~_ Examine the statement that Brecht's play The Good Woman of
- Szechwanis more dialectical than paradoxi

cal,

The Good Woman of Szechwan written during Brecht’s exile in
Scandinavia, tells: the story of ‘Shen Te, a young woman forced into
prostitution by poverty who is rewarded handsomely after opening her
home to three visiting gods . Disproving thieir contention that no goodness

still exists on Em‘LShE“TﬁHS iven a small business by the deities, and
from there she struggles to work honestly and to provide for the needy,
. caming her the moniker, “the Angel of the Slums.” After falling victim tg
‘unscrupulous ‘heighbours and & dishonest lover, however, Shen Te is

 Torcedto create an aiter-ego — that of her business-savvy cousin, Mr. Shui

- Ta. Where Shen Te is trusting, selfless, and ‘naive, Shui Ta is fierce,
| '"-'ﬁ--""f'-'m“ip'é"l:ﬁﬁ.."-ﬁ"’!?ﬁf--fi!ﬂﬁ:'.'_Efﬁ‘ii'ﬁnft}---"'M;;alﬁévitably happens in Brecht’s drama —
. and, by extension, in our world — the forces of capital and history
eventually overwhelm Shen Te, and she is forced to surrender her
oodness or starve: - .

‘Sincenottoeatisto die
Whomm' th*re_ﬁese to be b ad? _
As Flay prostrate beneath the weight of good intentions
- Ruinstaredme inthe face _

SO T wars "1»1{!_1';&’3; ) was unjust !r’rmhn‘e good me'a_;_';_

. The Good Woman of Szechwan is dialect ical in its split between Shen
Teh’s self-fulfilment and Shui Ta's self-preservation, 1t is the inevitable
clash between drive and fact and the paradox of ends and means, But for

charitable self, . 0 i

In The Good Woman of Szechowan we have constant interruption thag

are brought about by I'n'_u";'a'li_'_"r:.ﬁl”!:;l erludes and all the songs work to alienate

-~ the audience from the play and to make them question the situation
presented before them. They 'are made to question how Shen Teh's

goodness leaves her ”""*nnhfﬂhm also EC&'.IH_OTHEC'-‘!“}' emaciated, Walter
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For this purpose, Brec i
spectator Lhat 1i1e pl:w is

.ti" riut rcal ity itself,

'éﬂlrlt:al cvcnt Blc‘.ht
hopcd ta cummunknu, I_l '

and, as such, was chang ;
elements of human ~.nu,mu:rl«:'an:.i fate, By _Lrumd in demc[mg ;hr g
atlitude that people adopléduowardsieach otherin a specilic situationg
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séchwan chosen by Brechtfor hisplay, 8

mﬁw”ﬂﬂﬂ&mﬁwmiuwwrmmhBemltﬁmhtTha -
' 'Playisan example of Brecht's “non-Aristotelian drama”, a dramatle form =
o intenided 'to be staged with the methods of epic theatre. The play is i
& parable set in the Chinese city of Szechwan. It":bﬁtié.ﬁlty.exnminﬁsiﬂlﬂ i
. problems of remaining good under the existing social and economic.
conditions, Brecht's famous parable, showing that in aggressive and.
unjust societiés pood can survive by means of evil was written in 193941,
- while he was in flight frot the Nazis in Scandinavia. Brecht could not

IR
LTI
H aill #,

therefore express his anti-Nazi sentiments openly even though héfli\ng_' m b
. exile. He conceived of the play in the form of a parable in which underneath | il
.. thesimple diction lies the significance as well as complexity. T T

The GU'OI"I Woman ﬂ'f Szechwan presents a severe cﬁﬁque nr'lfhﬂl
| hollowness of morality underlying the capitalist system. It llustrates
. Brecht's concept of the didactic theatre. “Obviously Brecht in this ple:
. Was concerned with something more than sharp formulations of th. *Fpod
. is the first thing. Morals follow on’ variety. Not only had he been reading
. Chinese philosophy, but his journal shows that he had begun holding |
. discussions about Marxist ethics with the actor Hermann Greid and other ;|\«
':_I.?';f::-ll_”- ﬁiends. In the Conversations herween Exﬁe;, which he was W.T'l'ti.l'lglf:in;!-l_' '_;_
. Finland around the same time, he deals with the conzeptofgoodandevilin. = _.
a comic-paradoxical way, showing in a long ‘Parade of the Vicss and e
Virtues® how both these options can ‘identify themselves as the servants
of Gppression’. The play however is more schematic. as may be seen from
Brecht’s notes. Moreover it is dialectical rather than paradoxical, and by
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- splitting the central character down themiddle into two irreconcilable parts
It can easily cut'away the point, which’is that in aggressive and unjust
sogieties good can only survive by means of evil. Nor is it ever made ciear
-encugh that the roof of this ethical duplicity is not simply poverty, such as
can afflict any form of society; indeed only 'The Song of Green Cheese® at
the end of scene 6 suggests that a better society can be conceived at all,
and it does so in the most unreal fairy-story terms, Brecht, in other words,
had only himself to blame if audiences applauded him for modifying his
previously “political” approach, and instead tackling the etemnal problem of

