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Berthold Brecht and the Ambiguity of Sinning


The Seven Deadly Sins of the Petty Bourgeoisie by Bertolt Brecht is not an attack on the moral legitimacy of the medieval seven deadly sins, but rather, a critique of the bourgeois and capitalistic perversion of them. Annie, the main character, is split into her rational side (Annie I) and her emotional, instinctive side (Annie II). Annie II is led through various American cities to make money so her family can buy a house. Whenever Annie II is tempted to commit one of the "sins," Annie I and her family stop her. Brecht shows the hypocrisy of the bourgeois sins by making it obvious that whenever Annie II is held from committing one of these sins, she is really kept from doing the morally correct action, such as marrying the man she loves instead of the one who'll give her the most money. Gregory the Great, who wrote about the sins disguising themselves as virtues, warned of this hypocrisy. People often deceive themselves or other people into thinking that they're being virtuous, when they actually aren't, by ignoring the original intent of their action. For Brecht, the bourgeoisie, or at least the system they work within, make this same mistake, but in the opposite direction. Instead of turning sins into virtues, they're turning virtues into sins. Using Gregory's ideas about how the sins can be disguised by ignoring intent, we can deconstruct the sins of the bourgeoisie revealing that, for the most part, they're actually virtues, which, as Brecht sees it, are being construed as sins because they get in the way of the primary motivating capitalistic force, namely greed.


Pope Gregory I, also known as Gregory the Great, wrote extensively on Christian morality and the seven deadly sins in particular. In his Moralia in Iob, he discusses, among many other things, how the seven deadly sins can disguise themselves as virtues. This happens when someone misconstrues a sin, either consciously or unconsciously, in order to dress it up as a virtue. For example, as Richard Newhauser says, "Gregory notes that in those with pastoral duties, immoderate wrath is frequently held to be a just zeal, and dissolute laxness is regarded as mildness and piety" (Newhauser 10). So, to take the first example, the sin of wrath is made to look like the passion of justice by exploiting the fine line between the two. But even though the difference between the two is subtle, it's still something that can be identified. This difference, as Gregory has it, is intent. As G. R. Evans, in describing Gregory's ideas on intent, says, "Intention is what makes an action good or evil in the eyes of God, the Creator and Judge" (Evans 71). An action is good if its motivation is pure, evil if its motivation is malicious. Now the difference between wrath and a just zeal is clearer. If you attack a man who's assaulting an old lady for the sake of maintaining justice, the act is not wrathful. But if you attack that same man in the same situation in order to slake your lust for rage, it is wrathful. So if you want to hide this distinction, and give a sin the costume of purity, you have to hide the intent of the action. Inversely, though Gregory didn't discuss this possibility outright, it logically follows that a virtuous action could be made to look like a sin if the intent is disfigured or ignored completely. This inversion is the link to looking at Brecht's sins as masked virtues.


The first of the deadly sins that Annie II is rebuked for is sloth. Although the actual scene is just the family telling Annie II not to be slothful, the incident for which she's being accused of sloth is found in the action descriptions preceding it. The Annies are in the middle of a blackmailing scheme in which Annie II pretends to be the lover of various men walking around with their wives while Annie I extorts them for money. They do this several times until Annie I notices that Annie II isn't holding up her end and, "[s]he is appalled to see that her sister is sitting dozing on a bench instead of getting on with the job" (Brecht 71). Brecht's conception of sloth among the bourgeoisie is sluggishness in doing a wrong, in this case blackmail. This sounds a little odd as a description of the sin of sloth, and that's because not acting in an evil way is just another way of saying virtuousness. And the reason for concealing this virtue is because it gets in the way of Annie I and the family's greed. Because if Annie II abstains from extortion, she won't make any money. This underlying greed is shown in the family's perverse prayer asking God to, "Show her the way that leads the Good to Thy reward" (Brecht 71). So by twisting the description of her sin to hide the real intent of the action, Annie I and her family hide virtuousness under the guise of slothfulness so that they can clear the way for their greed. 


