
CHAPTER - VIII 

Philosophical Plays of Shaw 

Before we start discussing the philosophical 

plays of Shaw it is necessary once again to say it very 

clearly that Shaw is not a great and original philosopher. 

It is to be noted, further, that the present author does not 

aspire either to establish or to refute the validity of 

Shaw's "philosophy" though the defects of that "philosophy" 

may be pointed out. A few words, neverthless, may be said 

about Shavian philosophy in order to clear up the heavy fog 

of misunderstanding that shrouds Shaw's doctrine and faith. 

No view could be more erroneous than the one often 

heldj Shaw was irreligious. This view springs from the fact 

that he disliked and actually refused, even as a boy, to 

visit the church on Sundays and liked to call himself an 

atheist. He obviously is not conventionally religious; does 

not believe in the existence of God who has parts and 

passions. But he has his own religion in which he pins his 

faith and which he has dramatized again and again. He has 

faith in a spiritual power which governs the entire 

universe; this power is called Life Force - a term 

translated by Shaw from Bergson's "elan Vital" and 

popularised by him. We do not know the source of this Life 

Force which is neither all-powerful nor all-knowing, but is 

ever striving to be both. It moves towards its desired goal 

of becoming Omnipotent and Omniscient through a process of 
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trial and error. Man is, so far, the last experiment of Life 

Force in its upward struggle. May be that man is also an 

error,but man is not a base accident of nature. 

Charles Darwin, or rather those philosophers who 

followed Darwin's findings in natural history, reached the 

conclusion that man is a base accident; they found no 

purpose behind evolution. The surprising fact is that these 

philosophers sought and found relief in this conclusion. It 

is necessary, in order to see the reason of this attitude of 

these philosophers and also to know how Shaw, who called 

himself an atheist, came to accept Creative Evolution as his 

faith, to make a survey, however brief, of the history of 

the general idea of evolution. 

N^ It became a fashion, when Shaw was a young man 

bubbling with energy, among the more serious free-thinkers 

of the day to challenge God to strike them dead to prove 

His existence, Shaw belonged to this blasphemous band, 

however small the band was; he also, to the horror of the 

ordinary and less serious and less confident free-thinkers, 

challenged Bod in this fashion. This portrayed Shaw as 

irreligious to the conventional mind. But in thus 

challenging Sod Shaw challenged a particular conception of 

God; and it does not prove him to be irreligious. Religion, 

after all, is a passionate desire to relate oneself to the 

universe; it is, again, an urge to discover one's spiritual 

roots. It is only the essentially religious people who want 

to feel that they are the children of one eternal Father. As 
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said above, Shaw challenged a particular conception of God, 

and consciously too; but he did not challenge the real 

essence of God. God is, as religious teachers often suggest, 

beyond our feeble perception; and often the conception of 

God that we create with our limited senses is absolutely 

different from what God really is. With the changes in the 

outside world our conception of God also changes, but, as 

^-they suggest, God remains unchanged. We create Him to suit 

our^^wn purposes; we create God after our own image. 

V The particular conception of God against which 

Shaw revolted is an anthromorphic God who has numerous parts 

and passions. This God has been described by Shaw as a 

"thundering, earthquaking, famine strikiing, pestilence 

launching, blinding , deafening, killing, destructively 

i 

omnipotent Bogey Man". Another inert idea that worked in 

the mind of the people was that all the sorrows and 

sufferings of men and all their poverty, cruelty and 

hypocrisy proved God's bounty. The Church and Industry shook 
friendly hands with each other on the faith that all was 

2 
best in the best of all possible worlds . Not that this kind 
of attitude has become completely extinct; rather, most of 

the people, the majority still have faith in this 

1. Preface to The Adventures af the Black Girl in her 

Search for God. The Complete Prefaces of Bernard Shaw. 

Paul Hamlyn Ltd. 1965. P 651. 

