on the image of lhe 
iceberg himog me Titanic, whICh s{ancls for [he idea of progress 
and WeStern civilization in general, and for the ideas of 1968 in 
particular (49). While the three settings and spaces are intenwlned 
and ofren inseparable, Cuba cerrainly occupies a privileged position 
within chis rhizomatic network. h is the "On der Reflexion und 
Imagination" (Born 236). What Enzensberger describes hen:, in 
Canto 3, is enmely different from Do! VtrhOr: 

Damals in Habana blatlerre der Putz ab 
von den Hausern, am Ilafen smnd unbeweglich 
ein fauler Geruch, uppig verbluhte das Alte, 
dec Mangel nagte Tag und Nacht 
sehnsuchtig am Zeb njahresplan, und ich 
schrieb am Untergong der Tilonic. 

[ ... ] 
damals dachte kaum einer an den Untergang, 

[ ... J 
Es schwankte 

die InseJ Cuba nicht umer unsercn FuBen. 

[···1 
\X'it wu.J3[en ruehl, dan das Fest Hingst zu Ende, 
und aUes Obrige dne Sache war 
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fUr die Abtcilungsleiter der Welt bank 
und die Genossen von der Staatssicherheit, 
genau wie bei uns und ubernll sonst auch. (14- 15) 
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The nll.rrator's descnption is a disillusioned one, but It seems to be 
cUsillusioned in retrospecr. There IS no trace of Ihis melancholy in 
DOJ f/erhor IJ(}I1 Hoballo, which was published a fuU three years after 
Enzensberger's Sl2y in Cuba. The sense of disillusionment ramer 
seems to have emerged during the time elapsed berween 1970 and 
1977. And yet ther~ are definite craces of earlier skepticism towards 
the Cuban Ievoluuon (Born 238) thal become manifest In the 
narrator's apocalyptic vision at the end of Canto 3: 

da sah ich ihn, sehr vie! groBer 
und weiRer 'lIs alles \X'eiBe, weit drauRen, 
ich allei.n sah ihn und niemand sonst, 
in der dunklen Bucht, die Nach t war wolkenlos 
und das Meer schwarz und glatt wie Spiegelglas, 
da sah ich den Eisberg, unerhort hoch 
und kalt, wie eine Fata Morgana 
trieb er langsam, unwiderruflich, 
\Vein, auf mich w. (17) 

This iceberg, of course, recalls the Iceberg that hilS lhe Titanic in 
Canto I. Thus, the failure of the ideas of moderOiry and progress, 
embodied by me sinkmg ship, is linked to the (allure of the Cuban 
revolution, whose ideals seem as illusionary as those of John Jacob 
Astor, the ship's owner, and as out of place as aoy iceberg in lropical 
waters. Thus, Cuba becomes "auch cine Titanic" (Born 236-38; 

f.. lullc:c 27 1). 
h is this universal idea of failure, even of apocalypse, thal 

fo rms the nOt-so-secret center of the cycle (Seeba 284-285). 
DIfferent points in orne and space thus float into one another. Tn 
CantO 9 of dle cycle, the narrator descnbes a scene at the HOlel 
Nacional in Havana, 1969, in which Trotskyites from Paris play \!lith 
the expensive food (36). Their decadence is hardly dlsunguishable 
from that of the rich passengers on the upper decks of the Titanic 
(10). This interpretation is further strenglhened by another parallel: 
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the evening menu aboard the ship (30) is mirrored by the menu at 
the Hotel Nacional (36). In an outdoor movie theater in Havana, an 
o ld film version of (he sinking of the Titanic is playing. At the end 
of Canto 9, Cuba and the ship have finally become one: th e narGltor 

identifies the silence of his Cuban horel room with Ihe silence 
aboard the Tilonic at the moment the ultimate disaster sets in: "Nie 
wieder wird es so rrocken und still scin wie jetzt" (38). This quore 
mirrors the second stanza of Canto 1: "Nie wieder, sagt er, / wird es 
so ruhig scin, / so uocken und warm wie jctzt" (J). 