The second sin Annie II encounters is pride. She's taken to a cabaret where she dances in the most artful way she knows how, but is badly received. Annie I scolds Annie II's pride in her modest, artful dancing and tries to get her to dance in the vulgar way one would expect in a cabaret, saying, "...when a man has paid for his evening/ He expects a good show in return./ So if you cover up your bosom and thighs like you had a rash/ Don't be surprised to see them yawning" (Brecht 73). So here the sin of pride consists in thinking so highly of your art, and your purity, that you feel above debasing yourself. But clearly Annie II's intention for not debasing herself isn't pride, but purity of her body and of her art. By ignoring this intent, Annie I turns it into pride. This distortion is especially appalling for Brecht because he, like Annie II, is an artist. And for him capitalism forces the artist to debase his art in order to please the market and gain capital. And the real reason purity is disguised as a sin is because, as Kim H. Kowalke says, "Anna's pride...threatens to jeopardize her ability to earn money in a sleazy cabaret" (Kowalke 25). Again, a virtue, in this case purity, is turned into a sin because it gets in the way of greed.


The next sin Annie II is accused of is wrath. As an extra on the set of a movie, she sees a man beating a horse because it was clumsy and stepped on a prop. Outraged by this injustice, she picks up the whip and beats the man. After being fired, Annie I convinces her that she should repent for her wrath and beg for her job back, saying, "It took time to teach my sister wrath wouldn't do/ In Los Angeles.../ Where her open disapproval of injustice/ Was so widely disapproved" (Brecht 75). This is an almost exact reversal of the example given by Gregory, via Newhauser, of the difference between wrath and just zeal. Annie II doesn't get angry at the man because of an overwhelming passion of wrath, but a just reaction to the blatant injustice of harming something that can't defend itself. So it isn't wrath at all, but the desire for justice. As with sloth and pride, this virtue is concealed because it impedes greed by making her lose her job, as shown by Annie I's purely economic rhetoric: "Practise self-control, Annie/ For you know how much it costs you if you don't" (Brecht 75). But what makes it more interesting is that the will for justice is also a direct threat to the capitalist system, at least from Brecht's Marxist viewpoint. The horse, an obvious metaphor for the exploited worker, is being beaten by the rich actor and Annie II standing up for the horse is, in this sense, her standing with the proletariat against the bourgeoisie. In this way, Annie's impulse for justice is smothered and treated as unforgivable wrath not only because it works against greed but also against the entire capitalist system.


The next bourgeois sin is gluttony. Annie II, now a star, has signed a contract saying she can't gain any weight. Starving, she can't take it anymore and eats an apple. Annie I, inflamed over her gluttony, says, "Gaining half an ounce means trouble/ More than that would mean disaster" (Brecht 76). Clearly, Annie II's intention for eating the apple wasn't to gorge herself, but to not starve to death. Gluttony is different from the other sins we've looked at because it isn't hiding a virtue, but simply a neutral act or, if there are no neutral acts, one that doesn't require much moralizing. Another interesting thing in this scene is that the sin of gluttony is condemned only as long as it stands in the way of greed. As Kowalke says, "the Family hopes that she'll...renounce the sin of gluttony by waiting until she returns home to gorge herself" (Kowalke 13). As long as eating gets in the way of Annie and the family making money, it's a deadly sin, but once they have the money and Annie is back in Louisiana, she can stuff her face all she wants. Clearly, the act of eating to live, disguised as gluttony, is only evil as long as it gets in the way of greed.


Next comes lust, which is the last sin to follow the same general formula as the previous ones. Edward, a rich man, has fallen in love with Annie II and often gives her jewels. But Annie II is in love with Fernando, a poor man, and gives the jewels to him. Annie I tells her not to be selfish and to end her lustful relationship with Fernando saying, "Cheat the man who protects you/ And you've lost half your value then" (Brecht 78). In other words, Annie II should be faithful to the man who gives her money, and call off her lustful relationship with Fernando, whom she loves. Annie II's intentions towards Fernando are clearly not caused by lust, but by love. Annie I makes this love look like lust by ignoring Annie II's motivation for having a relationship with Fernando. Being with whom you love is made to look like lust because it gets in the way of marrying for money, and thereby, greed. As Martin Esslin observes, "Her love for a poor man which might keep her from selling herself to a rich lover is the sin of lust" (Esslin 224). The role of greed also plays a part in what Annie I understands love to be. As she says, "...he paid her a lot because he loved her" (Brecht 77). She says this in describing both Edward's love for Annie II and Annie II's love for Fernando. For Annie I, love means paying a lot. Not only is greed the motivating factor for making love look like lust, but it's tied up with Annie I's conception of love as well.