2. Shaw deals with this aspect in his QQ. Intellectual 

Women' s Guide ^ ga<;;j,»Uffffi SDA QMBAMHSSB.-
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anthromorphic Bod. But a few persons, who may make only a 

microscopic minority, cannot attain mental peace until 

they can satisfy their intellect and conscience by 

constantly endeavouring to find out His real being, if at 

all He exists. In this realm of thought Shaw belongs to the 

minority and he has become conspicuous by his "blasphemous", 

"irreligious" and "immoral" utterances. To Shaw, as to 

Shelley, another perfectly religious soul, God with all the 

parts and passions attributed to him and all his 

destructive omnipotence appeared to be an Almighty Fiend. 

It is precisely against this Almighty Fiend that Shaw and 

the other free-thinkers of his time revolted. 

It goes to the credit of Darwin that he saved the 

free-thinkers from the hands of the Alnieghty Fiend by his 

analysis that life can survive and grow without Sod. C.E.M 

Joad has done a good service by discussing these thought-
1 

provoking things in his book on Shaw. The theory of natural 

selection - that the earth sustains only those beings, that 

is, those forms of life which happen to suit it- is indeed a 

grim theory. But this theory could attract the free-thinkers 

by banishing the destructively omnipotent Bod with 

his parts and passions and bounty. After Darwin's discovery 

it was no longer necessary to depend upon the caprice and 

cruelty of the fiend. Thus Darwin's theory of Evolution gave 

a welcome relief to the intellectual free-thinkers. 

Then William Butler,the great English philosopher, 

1. Shaw — C.E.M. Joad. Victor Bollanez Ltd. London 1949. 
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arrived with his searching intellect and questioned whether 

this relief of the free-thinkers was not premature. If 

Darwin's theory banished the Almighty Fiend, it, on the 

other hand, enthroned a blind force which acted whimsically 

without any purpose. Darwin, as Butler pointed out, had 

banished Mind from the universe and the sober people found 

that it was so. Man became relieved intellectually, but he 

discovered to his dismay and horror that Darwin's theory has 

made him morally and spiritually bankrupt and placed him on 

a precipice. Man was at a loss as to whither to go to seek 

solace? the dilemma that confronted him was whether to 

accept a life more futile than death or to recall and 

restore the Fiend. The question that Shaw confronted was -

could there be no second alternative to these equally 

dangerous theories - one, that there is a cruel, vindictive, 

and capricious God and, the other, that there is no God and 

no purpose behind creation ? 

Shaw's philosphy and religion made an attempt, 

adapting the philosophic systems of Lamarck and Butler, to 

give an answer to this question; and he dramatized his ideas 

in a number of his plays. 

The concept of evolution was not, however, 

invented by Darwin; it was Aristotle, who spoke of it, 

without using the term "evolution". Aristotle hinted at this 

concept when he classed together all animals with backbones 

as blood relations. But it was only by the end of the 

eighteenth century that evolution became incontrovertible as 
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a scientific fact. In the nineteenth century 

metaphysicians found their philosophy in it and the free

thinkers discovered in it a religion and a faith. 

Goethe claimed that all living beings had 

proceeded from a common stock and had been differentiated by 

their differing environments.Charles Darwin's grandfather, 

Erasmus Darwin, wrote that the world had arisen little 

by little from a small beginning and had increased 

through the activity of the elemental forces embodied in 

itself and had grown rather than come into being at an 

almighty word. Goethe,Erasmus Darwin, and his grandson 

Charles Darwin discussed How the world had been created. 

But they did not discuss Why. In other words, they did not 

find any purpose behind evolution. It was Lamarck who, even 

before Darwin, explained that living organisms changed 

because they wanted to. Old organs had been discarded when 

they were found useless or inefficient; new organs had been 

developed because they were found necessary. All that was 

necessary to accomplish this was a passionate desire for 

the change and a continuous willing for it until it 

happened. Thus instead of banishing Mind from the universe, 

as was done by Darwin, Lamarck invested it with Life. When 

Darwinism threatened to extinguish the torch of Life by 

propounding the Purposeless and Mindless theory of Creation, 

it was Lamarckian theory of Creative Evolution which gave 

the Vitalists the hope, because Lamarckianism had invested 

every process of life and every tissue of life with will, 
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purpose, and design. The battle between Lamarckianism and 

Darwinism, between the neo-Lamarckians and neo-Darwinians 

grew high; but the latter were chased away from the battle

field. Shaw belonged to the rank of the neo—Lamarckians who 

call themselves Creative Evolutionists. Shaw dramatized this 

idea of Creative Evolution, but seldom sacrificed his trade 

as an artist. 