Cuba is also the place where the author composes his first 
version o f Der Unlergang der Titanic. The manuscript, however, is lost 
on the way to Paris. AJthough the narrator states "Untergegangen ist 
damals / nichts weiter als mein Gedich[ / tiber den Untergang der 
Titanic" (2 1), it is obvious that much more has been lost - namely the 
narrator's (and the author's) faith in the Cuban revolution as a model 
for other revolutions to come that would evenmally do away with 
capitalism as we know it. And as Byung-Hee Rim poims OLlt, wi(hout 
such progress towards a more livable, socially JUSt world, history fo r 
Enzensberger will inevitably result in apocalypse (111). 

In an unexpected men, Enzensberger's disillusion with Cuba 
might partiy be attributable to a phenomenon he deals with in the 
much earlier essay "Eine Theorie des Tourismus." Describing the 
writers of the ROmantic era, he states: 

[Sie] haben die Freiheit"die uncer der \X'irklichkeit 
der beginnenden Arbcitsweir und an dtr 
polirischen Resrauration zu crsticken dcoiHe, im 
Bilde festgehalten. Ihre Einbildungskra ft hat dje 
Revolution gleichzeicig verraten und aufbewahrt. 
Sie verklane die Freiheit .. . bis sie . . zeiwch wm 
Bilde der vergangenen Geschichte, zu Denkmal 
und Folklore gerann . (190) 

With (he notable excep tion that Enzensbcrger's Vtrhiirrather glorifies 
the future histOry of world revolution (because (his revolution is 
yet to come) instead of a distant past, the author seems guilry of a 
s imilar artirude, i.e. of setting alit for Cuba widl a Romantic, even 
utopian auicude in search of a place that is different fIom discredited 
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forms o f history, from West German and US capitalism as weU as 
from the Stalinist forms of Socialism, which the essay o n the PCC 
describes as equaUy discredited (154). According to Gotz l\[i:iIler, 
Cuba served as a quasi-mythical island for the imagination o f the 
West German Le ft throughour the 1960s because it seemed to hold 
the promise of a 'diffe renr' type of revolution thar was nor bound 
to get tangled up in Soviet-type bureaucracy, a goal (hat eventuaUy 
proved to be unattainable. Thus, Cuba became "der reuende Ha fen 
und auch schon die enltiiuscille Sehnsucht" for Enzensbergcr (Born 

238), 

Wir such ten ecwas, hatten etwas verioren 
auf dieser tropischen lnsel. Das Gras wuchs 
tiber die abgewrackten Cad illacs. Wo war der Rum, 
wo die Bananen geblieben? EN'as anderes 
hatten wir don zu suchen - schwer Ztl sagen, 
was es eigcmhch war ., 
doch wir fanden es nicht 
in jener winzigen Neuen Well. (15)' 

Tn the above quote [[Om Canto 3, Enzensbcrger's narrator o nce 
again does not look closely at the specific conditions of Cuba. Such 
passages lack the careful analysis the author exhibits in his carlier 
essays. His real life encounter with a decolonized Cuba has certalllly 
reshaped his views, though in a rather unexpected way. In fact, 
Enzensberger is deeply disappointed. It is his work as a volunteer 
during dlC annual sugar harvest Lhat transforms Enzensbergcr's 
views of Cuba entirely. \'<'hile be initially sets o ut enthusiastically, 
the extent of co([upLion, opportunism and disenchannnent with (he 
revolutio n rhat the author encountcrs in the farm workers comes as 
a tocal surprise and shock (Lau 256-58). In lhis light, his 1969 essay 
on the PCC documents Enzensbergcr's disappointment, rather than 
a "kritische Solidaritiit" with the values of the Cuban government 
(261). The at times harsh criticism of this essay is followed by a 
six-year silence o n Cuba, which many left-wing readers and writers 
interpret as evidence that the aUlhor silently agreed wi dl these values. 
Jorg Lau sta tes, however, that Enzensberger's silence is ca(her due [Q 

