
Unit 2 - Context 1

Der gute Mensch von Szechwan
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 them 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”

When page references are used they apply to the Methuen’s edition, 20th Century Texts.

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 context – although Brecht wrote this play in the first half of the 20th. century and set it in China, it is 

many respects a parable (and was indeed subtitled as such).  Parables have a timeless quality (e.g. The 

Prodigal Son) which suggests that they are applicable to all times and places (i.e. all human contexts). 
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Der gute Mensch von Szechwan
Teacher’s Notes

Description of activity and suggested uses Skills covered

Activity 1 Students watch the clip and/or read the section 

in the book, using the questions in the clouds as 

a focus.  The clip is on the attitude of the town’s 

inhabitants to the gods who have just arrived and are 

looking for accommodation. 

Depending on the group, the class could do a whole 

class brain storm activity or students could do this 

on their own or with a partner. Brief answers are 

supplied, but these need not be shown on screen 

until after the students have done their thinking.  

Teachers could then initiate a class discussion where 

students compare and justify their answers (with 

other students and/or the suggested on-screen 

answer starts). Afterwards students go on to prepare 

and print their own newspaper article.

Extension exercises could be for students to present 

their articles to the class, and/or a discussion on the 

relevance of the clip to the whole story.

Students will develop 

their listening, reading, 

writing skills and oral skills 

(depending on the level 

of discussion).  They will 

also develop analytical 

skills if considering the 

section’s wider significance.  

Throughout students will be 

developing their vocabulary.

Activity 2 For this exercise students need to watch the clip, 

in which the wedding unravels.  The clip could be 

watched by the whole class, with a partner or on 

an individual basis. The task is to select the correct 

alternative in each of the sets of three.  Points are 

scored for correct answers, and the challenge is to 

score 100.

A follow up activity might be a whole class 

discussion on the clip.  This could start off at plot 

level, with students retelling the story of what 

happens in the clip.  It could then move on to 

be more critical and analytical by discussing the 

important ideas that are represented in the clip and 

students could both identify them and say why they 

are important.   

Students initially have 

opportunities to develop 

their reading and analysis 

skills.  Depending on follow-

up activities students could 

then go on to develop oral 

and/or writing skills.
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Teacher’s Notes

Activity 3 In this activity students need to watch the clip/

read the section of the play, about the final trial. The 

activity is confined to scene 10. In this important 

final section of the play, many loose ends are 

tied together, but also some questions are asked 

(especially in the epilogue, directly afterwards).

The activity is basically an ordering exercise.  

Students have to place the ten cards in the correct 

order.  Each card contains a sentence on a key event 

/ point that occurs in this scene. Depending on the 

group, after watching the clip/ reading the section 

through, the teacher might divide up the printed 

cards amongst students, and get them to read out 

their card(s). After checking comprehension, the 

students could then put the cards into order with 

reference to the text (perhaps by finding the section 

in the book on which the appropriate card was 

based).  Students could do this ordering task without 

teacher intervention. A digital timer would add an 

element of challenge.

A follow-up activity could be for students to create 

their own activity for another scene/section.   

This activity provides 

opportunities for students 

to develop their linguistic 

skills (especially reading 

and grammar), and thinking 

skills.  Furthermore, 

if teachers follow my 

suggestion, students will 

have further opportunities to 

develop collaborative skills.