It has already been noted that nothing can be more 

remote from truth than the observation that Bernard Shaw was 

irreligious. He was essentially a religious man on whose 

desk the Bible was always kept and who had the teachings of 

Christ in his heart. True, he spoke against church-going on 

many occasions, but it was because for most of the church

goers the Mass was merely a rite when they pretended 

seriousness, and not a real Communion which would make them 

feel ennobled. Shaw certainly had no faith in an all-perfect 

God. It was his want of faith in such a God that made him 

appear to the conventional people to be an irreligious man. 

In the Preface to Immaturity published in 1921 Shaw says s 

". . .my conception of God was that insisted on the first 

Article of the Church of England, then as now vehemently 

repudiated by all pious persons, who will have it that God 

is a substantial gentleman of uncertain and occasionally 

savage temper,and a spirit only in the sense in which an 
1 

archbishop is a spirit" . He continues ". . . it seems 

1. Preface to Immaturity - G.B. Shaw. The Complete 

Prefaces of Bernard Shaw. Paul Hamlyn Ltd.1965. P 664. 



providential that I was driven to the essentials of religion 

by the reduction of every factitious and fictitious element 
1 

in it to the most irreverent absurdity". Those who fail to 

notice the essentials of religion in the mind and works of 

Bernard Shaw will no doubt bring the charge of blasphemy and 

atheism against him, but such a charge cannot be borne out 

by facts. We may assert that he who has been driven to the 

essentials of religion must be a perfectly religious man. 

The essentials of religion consist of fighting against all 

sham, ugliness and corruption. Shaw wante?d that every church 

should be a church of All Saints, and every cathedral a 

place for pure contemplation by the greatest minds of all 

races, creeds and colours. But Shaw's image of God is quite 

different from the anthromorphic God who«i the free-thinkers 

of the day were out to destroy. But, while most of the free

thinkers were sâ .tisfied with the Datrv'̂ înian theory of 

evolution which made Sod unnecessary, Shaw was not contented 

by only rejecting this ssnthromorphic God with parts and 

passions. 

As hinted above, Shaw continued with great zeal 

the war of Jesus Christ against ugliness and dishonesty and 

hypocrisy5 he was humanity's friend. He was a man to whom, 

above all, Life was glorious which should not be tinkered 

with. The public utterances of Shaw were sometimes 

1. Preface to Immaturity - G.B. Shaw. The Cofnp̂ ŝ -̂̂  

Prefaces of Bernard Shaw. Paul Hamlyn Ltd.1965. P 667. 
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misleading which gave birth to the wrong idea about his 

attitude towards religion. This man who spoke so much 

against the particular image of Bod imprinted in the mind of 

the average., conventional man, against the church and the 

priests and their services, was found "sitting in one of 

the pews deep in meditation" in a church by Mrs. Laden, as 
.1 

R,J.Minney reports., One can go on quoting instances from 

Shaw's works to reveal his essentially religious mind. He 

was a real Christian, though it may be difficult to classify 

him as one because he disregarded the prevailing moral codes 

and ideas about God and adjusted the codes and ideas to his 

{^i3.y of thinking and his own personal beliefs. It is not 

difficult to see the perfect Christian in Shaw, possibly the 

only perfect Christian after Voltaire, who continued the 

fight of God and his Son,, 

Shaw recognises that at present the human mind is 

sadly crippled in its religious thinking» Man has ccjme to 

believe that truth has been found, embodied,and 

standardised, and so we ha.ve nothing to do except to 

reproduce some precious features of an imfnutable perfection. 

ReligicHij, for Shaw, is an experience in which every aspect 

of his being is raised to its highest extent. What is needed 

is a change of consciousness, an inner evolution. But man's 

evolution is inextricably bound up with his conscious 

1 .-• The Bogus Image nf Bernard Shaw - R.J.Minney. Leslie 

Frewin. London 1969 
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efforts. This is the belief of Shaw and this is the teaching 

of Jesus Christ. Jesus tells us what to be and be by inner 
1 

contemplation. Shaw accepts this teaching of Chirst and 

reveals it quite often. 