his deep disappoinunent with the Cuban revolurion (258). 
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Despite cllls thorough revision of Enzenshcrger's general 
political oudook, the narrator in Dtr Uniergallg der Titanic seems to 
exhibit litcle of Schneider's voluntary and Kirchoff's Involunrary 
openness mwards the Other cultUre. Dtr Unltrgong dtr Titan;! 
eventually reaches the conclusion that the living conditions III Cuba 
are "genau wie bei uns und sonslliberaU auch" (15). He does not see 
the orner as much as he sees lhe same. He merely revises his position 
insofar as his initial euphoria !Urns into disappoinnnent. Cuba ceases 
[0 be 3. utopia for Enzensberger and is, in essence, simply inverted 
to signify his absolute dYSlopia (Grimm 151). Both images seem 
equally monolithic. The same goes for most Cubans portrayed 10 

the text. Instead of bourgeois counterrevolutionaries, there are now 
nameless "Mulatcinnen / mit der t-.iaschinenpiswle im Arm" (15). 
Their individual features, however, remain as vague as those of rhe 
exiles/invaders in Do! Vembr. Throughout the text, the only Cuban 
mentioned by name is the dissident Heberto Pedilla (16); In realiry, 
l-leberco is lost and locked up in a Cuban prison by 1977. his lims 
equaUy problematic to label Der Unlergong dtr Titoni& as postcolonial 
literarure as defined by Lutzeler as I[ is 10 file Do! Vemor POll Hobollo 
in that same category. 

When the iceberg drifts tQ\vards the Cuban shore In C:'IIlIO 3, 
the collision comes as unexpectedly and as unJl.idU71ljli&h as the fact 
that rhe ship is hit in Canto I. The Cuban reyolution is uhim:udy 
doomed. Enzensbcrgcr's narrator may have come to thiS 
conclusion through an analysis oJ the simarion, but the analysis 
itself is suspiciously absent from the text. Cuba, the Titanic, and 
the darkness of Berlm become uHercbangeable chiffrcs for lhe 
same global crisis as weU as for each otheL Here, Enzensberger 
is nOt the highly origina l thinker who has opened numerous 
inteUecmal discussions 10 Germany over almost half a cemury; he 
rather recycles an image that many odters have used before him. In 
1970s Germany, the Sinking of the Tita"ids a common image for 
the ultimate failure of the ideals of 1%8 (Seeba 286). Moreover, 
me Tilonic metaphor fits in \'ery weU with the inteUectual clunate 
In \X'est Germany around 1980. At that time, it has become: an 
effective metaphor for the impc:ndtng death of mankind. or at 
the \'ery least mat of Western civilizauon, through either nuclear 

annihilation o r environmental destruction (Delisle 179). 
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While Enzensberger's description of Cuba is as subjeco\'c 
as any travelogue, It seems even more radically so. Oy declaring 
itself a KD",odie, a drama, a fictional lel';:[, Dtr UllttrgOIl,g der nlamc 
renounces any claim for authenticlry, any prctense [0 accur:llcly 
report "whal really happened." When Ihe narflllOr S(3res: "Sciner.ccit 
glauble ieh jedes WOrt, / das ich schrieb" (20), he Implies that he 
feels differently now in 1977 - not coi ncidentally, tbis is the same 
year Punk voices a younger generation's disenchantment widl the 
Hippie ideals of the 60s. The assumpuon thaI lit erary texts are now 
seen as unfit to document reality is supported by «\X/eitcre Grunde 
dame, daB che Dlciuer Iligen," one of the poems thai Enzensbcrger 
inserts between the 33 cantos. According to this poem, language and 
lhe objects it describes mUSt always remain incongruent: "Well der 
Verdurstende seinen Durst / rucht uber die Lippcn bringt. / WCL! LIn 
r.,-Iunde der Arbeiterklasse / das \'('on Arbeiterklam nicht vorkOllllllt" 
(61). Thus, any auemp' [0 give an accurate desenpuon of political 
and social phenomena, and (Q contnbute [0 political and socml 
change, must inevitably fail. 

