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Malaise in the Politicized City 
 

 Sven Regener’s novel Berlin Blues depicts Herr Lehmann, a West-Berliner on the eve 

of the fall of the wall and his thirtieth birthday. Berlin is saturated with political significance, 

particularly in the moments depicted in Berlin Blues. In an essay entitled, Recovering the 

Politics of the City: From the ‘Post-Political City’ to a ‘Method of Equality’ for Critical 

Urban Geography, Mark Davidson and Kurt Iveson draw upon Jacques Rancière’s political 

theories to examine the space and domain of politics within and outside of the urban space. 

Davidson and Iveson describe the city “as a space through which politics is staged, but one in 

which the stage is constantly being constructed and reconstructed. Politics is latent across the 

city, not just in its most peripheral and excluded spaces” (Davidson and Iveson, 557). The 

presence of politics in the city is both dynamic and omnipresent. The individual does not 

exist outside of the inherently politicized city-space. Regener defines Herr Lehmann through 

distinguishing between the individual and the political city in which the individual exists. As 

a bartender, the protagonist resists expectations and convictions regarding a worthwhile job. 

He is further placed in opposition to the city through a refusal to blindly accept the role of the 

policing force, which necessarily belongs to metropolis. Within the city, Herr Lehmann 

defies expectations for sufficient political engagement. These three primary acts of continued 

resistance and distinction simultaneously depict the space of the city as overwhelming in its 

demands and study the role of a seemingly withdrawn individual such as Herr Lehmann. 

Regener, however, challenges the notion of an apathetic individual in the face of the 

politicized metropolis. For the author, Lehmann is not to be solely understood as disinterested 
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in his political surroundings but rather should be regarded as the embodiment of an individual 

inflicted by the overwhelming nature of the politicized city. Berlin Blues demonstrates the 

depth and significance of apathy in the context of a politicized metropolis through the 

character of Herr Lehmann, who is entrenched in the space of the city yet repeatedly defined 

as outside and other to the city. 

Isolated from the overwhelming space of the city, Herr Lehmann’s character contrasts 

between himself and his surroundings. The beginning of the novel depicts Herr Lehmann 

walking home late at night as he encounters a dog. The protagonist addresses himself,  

“Then you’ll bleed to death in the middle of Lausitzer Platz. There’s no one around, 
the square’s deserted. Who would be around so early on a Sunday morning? All the 
bars are shut – the Einfall is always the last to close apart from the Abfall, but that 
doesn’t count. The only people around at this hour are demented Berliners with 
trained killer dogs – perverts who jerk off in bushes while they watch their vicious 
dogs play lethal games with people.” (3) 

 
Herr Lehmann’s role is that of an observer. He demonstrates his intimate understanding of 

the city by knowing who would or would not be in the Lausitzer Platz at an odd time as well 

as which bars may or may not be open. Furthermore, Lehmann walks through Lausitzer Platz 

but assumedly does not belong to his category of “demented Berliners.” Though he does not 

explicitly define himself—in fact he makes a point of not doing so–, Herr Lehmann 

subliminally depicts himself as other than those who would be out at this hour. Additionally, 

Regener toys with the idea of presence through the names of two bars, Einfall and Abfall, the 

latter of which remains open past the former. Einfall may be translated as either idea or 

invasion, whereas Abfall may be translated as either waste or secession. To Lehmann, the 

Abfall “doesn’t count.” The rubbish/Abfall remains after the idea/Einfall. The waste that can 

be understood as “demented Berliners” remains after the others have disappeared. Herr 

Lehmann, existing outside both the “demented Berliners” and others, as a result of his very 

presence in the Lausitzer Platz at this moment, defines the character as an individual outside 

of his surroundings. Davidson and Iveson point out that “public squares and streets are […] 
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cherished spaces of politics” (Davidson and Iveson, 553). However, Herr Lehmann 

encounters Lausitzer Platz in a limbo hour, in which demented Berliners and outsiders, such 

as himself and the dog, exist. Through his internal thought processes, the protagonist 

distances himself, then, not only from the city but also from the realities of the city. He exists 

as an exception to the rule. What is apparently a “cherished space of politics” is a dead zone, 

in which he may bleed to death and no one—or at least no one outside of the “demented”—

would notice. Here again, it becomes clear that Lehmann lies outside of the natural 

algorithms for who will be where in the city at a specific time. Herr Lehmann’s position as an 

outsider in this moment allows for an otherwise inaccessible perspective on the city of Berlin 

at this specific moment. The man’s defiance towards city-specific societal norms further 

defines his role as an outsider. 