With this brief introduction we may start 

discussing the particular plays of Bernard Shaw which are 

here classed as "philosophical plays". Caesar and Cleopatra 

which was written as early as 1898, portrays a man taken 

from Roman history; but the portrayaA of Caesar is not 

historical. Here we find Shaw grappling with the idea of a 

truly great man or a genius, who is, accgrding to the 

playwright, a serious and important experiment of Life 

Force. Shaw had, however, taken up this idea earlier in 

his characterisation of Napoleon in The Man of. Destiny, but 

in Caesar and Cleopatra he distinguishes the great man of 

his conception much more clearly ; and we may say, he goes 

into the problem as to who is a great man or genius more 

deeply. The qualities which mark Caesar out and place him on 

a higher plane than human beings magnanimity, 

rationality and impartiality — are, for Shaw, the marks of 

a genius. Caesar of this play hates cruelty and slaughter; 

nothing is more foreign to his mind than being malicious and 

revengeful. He finds it impossible for him to stoop to 

vengeance because vengeance will beget vengeance with 

serious consequences for the whole human race. As he himself 

1. Religion and Culture — Dr. S.Radhakrishnan. Orient 

Paperback. 1968. P 13. 
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explains ". . . to the end of history murder shall breed 

murder, always in the name of right and honour and peace, 

until the gods are tired of blood and create a race that can 
1 

understand." It may be said, however though it may not 

be the most satisfactory explanation — that this hatred 

for vengeance and slaughter and also Caesar's impartiality 

and benevolence are rooted in his realism — in his 

expediency. Caesar sees through and sees better. If he 

refuses to read the letters containing the names of his 

enemies, if he condemns the murder of Pothinus and yet 

defends the murder of Flatateeta, these may well be ascribed 

to his superb sense and analysis of the real situation. As 

Caesar is the supreme realist, so he understands that the 

magnanimity shown by him in refusing to know the names of 

his enemies would conquer the hearts of the people.So far 

as his reaction to the twin murders of Pothinus and 

Flatateeta, the denunciation of the first murder and the 

upholding of the second only vindicate his sense of the real 

condition because "the murder of Pothinus rouses the 

Egyptians to vengeance, but Flatateeta's death can do 

nothing more than make the helpless queen wear mourning", in 
2 

the words of Dr. S.C. Sengupta. Caesar's army is hopelessly 

outnumbered by the Egyptians and so realistically CaeB&r 

decides to be magnanimous lest the Egyptians should be 

infuriated to destroy his army. 

1. Shaw put the words in the mouth of Caesar. 

2. The Art of Bernard Shaw - Dr. S.C.Sengupta. A.Mukherjee & 

Co. Pvt. Ltd. Calcutta 1960. P 118. 
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But to argue in this line is not to put Caesar 

under the correct light. To say that Caesar's magnanimity is 

nothing more than a realist's reaction to the happenings 

around him — that he is only expedient — is not only to 

misunderstand him, but also to misinterpret the playwright's 

aim. This apparently historical play may be accepted as a 

philosophical play when the character of Caesar and the aim 

of Shaw are analysed. What Shaw wanted to emphasize in the 

chBretcter of Caesar is his natural virtue or natural 

goodness which does not know jealousy and malice to which 

ordinary human mind is heir. In that sense Caesar, as 

portrayed by Shaw, is above and beyond simple human 

passions. What Shaw underlines in Caesar's character is that 

as Caesar has no human passions, so it is not necessary for 

him to control himself — and that is the real cause of his 

magnanimity and impartial benevolence. This makes the 

character of Caesar rather unhistorical — despite the fact 

that Shaw borrowed his material from Mommsen — but makes 

him a representative of the Shavian concept of the great 

man, the genius; and this idea is dramatized in the play 

Caeser and Cleopatra. When Maurice Colbourne calls Shaw's 

Caeser "Shavius Caeser" he actually catches the problem 
1 

right in its nose. The main, actually the only, 

characteristic of this Shavius Caeser is his natural 

goodness from which spring all his other qualities. Caeser 

1. The Real Bernard Shaw — Maurice Colbourne. Dent & Sons. 

London 1949. P 134. 
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is a vital experiment of the Life Force in its upward 