Such a conclusion marks a radical rum from Enzensbergcr's 
potlological program at the time he wrote Da! I -er/Ji)1' /1011 Habol/o. In 
his Ivmburh essay "GemeinpHirze, die Neueste Li{erarur beueffcnd," 
Enzensberger still propagates "die poLmsche Alphabecisit::rung 
Deutschlands" (197). To this end, he advocates the use of 'objecu\'c' 
documentary an, which he himself practices in his Vemor and olhcr 
texts, like his 1972 novel Der leJlrtf SORJlller der Anorrhie ~Ilillcr 254· 
55). 

DerUlIlet;g.1ngd(r TiJonir, however, is wrmen much laleL The 1975 
poetry collection Mau[oleUHJ marks a new phase in Em:ensberger's 
work. In this cycle it becomes clear thal thc Idea of a revoluuonary 
change and 'objective' an are connected for F.nzcnsbergcr as he 
retreats from them simultaneously. 111e rehabilitation of subjectivity 
and a growing skepticism of a left·wing revolution are intimately 
connected (Dietschreit and Iletnze-Dictsc1u ell 100; 115). Fl\'c 
years eariter, at the time of Do! Verhor, It would have been highly 
unhkely for Enzensberger to wrile an elegiac poem about Cuban 
revolutionary Che Guevara like the one that concludes !dauJoleuRJ. 

(126-28) In this respect, Der UlIlergall,g der Tilallir seems evt.:O more 
radical. Subjectiviry rules supreme and makes the objective status of 
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reality melt away; ,he sinking o f the ship is reduced to a vision in the 
head of the poet. In the words of GOtZ MiiUer: 

Sieher war Enzensi>ergcr auf Cuba, sieher hal 
er bei dec graBen Zuckerrohrcrme ffingeholfen; 
scJbst die Emstehungsdaten belegen es. Doeh die 
Person, die da 1977 in Berlin schreibl, erkennt 
sich nicht wieder; die utopischen Iloffnungen 
des kubanischen Experiments sind zerstoben, dec 
aufgeregte Mann auf dec fernen J nsd ecscheint 
unwicklich. Das vcrgangene Teh har denselben 
Realiditsstatus wic Gordon Pym. Die o bjektive 
Rekonstruktion dec Vergangenheir ist clOe 

Filschung. (262-63) 

The radical subjectivity here differs greatly from mat of Peter 
Schneider or Bodo KUchoff. There seems (Q be no dtalectical process 
at work between the narrato r and the Cuban sce nery be describes thal 
would resule in a productive revision of his own prem.is~s. instead, 
the narrator leu other characters question his own status as a subject. 
in Canto 31, after dle narrator's fictional death, one of his characte rs 
argues: "Gesranen Sie .. I ich mOchte klarstellen, ein fUr aUemal, I 
daB er nie in Habima gewcscn ist, I diese.r Simulant, und auOerdem, 
I daB es dart keine Eisberge glbr" (1 10). As Mlitler notts, rhe Ime 
between reality and nction is blufred, the text becomes so radically 
subjective that the action merely takes place inside the author's or the 
reader's head (260-6 1). The resulting disorientation of the reader is 
clearly an intended one, as Manon Delisle poims out, since it results 
in a questioning of "iibliche Denkmuster" (181). Tn this respect, 
Enzensberger's choice of narrator would rather bciglHen [ilt self
questioning of the reader and the author that Luuder highlights 111 
his dennrtion of the postcolonial gaze (Luuder, "Blick" 15). 

