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The Lives of Others Movie Handout

Film: 	 Das Leben der Anderen (The Lives of Others)

Web site:	 http://www.sonyclassics.com/thelivesofothers/swf/index.html

Setting: 	 1984- East Berlin

The German Democratic Republic was among the most closed and repressive of the Soviet bloc countries. Political opponents were quickly 

imprisoned, and all institutions were placed under the control of the Ministry of State Security (Staatssicherheit or the Stasi). The Stasi force 

was highly professional and infiltrated almost every aspect of GDR life in the regime’s efforts to control “enemies of the state.” By 1989, the 

Stasi had nearly 100,000 employees and as many as two million collaborators. From the West, the most obvious sign of the GDR’s repressive 

system was its control on the freedom of movement. Following reunification, the government passed the Stasi Records Law, which stated 

that both citizens of the former East Germany as well as foreigners had the right to view their files. It is estimated that over one million people 

have accessed their files; there were files on approximately six million East Germans, over a third of the population (Democracy Web, 2011).

Source:

Democracy Web: Comparative Studies in Freedom. (2011). Rule of Law: Country Studies – Germany. Retrieved November 29, 2011, from http://www.democra-

cyweb.org/rule/germany.php

Main Characters

•	 Gerd Wiesler: a highly skilled officer of the Stasi, a proud, zealous, disciplined and entirely cold-blooded professional, an expert interrogator

•	 Lieutenant Colonel Grubitz: former classmate of Wiesler, now head of Stasi’s Culture Department

•	 Georg Dreyman: renowned East German playwright, boyfriend of Christa-Maria Sieland

•	 Minister Bruno Hempf: high-ranking member of the central committee of the Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, (SED or Socialist 

Unity Party); former Stasi member

•	 Christa-Maria Sieland: famous East German actress, girlfriend of Georg Dreyman, secretly in a relationship with Minister Hempf to retain a 

favorable position in the acting scene of the GDR

•	 Paul Hauser: friend of Dreyman’s and political activist

•	 Albert Jerska: once famous theater director from the GDR, blacklisted for many years by the government

http://www.sonyclassics.com/thelivesofothers/swf/index.html
http://www.democracyweb.org/rule/germany.php
http://www.democracyweb.org/rule/germany.php
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Scene 1

Training for Stasi & Hohenschönhausen Prison (central Stasi detention center)

Timing: 7 minutes

1.	 When does the movie take place?

2.	 What does Wiesler do when the student questions the sleep deprivation technique?

3.	 How could Wiesler determine the truth from a lie?

4.	 Why was the prisoner being questioned?

5.	 Why do you think that an odor sample would be helpful for an investigation?

6.	 What does Wiesler say about the “enemies?”

7.	 Does it appear that the Stasi is doing anything particular illegal in this scene?

Scene 2

At the opening of Dreyman’s Play

Timing: 5 minutes

1.	 What does Wiesler say immediately upon seeing Georg Dreyman? Why do you think he judges him? How could he be an enemy?

2.	 Grubitz, head of Stasi’s Culture Department, thinks Dreyman is “clean” and should not be monitored. What does he mean by clean?

3.	 What causes Grubitz to change his mind about monitoring Dreyman? (This occurs when Grubitz goes to talk to Hempf, a prominent 

member of the SED.)

4.	 What does Minister Hempf promise Grubitz if he “finds something?”

5.	 What is your opinion now of Grubitz and Wiesler?

6.	 How does this scene illustrate the relationship between the German communist party and the Stasi? Who is the true enemy here? 

Scene 6

Wire-tapping Dreyman’s Apartment (start with Dreyman playing ball outside with children)

Timing: 5 minutes

1.	 Describe how Wiesler’s men wiretap Dreyman’s apartment. Where in the apartment building does he establish his surveillance head-

quarters?

2.	 When Wiesler notices that a woman sees him through the peep hole, what happens?

3.	 How is she compensated for her services?

Scene 8

40th Birthday Party of Dreyman

The scene begins with Wiesler turning on the lights to his recording room. Dreyman has just come back from talking with his friend Albert 

Jerska, a playwright that has been blacklisted (meaning that he can no longer direct) by the government (perhaps for portraying something 

too critical about the government or the GDR). Georg tries to give his friend some hope about returning to the theater soon. (Scene stops 

with Wiesler beginning to type his report.)

Timing: 7 minutes

1.	 Dreyman asks Frau Meineke to help him with his tie. How does she react to this?

2.	 When he asks her “if she could keep a secret about this” what happens?

3.	 When Jerska says to Dreyman that he was reading Bertolt Brecht, Wiesler makes a note of this in his journal. Why? What could this 

mean?
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4.	 One of Dreyman’s friends, Paul Hausner (wearing glasses) accuses another director at the party of being with the Stasi. When Dreyman 
tries to calm him down, Paul angrily states why he believes Jerska was blacklisted. Who does he think did this?

5.	 Paul tells Dreyman before he leaves that “if you don’t stand up, you’re not human.” What does he want Dreyman to do?

6.	 In this scene you have 3-4 instances of friendships becoming difficult because of real or assumed Stasi interference. What does this say 
about relationships and friendships in the GDR?

Scene 12

Dreyman confronts Christa-Maria about her relationship with Minister Hempf. Scene begins with Wiesler meeting a young boy in the elevator 

of Dreyman’s apartment complex.

Timing: 6 minutes

1.	 What does the boy say about the Stasi? How does Wiesler react?

2.	 How does the Minister treat Grubitz?

3.	 What does Grubitz tell Wiesler about their work on the love story?

4.	 Dreyman confronts Christa-Maria about her affair with Minister Hempf and tells her to have more faith in herself and her talents. How 
does this scene show that Georg’s and Christa-Maria’s beliefs about the “system” differ?

Scene 26-28

Two years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, Dreyman makes an important discovery in his apartment after he learns from Hempf that he was 

under full surveillance all along.

1.	 How much time has passed in the story?

2.	 What does Dreyman discover inside his light switch?

3.	 Why does Dreyman visit the former Stasi headquarters in Berlin? What does he discover about Christa-Maria?

4.	 Why does he want to know the identity of the Stasi agent?

5.	 What has happened to Wiesler? Why doesn’t Dreyman confront him?

General Questions:

1.	 At the beginning of the film, Wiesler is a principled communist and Stasi officer. During his surveillance of Dreyman’s flat, he gradually 
changes. Trace the stages of Wiesler’s change, the questioning of his ideology, his growing involvement with “the lives of others.”

2.	 One theme of The Lives of Others is that power is in the hands of one person who controls the destiny of another. Consider how tota-
litarian states demonstrate power and authority toward every single person. How would this have affected the average GDR citizen 
on a daily basis? What happens to the human need for privacy and intimacy when espionage is a common instrument? How might 
people feel if they can never be certain if their surroundings are safe? Which consequences of the totalitarian state can be seen in the 
film The Lives of Others? Why are the ideas of communism and socialism in conflict with the ideas of self-realization and individuality?

Source:

This movie handout was taken directly from 2009 TOP Fellow Jeanne Scheppach’s lesson.

Scheppach, J. M. (2011). Goethe TOP Program Lesson Plan: The Stasi and Espionage in the GDR. Retrieved from Goethe-Institut Washington, Top Online 
Web site: http://www.toponline.org/lessons/high/lp09s_scheppach.pdf

http://www.toponline.org/lessons/high/lp09s_scheppach.pdf