* "humanity as such’. The feeling with which they are most likely to be left by

the play is one of generalised discontent.” [Joln Willett and Ralph
' Manheim]

The play opens with Wang, a water seller, explainin g to the audience
that he is on the city outskirts awaiting the foretold appearance of several
important gods. Soon the gods arrive and ask Wang to find them shelter for
the night. They are tired, having travelled far and wide in scarch of good
people who still live according to the principles that they, the gods, have
handed down. Instead they have found only greed, evil, dishonesty, and
selfishness. The same turns owt to be true in Szechwan: no one will take
them in, no one has the time or means to care for others - no one except the
poor young prostitute Shen Teh, whose pure inherent charity cannot allow
her to turn away anyone in need. Shen Teh was going to see a customer,
but decided to help outinstead, however confusion follows leaving Wang

fleeing from the “illustrious Ones™ (The Three Gods), leaving his water
carrying- pole behind.,

Shen Teh is rewarded for her hospitality. as the gods 1ake it a< a sure
sign  of goodness.  They give her money and she buvs a
humble tobacco shop which they intend as both gift and test; will Shen
Teh he able to maintain her goedness with these newfound mezans,
however shight they may be ? If she succeeds, the pods’ confidence in
hnmanity vwouald be restored. Though at first Shen Teh seems to live up to
the gods’ expectations, her generosity quickly turns her small shop into a
messy,  overcrowded poorhouse which  attracts ciime  and  police
supervision. in i sense. Shen Teh quickly fanls the test, as she is {orced to
introduce the invented cousin Shea Ta as overszer and protector of her
imerests, Shen Teh dons d costome of mate Clothing, 2 mask, and 2 tarcefu!
volce to ke on e role of Shar Ta. Shut Ta arrives at tae shop, coidhy

I expiaing rhat his cousin has gone sul of lown on a short tnp, curtly turns
out the hansers-on, and quickly resteres order to the shop

At first, Shoi Ta only appears when Shen Teh 15 1n a parncularly

o desperate situation, but as the action of the play develops, Shen Teh
" becomes unable 10 keep up with the demands made on her and is
overahe!med by the promiscs she makes to others Therefore she s
compellad to call on her cousin's services 1or longer periods until at last her
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_ The gnds are delighted, to see Shen Teh for the good woman is still on
earth. But when Shen Te points out that her good actiong have kad bad
consequences, they merely tell her to go on being good. When she further

protests that she cannot survive without the hard-headed Shui Ta, they
decree that she'may use Shui Ta sparingly, say, once a month. Ascending
into heaven on & pink cloud, the gods leave the troubled Shen Te alone.

' ‘The-memaphysical concept of a perfect God (or gods) creating an
imperfect world, leaving mén to do their best in sach a world, explains the
'weys of the three gods. On the other hand, Shen Te expects the pods not
only to commend her goodness but, to help her impose goodness on the
world. Faced with the complete indifference of the gods to human
problems, Shen Te is left with the unresolved problem of how a good
person is to survive in a bad world. The Good Woman of Szechwan
presents a severe critique of the hollowness of morality underlying the
capital.st system. It illustrates Brecht's concept of the didactic theatre,
“Obviously Brecht in this play was concerned with something more than
sharp formulations of the *Food is the first thing. Morals follow on’ varisty.
Not only had he been reading Chinese philosophy, but his journal shows
that he had begun holding discussions about Marxist ethics with the actor
Hermann Greid and other friends. In the Conversartions berween Exiles,
which he was writing in Finland around the same time, he deals with the
concept of good and evil in a comic-paradoxical way, showing in a long
‘Parade of the Vices and Virtues' how both these options can identify
themselves as the servants of Oppression’. The play however is more
schematic, as may be seen from Brecht's notes. Morcover it is dialectical
rather than paradoxical, and by splirting the central character down the
middie into two irrecencilable parts it can easily cut away the point, which
is that in aggressive and unjust societies good can only survive by means
of evil, Nor is it ever made clear cnough that the reof of this ethical
duplicity is not simply poverty, such as can afflict any form of society:
indeed only ‘The Song of Green Cheese” at the end of scene 6 suggests
that a better society can be conceived at all, and it does €0 in the most
unreal fairy-story terms. Brecht, in other words, had only himselfto blame if
audiences applauded him for modifying his previously *political’ approach.
and instead tackling the eternal problem of *humanity as such’ The feeling
with which they are most likely 1o be lefi by the play is one of generalised
discontent.” [John Willett and Ralph Manheim]

At the end, following a hasty and irenic (though quite literal) deus ex
machina, the narrator throws the responsibility of finding a solution to the
play’s problem onto the shoulders of the audience. It is for the SPECLaLor 1o
figure out how a good person can possibly come to a good end in 2 world
that, in essence, is nor good. The play relics on the dizlectical possibilities
of this problem, and on the assumption that the spectator will be moved to
see that the current structure of society must be changed in order to
resolve the problam
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