Avarice seems to stand apart from the sins that come before it, but that isn't because it lacks moral deception, but a different, more complex kind. Annie II starts to clean out so many suitors and cause their eventual suicide that Annie I has to intervene and even give some of the money that Annie II has taken from the suitors back to them. Annie I rebukes her instinctive side for being too greedy. Annie I seems to be a completely different character, but if we look at the motivations behind her sudden condemnation of greed, it's clear that she and the family are just as deceitful as ever. At first the family says, "Lots of folk seem to be/ Shooting themselves for her./ She must be doing all right" (Brecht 80). But then they go on to say, "Let her beware overdoing it!/ Folk shy away from a girl/ Who's said to be mean" (Brecht 80). So for the family, greed isn't bad in itself, only inasmuch as it makes people think less of Annie II. Annie II is being avaricious, and the family is reproving her greed, so it seems like there isn't any concealing going on. But there is. The family's conception of greed is completely entangled in public perception. As soon as the public sees someone as greedy it hurts their reputation and, therefore, their earning power. So by denouncing this corrupted definition of avarice, the family has Annie II act just greedily enough so that the public doesn't condemn her. In this way, the contrary virtue they put against avarice is not moderation in accumulating money and possessions, but being as greedy as one can in public. By making "avarice" a sin, they cover up the greed that underlies the rest of the sins.


Envy, like avarice in that it isn't just the reversal of a virtue, is the last of the sins Annie encounters, and it ties in the last piece of these distorted sins. In this final scene, Annie II is surrounded by duplicates of herself engaging in the bourgeois sins that she was denied and wishes she were like them. Annie I quickly tells her that she's being envious for wanting what they have. But if we look at the duplicates of Annie II as the representations of what Annie II could have been had she done the moral actions and committed the seven deadly sins, we can see that it isn't envy, but guilt. Annie II is wishing she had what others have, but when we consider her intent in the feeling, namely, regret for committing wrongs, we can see that it isn't really envy. Annie II's eventual rejection of this guilt under the guise of envy is shown symbolically through the stage directions: "As the other Annies proudly walk around in the light, Annie II laboriously drags herself in, bent double. But then her apotheosis begins and she walks with increasing pride, finally triumphing as the other Annies crumple, abashed, and are forced to make way for her" (Brecht 81). So Annie's guilt for her actual sins, shown by the strength of the duplicate Annies, is overturned as she condemns the guilt as envious. Thus, her last chance at realizing the deceptions that kept her from doing the morally correct actions is thwarted by yet another deception.



To bring it back to where is analysis started, the moral deceptions represented in The Seven Deadly Sins are similar to what Gregory the Great describes, but a much more advanced and appalling kind. For Gregory, these deceptions were mostly a result of an individual, directed either at himself, in a kind of self-deception, or at the people around him in an attempt to convince people that he's moral when he actually isn't. At the most, a small group of people would use moral ambiguity to prey on the morally weak, as Newhauser says, "Gregory the Great had remarked that whenever the armed enemies of humanity, the immundi spiritus, find themselves unable to suggest misdeeds to people, they present these offenses to the inexperienced soul under the cloak of virtues" (Newhauser 15). So, for Gregory, these deceptions were relatively small scale, effecting and the effect of a small group of people. But for Brecht, moral deceit has become legitimized and institutionalized by capitalism. This has become so complex that it's even conditioning the masses to deceive themselves. Annie is divided into two characters to show this, to show how capitalism forces this specialized kind of moral corruption into the minds of the people. As Laureen Nussbaum says, "[the play] dramatizes the theme of systematic self-exploitation as a particularly self-alienating outgrowth of capitalism" (Nussbaum 304). In Brecht's eyes, Gregory's moral ambiguity has evolved into something much more wicked and much more terrifying.


By analyzing the seven deadly sins of the petty bourgeoisie through the lens of the Gregorian concept whereby sins are dressed up as virtues, we can deconstruct what each of these sins is hiding and why they're hiding it. This deception turns virtuousness into sloth, purity into pride, justice into wrath, eating to not be hungry into gluttony, love into lust, guilt into envy, and greed into something acceptable. By turning the actions that most hinder greed into sins, hiding this underlying greed, and snuffing out any guilt, the capitalist society, for Brecht, turns what was for Gregory an individual perversion into an institutionalized distortion of morality for the sole sake of greed.
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