However, if the line berween realiry and nction disappears as 
it docs in Dlr Unllrgang tier Tilall/c, Cuba ceases to be a 'real' place 
where one might uavei and learn lessons, and merely becomes a 
thea rncal backdrop fo r some thing en tirely different, a symbo l, a 
metaphor, an imaginary Cuba. As Nicolas Born puts il: ''Die Krafl 
der Imagination erzeugt cine Gleichzeitigkeit aller Ereignisse, von 
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denen im Buch dI e Rede ist" (236). It is LillS power that makes it 
possible to fuse the sinking ship, the iccberg, Cuba, and Berlin, in 
the design of a giam apocalyptic scenario. but thIS move at the same 
Lime ficLionaliu:s them and makes thcm unreal. This Cuba could be 

anywhere. 1n fact, it is evcrywhere. 

Enzensbergcr conunues to discuss the 'TI\1Id World' aftcr 1978. 
However. he circumvents the genres thal ace most common fO 

postcolonial literarure, namely rhe letu:r. the journal, and (he 
travelogue, whose status bes, accordIng to Llltzeler, berween literary 
and non-literary texts (U i tze!er, "Blick" 15). Enzensberger ellher 
uses the non-li terary essay or the stricLiy ilterary forms of the poem 
and the play. This is a further patll( that dtstinguishes hIm from 

Lutzeler's definition. 
However, despite hiS growing pohucal skeptiCism, Enzensbetger 

still sees 'North' and 'South' as linked 10 a global system. In IllS 1993 

essay AlIsrichtm auf dell B/j/:¥,erklieg, for InstanCe, he arglll.:s that there 
is no fundamental difference between lhe 'Third World' and the 
Metropokn of lile North. In his scenario. the molecular civil war 
has already arrived everywhere (18- 19). Enzcnsbergcr takes leave 
from universalism. Insofar as he now encourages the InhabitantS 
of the Northern ciues to focus their power on processes in their 
immediate environment, bUi holds o n to it lIlsofar as he Insists that 
the phenomena hIS analYSIS deals WI(h are elements of a global 

paradigm: ' 'Bevor wlr d en verfeindelen BoSniern in den Arm fallen, 
mussen wit den Bij rgerkcieg im eigencn Land austrockncn. 1·.·1 NlcllI 
Somalia ist ullsere Prioridit, sandeen Hoyerswerda und Rostock, 
r-,.I61ln und Solingen" (90). Once again, lhis radical eurocemrism and 
limitation o f the reader's perspectives and options for immedIate 
acuon resemble lhe subjective poslUons of Schneider and Kirchoff, 
and yet they are more geared towards maklng readers act - not In 

the "'nlird World,' bUl ln their imme(ilate surroundings. By f'ddlcally 
hislo ridzing his own position, \'(Ieidaucr sra tes, Ellzensberger 
may acruaUy dIsplay a deeper awareness of the aelual historical 

consteUanons than those who deellllO speak i" the !lame tifthe "flurd 
World' (45). And ret, when [he aut hor now refutes the notion of a 

global class struggle and argues that (he confiicrs III 'Third World' 

coun tries are not necessartly caused by theIr explona tlon through 
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the north (AuSIl~hlen 40-4 1), his pessimism still mirrors some of the 
melancholy over the failure of me Cuban revolution he described 
prominently in Unlergang der Titanic and, juSt as impressively, in his 
eulogy for Che Guevara, the last poem in AlausokuNI: 

Es ist nichllange her, und vergessen. Nur die 
Historiker [listen 5ich ein wie die Motten ins Tuch 
sdner Uniform. I ... J Der Text bricht ab, und 
ruhig ronen die AntwQnen fort. (128) 

UnlL'trsilai Goltingen 

! Johnson 802-803. 
l Enzensberger 53. 
I Costello 160. 

