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Der gute Mensch von Szehwan
Teacher’s Notes

Der gute Mensch von Szechwan - Brief synopsis of the play 

This is one of Brecht’s major plays, and it poses the question of whether it is possible to be a morally good 

person in an immoral, corrupt world.  The play shows the influence of oriental theatre on Brecht, and is set 

in the southwestern Chinese province of Szechwan.  

The main character is Shen Te and her alter ego Shui Ta (both the same character).  When three gods 

leave their celestial home and come to Earth in search of a good person, they conclude they have found 

one in the prostitute Shen Te.  Her hospitality towards them and her general kindness makes then believe 

their mission has been successful.  However Shen Te is too generous towards others and risks losing her 

newly acquired business.  To help herself she reinvents herself in the shape of Shui Ta, her “cousin”.  He is 

in many respects the opposite of her as a hard-hearted business man.

The play was finished in 1943, and although over half a century old, is still of contemporary relevance due 

to its political and moral themes.  As a mid-20th century play written by a hugely influential playwright (both 

in Germany and internationally) and still performed today this text fits into the second part of Theme 2 in 

the WJEC specification. Activities are furthermore designed to cover A04, where students are expected to: 

“Show knowledge and understanding of, and respond critically and analytically to, different aspects of the 

culture and society of countries/communities where the language is spoken”

Please note that the information contained in the second column “Suggested uses” in the grid below is in 

many cases applicable to more than one of the activities. 

 

On Structure – These activities are designed to focus students’ minds on structure, from a particular angle 

in each case.  What is central to these activities is the influence that characters have on other characters 

in particular and on the plot in general.
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Description of activity and suggested uses Skills covered

Activity 1 This activity focuses on the role of the gods and 

the nature of their intervention in the play.  Although 

omnipresent in the background throughout the play, 

they are conspicuous by their absence and lack of 

intervention in the “affairs of men”.  This illustrates 

Brecht’s belief that humans must seek their own 

solutions.

On the first screen there are four sets of people (three 

“individuals” and a group) on whom the gods have an 

effect. First students have to select the correct ones 

from sets of three alternative answers.  Then students 

focus on each character (or character group).  By 

clicking on the blue square, they can focus on how 

each person or group was influenced in more detail and 

write about it in their own words.

Initially students will 

practise their reading 

skills.  At the same 

time they will have 

opportunities to develop 

their vocabulary.  

In the follow up discussion 

they will furthermore be 

able to develop their 

appreciation of one of 

the play’s main ideas 

and develop their oral 

expressive skills.

Activity 2 For this exercise, students consider Shui Ta’s effect on 

other characters and the plot. The mind-map focuses 

students’ attentions on how Shui Ta affects particular 

groups and individuals.

This could be done initially as a brain storm activity for 

a whole group, where students pool their ideas about 

Shui Ta and make notes on the board or on A3 paper.  

Thereafter students could write their own versions.  A 

discussion could ensue where students state on whom 

Shui Ta had the greatest influence and how/why.

A help sheet is also available (with partial answers in 

the thought bubbles) for class use.  This may or may 

not be used, depending on their level.

A possible extension activity could be for students to 

prepare their own mind-map on Shen Te.

Students have 

opportunities to develop 

their analysis, creativity, 

assimilation and writing 

skills. If my suggestions 

for class use are followed 

then students will have 

further opportunities to 

develop collaborative 

skills.
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Activity 3 This is task can basically be seen in two ways: a) as a 

way of studying  Shen Te’s  place within the play; and 

b) as a way of speculating how the play would look 

without her.  One task could be seen as explicit and the 

other implicit, with the focus here on the latter.

A teaching approach might be to do this as a whole 

class exercise initially. Students would need to have 

good knowledge and understanding of the play as a 

whole, and especially of Shen Te’s part in it.  On paper/

board/screen students could compose a brain-storm 

diagram to illustrate the major contributions of Shen 

Te to the plot and her effect on other characters.  The 

short onscreen text that accompanies this exercise 

could be used if necessary, depending on the ability of 

the group.  Thereafter the teacher could lead a whole 

class discussion on what would have happened if Shen 

Te were removed from the play, with reference to the 

brain-storming exercise.  Students could also be asked 

to justify their responses orally.

The above would serve as preparation for a written 

exercise where students write their own views of what 

the play would have been like without Shen Te.

Initially students will 

practice and develop 

their oral expression by 

listing details about the 

character.

At the same time (and in 

the later activities) they 

will have opportunities 

to develop their thinking 

skills as well as their 

understanding and 

appreciation of the play in 

general and the character 

in particular.

Post brain-storm activity 

students will be required 

to use advanced and 

complex grammatical 

structures (involving the 

subjunctive [Konjunktiv 

I and II] and conditional 

structures).  These uses 

of the verb are useful/ 

interesting per se.  They 

are furthermore of 

practical use in the written 

section of the exam, 

where higher marks are 

awarded for grammatical 

sophistication and 

accuracy.