 Regener depicts Herr Lehmann’s opposition to Berlin’s rigid understandings of life 

through the character’s dissenting opinions on the role of work. The political city-space relies 

on contribution through work and socio-economic engagement. Herr Lehmann refutes 

Katrin’s valuation of ‘fulfilment’ as worthy: 

“Talk about fulfilment and you reduce life to a means to an end, a container to be 
filled with something, instead of realising that it’s worth something in itself, and that 
if you’re constantly preoccupied with filling it you may not grasp that at all. […] 
Okay, let’s stick with the metaphor of life as a container that has to be filled with 
something, not that anyone can tell me exactly what that something ought to be, and 
so, if we want to stick with the metaphor, we can only look at it the other way round: 
then life becomes a container that’s full when we’re given it – full of time. There’s a 
hole in the bottom, and the time leaks out. If we must talk about a container at all, 
that’s the way it works, and the stupid thing is time can’t be topped up.’” (46) 
 

In this passage, Herr Lehmann advocates for recognizing life as “worth something in itself” 

and embodies a ‘Carpe Diem!’ attitude. To the protagonist, the notion of fulfilment actually 

provides an empty and shallow understanding of life. Rather than engaging in a means-to-an-

end treatment of life, Lehmann chooses to regard time as most principally existing in the 

present moment. The character exists in stark contrast to more conventional and seemingly 
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widespread opinions on work and fulfilment. Michelle Mattson’s article, Rebels Without 

Causes: Contemporary German Authors Not in Search of Meaning, provides an in-depth 

criticism of Herr Lehmann’s political disengagement, which will be addressed throughout 

this paper. She argues against Herr Lehmann’s ideology:  

“Another form of protest […] is to opt out of any attempt to make sense of the world 
around you, to live from day-to-day only, not to think of the future or the past, but 
simply to live. We can see the choice to opt out positively as a form of protest and 
resistance, however, it does nothing to effect any change in society. Indeed, it does 
nothing to effect any real change in the lives of the individual protesting in this 
manner.” (Mattson, 250) 
 

Lehmann’s choice to live day-to-day is understood by Mattson as withdrawing from the 

attempt to make sense of the world around you. The protagonist, though critical of the 

concept of fulfilment through work, certainly engages in the attempt to understand his world 

and surroundings. Simply by discussing and challenging Katrin’s views, Lehmann 

demonstrates a desire to understand. He engages in a metaphor that he does not agree with 

and turns it on its head in order to prove his point. These methods clearly indicate analytical 

drives. ‘Simply to live,’ as put by Mattson, does not necessarily mean a refusal to engage in 

the world around you. Lehmann wishes to affect change in society by discussing his 

conviction. Though Mattson is correct in pointing out the protest of this individual and a 

subsequent distinction between him and the world around him, she incorrectly identifies this 

as disengagement. Lehmann takes on the role of an observer, resisting a surrender to common 

ideologies regarding worthy work. Further in the conversation, Herr Lehmann questions, 

“‘So I can’t just work in a bar, huh? What’s so bad about it? What can’t I just work in a 

bar?’” to which Katrin replies, “’Because it’s far too boring’” (47). Lehmann separates 

himself from most Berliners by challenging common conceptions of work-related success. 

Mattson interprets “Lehmann’s rebellion against the ‘purpose-driven life’” as acquiescence 

apparently to the end of historical progress as we know it” (Mattson, 251). Mattson attempts 

to demonstrate Lehmann as resistant to engaging in purpose. The reader must ask, however, 
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at what point does Lehmann demonstrate this rebellion. Herr Lehmann certainly stands in 

contrast to considering just working at a bar as invalid. This is not to say, however, that his 

opposition to standard conceptions of worthy work indicates a lack of purpose. Lehmann has 

purpose, rather, through a different perspective. Through not defining the purpose in 

‘purpose-driven life,’ Mattson reinstates the ideology that the character of Herr Lehmann 

challenges. Lehmann does indeed exist in opposition to the assertion of city-life standards. 

However, this rebellion exists in regards to these assertions rather than the larger topic of 

purpose. Through this distinction, Regener highlights the complexities of disagreement and 

rebellion. Herr Lehmann’s defiance is not without purpose. Lehmann exists in a reality that 

stands in contrast to that of others. 

 The police symbolize in Regener’s text the ultimate opposing force that belongs 

specifically to the space of the politicized city, ultimately distinguishing the individual of 

Herr Lehmann from the city. In Berlin Blues, the police are disconnected from logic and 

reality, which Herr Lehmann’s character embodies when in contact with law enforcement. 

They do so by identifying the individual in terms of their own dogma, which lies entirely 

outside of logic. Jacques Rancière, in his work Disagreement: Politics and Philosophy, 

defines the police force, “The police is thus first an order of bodies that defines the allocation 

of ways of doing, ways of being, and ways of saying, and sees that those bodies are assigned 

by name to a particular place and task; it is an order of the visible and the sayable that sees 

that a particular activity is visible and another is not, that this speech is understood as 

discourse and another as noise” (Rancière, 29). According to Rancière, the actions of the 

police produce a language of sorts, through which customs, morals, and identities are 

arbitrarily produced. Regener’s text depicts the police force’s configuration of identities in 

the first chapter. Lehmann employed his flask of whiskey as a sedative to calm the dog in 

Lausitzer Platz. The police discover Lehmann and tell him, “’We’ll take the dog with us. 
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You’ll never see it again. Cruelty to animals, this is. I’m a dog owner myself. A disgrace, 

that’s what it is’” (12). The police define Herr Lehmann’s actions as “cruelty to animals.” 