Notes 

• Enzcnsbe.rger's biographer Jorg Lau, however, comes to a diffcrent 
conclusion. According to him, we author remains "ooch als Revolutionar 
lange ein Verueter deT 'skeptischeo Generation.' ( . .. 1 Seine Texte, auch die 
radikalsten, verfUgen liber versleckte Hinterriiren, durch die das Ieh. das 
eben noch zur StraBe hinaus heftige Paeolen In die Menge gerufen hat, im 
Nu verschwinden konnte, falls jemand sich einfallen lielle es heirnzusuchen 
und zue Rede zu stdlcn" (Lau 35). ' 
! J n his Kursbuch essay "Gemeinplatze, die neuesre Llterarur betreffend," 
Enzensberger voices some of his harshest cricic;.ism of his COntemporaries: 
"Der A.~fstieg [dec Authorcn] war erkaufr mit theoricblindem Opti!l1ismu~, 
naiver UberhcbLichkeir und wnehmender Unvereinbarkeil von potirischem 
Anspruch und polirischer Praxis" (Enzensberger, "Gemeinplatze"). 
• Ultimately, such fluid concepts of "self" and "other," the familiar and the 
srranger, may wear down the opposition between those terms entirely and 
thus resull In an aporia where there are no defined bounda.ries becween Lhe 
NU, bue rhe Stranger / we other becomes a mere redoubllllg of the self. 
For det:3ils on lhis dIscussion, see Schut2c, "Global Stranger." 
J In thiS essay, which even precedes Da! Vtroiir /10/1 Habafl!l, Enzensberger's 
criudsm of rhe PCC is rather harsh: "Dem dcsolaten organisatorischcn 
Zustand der Panei entspricht ihre ideologische Vcrfassung. [ ... 1 Ein 
Programm der pce gibe es nicht. ( ... ] Die VCr:'Wcchselung von Dogma 
und Theone gchon zurn scJ.ndigen Repertoire Fidds. Es ist frcilich nicht 
rcehe einzu5chen, was an den Schulungsrexcen dec PCC undogmatisch 
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sein soli, und worin sie ihren sowjetischell Vorbllde[O und GcgenstUc.ken 
liberlegen waren: icdcnfalls k6nnen sic skh mit Ihnen an Engsrirnigkcit 
und Phrasendrcschcrei durchaus messen" C'Biidnis ciner Panel" 209-213) 
S As Enzcnsbcrger states in his essay "Europaische Pcripherie," "Die 
wcltpohrische Gruppierung, die skh dabei lim Nord-Slid-Kon Aikt, 
my addition! abzeichnCl, und die 'uns' von 'dcncn' scheldet, sela 5ich 
offenbar gegen allc ideologischen D lffercnzcn durdl: Komrnllnismus 
und Anukommunismus, Faschismus und Anufaschlsmus haken ihr ebenso 
wcnignand wie die :llren sozialen Wasserscheiden zWlschen Kapiralisrcn und 
Arbcirern, der Bourgeoise und dem Proleuriat. . . fDie DemarkacionsLinieJ 
isr schwer zu besummen .. _An viden Stdlen ist sle du[chHissig oder 
verworren, komplizierr durch Enklavcn oder Exklaven, durch 'gnm: 
Zoncn: Puffergeblcrc, \Xr'affensullstande und Neutrahtilt5abmachungen" 
(157). 
~ T lus pessimism about Third \Vorld rcvoluuons is reminiscent of a 
phenomenon Edward Said nOtes in an essay on Joseph Conrad's Heart 
of Dot"kfillr. "After years of suppon for anti-colomal srrugglcs ill 
Algeria, Cuba, Vietnam, Palesline, and Iran, which came to represent for 
many \,(/estern IIlteUeelUals their deepest engagcmenr in the policics and 
philosophy of antJ-lmpenalisL decolofllzarion, a moment of exhaustion and 
disappointment was reached. One began [0 hear and read how futile it \\'3.S 

to sUppor! revolutions, how barbaric were the new regimes thar came [0 

power" (Said 355). 
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