struggle and in him we get a glimpse of the superman who is 

portrayed in a more complete manner in Back to Methuselah in 

the characters of the Ancients. When Caeser says that the 

gods may become tired with the pettiness of man and "create 

a race that can understand", he actually speaks of the r&cze 

of the supermen. But Caeser knows that he himself is above 

the pettiness of man and that in him the qualities of the 

superman find body and form. It is his natural goodness that 

makes Caeser a kin of the Ancients though he, unlike them, 

dose not speak of becoming pure thought. Natural goodness 

is a Christ-like virtue which makes Shaw's Caesar an 

immensely greater hero than the Shakespearean Christian 

hero, Henry V. Whether Shaw's caesar is an improvement upon 
1 

Shakespeare's, as obliquely claimed by him, may be a point 

of heated controversy. It is true that whereas Shakespeare's 

Caesar is quite historical, Shaw's Caesar is not; and from 

that point of view Shaw's claim is unjustified. 

Shakespeare's Caesar with all his grandeur, power and 

weakness is a human being; Shaw's Casear is much above human 

being; Shaw's play with its "variety and splendour of 
2 

mounting" has its grandeur too. But in a Shavian play the 

1. Preface to The Three Plays for Puritans - G.B. Shaw. 

The Complete Prefaces of B.Shaw. Paul Hamlyn Ltd. 1965. 

P 748. 

2. Shaw's letter to Golding Bright quoted in George Bernard 

Shaw's Historical Plays- R.N. Roy. Macmillan Co. of India 

Ltd. 1976. P 25. 
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interest lies not in the story or in the spectacle though 

the spectacle may be useful to explain the idea. In 

Caesar and Cleopatra the idea is nothing but an enposition 

of the qualities of a genius, a great man who is a vital 

experiment of Life Force and so it does not matter if Shaw's 

Caesar is not the real Caesar of history. 

Caesar has followers with him and he is the 

conqueror of a quarter of the world,but he is essentially a 

lonely man. It is because there is nothng of man in him ; 

Cleopatra refers to him as a god. He himself says in his 

address to the Sphinx : "Hail, Sphinx : Salutation from 

Julius Caesar ! I have wandered in many lands, seeking the 

lost horizons from which my birth into this world exiled me, 

and the company of creatures such as myself. I have found 

flocks and pasteurs, men and cities, but no other Caesar, no 

air native to me, no man kindred to me, none who can do my 

day's deed and think my night's thought. In the little world 

yonder. Sphinx, my place is as high as yours in the desert 

. . ." Caesar finds himself a stranger in the world of men. 

It would be only bootless labour to try to find human 

passions in him who is also conscious of his superiority to 

humanity. It is his natural goodness - he is virtuous by 

nature - that keeps him above and beyond the human passions 

of love, jealousy, hatred, and malice. The doctrine of 

natural goodness implies that the man who does good 

unhesitatingly without having to fight against temptation is 

the perfectly good man. From this point of view the 
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prevalent notion in the Anglo-Saxon world that a man is good 

who can resist temptation is quite unsatisfactory. Shaw 

implies that the naturally good man does not feel any 

temptation and so he is not required to fight it. And this 

idea of natural goodness is explained through the 

magnanimity of Caesar. Caesar is immune from the desires 

which human flesh and human mind a^re subject to. Shaw is 

correct in his implied assertion that the popular good men 

of the British stage ar& good in so far as they resist 

temptation, but are not immune from it. Caesar is made of 

completely different stuff - stuff that goes to make the 

Shavian Superman. In the character of Caesar — and to some 

extent in the characters of Shaw's Napoleon, Bluntschli and 

Undershaft - we find the application of the principles of 

the theory of Creative Evolution. Great man like Caesar 

is an evolutionary "Sport" in whom life expresses itself at 

a higher level than ordinary human beings exemplify. As 

C.E.M. Joad puts it : "To be a great man is, then, to be a 

harbinger of what our species , if Life Force continues to 
1 

develop in and through us, may one day become ...." . 