The speaker attempts to solidify this statement further by attaching an unnecessary “this is.” 

This addition is not insignificant, as the police force attempts to produce definitions and 

understanding or, as Rancière might say, “the allocation of ways of doing, ways of being.” 

Furthermore, the police attempt to produce their own identity as embodying that belonging to 

the police and opposing that belonging to Herr Lehmann. “A dog owner” himself, the 

policeman grounds himself as an individual following the order of the police force and moral 

values produced by this police force. Herr Lehmann, on the other hand, exists in stark 

opposition to the morality of the police force. His identity as an individual is further 

pronounced. In addition, the protagonist encounters the same dog twice more in the novel, 

proving the invalidity of the police’s statement. They are presented as powerless through 

their assertions that do not ring true. When Lehmann attempts to take the bus to visit his 

parent’s hotel, he is told his ticket is not valid. The protagonist contests, “‘You’re violating 

your own public transport regulations.’ […] The bus driver turned off the engine and folded 

his arms. ‘I’ve got no time. If you don’t get off at once I’ll call the police.’ ‘But you just said 

you didn’t have time. So what happens now?’ ‘Off, or I’ll call the police’” (130).  The bus 

driver’s decision is entirely illogical, as Lehmann’s ticket is valid. The trivial nature of his 

refusal, however, could apparently be not only supported but also enforced by the police. As 

a result, the police are depicted as pointless in their abidance to a lack of logic yet powerful in 

their ability to make such illogical assertions the law. Rancière’s definition is pertinent here 

again: the speech and/or discourse produced by the police can be simultaneously understood 

as discourse and reduced to noise. Herr Lehmann is at the mercy of the ridiculous, noise-like 

convictions of the police. As an individual, he observes the absurdity yet cannot overcome 

this absurdity. Lehmann is further demonstrated to lie outside of common urban ideologies 
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yet entirely affected and ruled by these ideologies. In the most literal sense, Herr Lehmann is 

paralyzed from the efficient movement of public transportation by the trivial conviction of an 

individual, which is perpetually backed by the police.  

 Regener’s text distinguishes between indifference and oblivion in regards to Herr 

Lehmann’s relationship to politics. Speaking with his parents about the Berlin Wall, he states 

that although “the whole place is falling apart,” referencing East Berlin, “it doesn’t have any 

bearing on [his] life in West Berlin. [They] aren’t affected in the least” (151). Mattson puts 

forth that “through the sympathetic portrait of its aimless and largely self-centered 

characters” the novel “valorizes the choice to live in relative oblivion to what is happening 

outside of one’s immediate and rather narrow circle of friends” (Mattson, 253). Though this 

passage of Berlin Blues does demonstrate the passivity regarding politics of Herr Lehmann’s 

character, it does not prove his oblivion. Lehmann does not lack knowledge regarding the 

contemporary political landscape, which would provide an appropriate opportunity to use the 

term oblivion. His statement does seem to embody a self-centered attitude, as Mattson states. 

However, Regener’s text makes a sharp distinction between self-centeredness and oblivion. 

By not writing off Lehmann’s resistance to engage politically, the reader is able to see the 

profound relationship between the overwhelmed individual and the overwhelming political 

city. The individual stands at the passive mercy of the city. This control of the city over the 

individual, however, creates a unique opportunity for the individual to take on the perspective 

and role of an observer. Herr Lehmann is disarmingly frank in his comment that those in the 

West are not “affected in the least.” Lehmann claims a definite position in his conversation 

with his parents. Lehmann acts out of indifference but not oblivion. The relationship 

presented between the individual and the political city-space produces an opportunity for 

political discourse rather than embodying oblivion.    
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Regener demonstrates the richness in the relationship between the individual and the 

city, the two of which cannot connect and are perpetually distinct from one another. The 

pinnacle of Lehmann’s role as observer occurs during the final scene in the novel in which 

“Herr Lehmann stood there like an island in a sea of traffic, feeling empty inside” (249). Herr 

Lehmann’s position as withdrawn and resistant to political engagement signifies the 

individual’s reaction to the overwhelming nature of a metropolis such as Berlin. The “sea of 

traffic” incites a feeling of emptiness. This feeling is neither invalid nor unimportant because 

of its content of emptiness. In other words, the feeling of emptiness that Herr Lehmann 

experiences provides a great deal of content to study. The protagonist’s malaise is not a 

condition of apathy removed from reality but rather apathy directly sourced from the reality 

of living in an urban space such as Berlin on the eve of the fall of the wall. Regener’s text 

points out the poignancy and depth to Herr Lehmann’s indifference, rooted in the relationship 

between the individual and the Other. 
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