The concept of Creative Evolution and Life 

Force has been elaborated in great detail in Man and 

Superman. This play subtitled "a Comedy and Philosophy" 

really ushers in a significant period in the history of 

English theatre — the period in which was first dramatized 

1. Shaw - C. E. M. Joad. Victor Gollancz Ltd. London. 1949. 

P 127. 
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philosophic thoughts in a large way. The observation of St. 

John Ervine that ". . . if 6.B.S. had never written anything 

else than Man and Superman , his value to the theatre would 

still have been immense" seems a little inflated, but the 

observation is substantially correct. An audience, however 

small that audience might be, was found, for the first time 

in the long history of English theatre, for the play of 

ideas. The multitude, of course, still preferred wild and 

spectacular pieces. But the sign that the drama of ideas was 

advancing to conquer the time was unmistakably evident with 

the performance of Man and Superman. 

In the lengthy Preface to the play Bernard Shaw 

first enunciated the doctrine of Life Force, as he called it 

a doctrine derived from Bergson's "elan vital". It is 

not possible that every body will share Bergson's or Shaw's 

views about it; but here is a passage from the Preface which 

has left a mark on every reader : "This is the true joy of 

life, the being used for a purpose recognized by yourself as 

a mighty one : the being thoroughly worn out before you are 

thrown on a scrap heap; the being a force of Nature instead 

of a feverish, selfish clod of ailments complaining that the 
2 

world will not devote itself to making you happy" . It 

should be mentioned that it is not easy to know what Shaw 

1. Bernard Shaw : His Life,Works and Friends - St. John 

Ervine. William Morrow & Co. N.Y. 1956. P 389. 

2. Preface to Man and Superman - B. B.Shaw. The Complete 

Prefaces of Bernard Shaw. Paul Hamlyn Ltd. 1965. P 163-
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precisely meant by Life Force; neither is it possible to 

know for certain what the function and purpose of man in the 

scheme of Nature is. Life Force, it seems, does not itself 

have any clear understanding of its own function. It, as we 

are given to understand, acts on the principle of trial and 

error; but in no sense can it be regarded as an evil force. 

It is rather an inefficient, imperfect force seeking 

perfection. It started by using mindless creatures which 

were not aware of their functions and of the intentions of 

the Life Force. The moment these mindless creatures were 

found to be useless because they could not consciously 

assist the Life Force in the realization of its intentions, 

they were scrapped without any ado; or they were made 

servile to the better creatures, for instance, Man. 

In various respects man differs from other 

creatures, the main difference being the supreme fact that 

he has a mind and that he can not only understand, but also 

can help or frustrate the purpose of the Life Force; the 

choice is his. The creation of a thinking instrument 

established freedom, primarily the freedom to choose. Man, 

being a thinking instrument, can choose either to help Life 

Force realize its intentions or frustrate it. But if he does 

anything to frustrate it, he will do it at his own peril, 

for Life Force will not tolerate a being which is useless 

from its own point of view. Man, in that case, shall also be 

scrapped. 
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In Shaw's play the purpose of Life Force is 

explained by Don Juan as the evolution of Man into Superman; 

and here lies the greatest difference between Shaw's idea of 

Creative Evolution and Darwin's scientific explanation of 

evolution. Shaw, it should also be>N*ntioned, did not accept 

Nietzsche's idea of the Superman. Nietzsche's Superman is a 

ruthless, thundering, quarrelling soldier who would cast out 

the human impulses of mercy, tenderness, and love in order 

to be the embodiment of Might. Shaw thought that Life is a 

force using mankind for a purpose greater than Man himself, 

and Man's function is to assist Life in its upward struggle. 

Don Joan, in the Hell Scene in Man and Superman analyses the 

purpose of Life thus s "Life is a force which has made 

innumerable experiments in organising itself; . . . the 

mammoth and the man, the mouse and the megatherium, the 

flies and the fleas and the Fathers of the church, are all 

more or less successful attempts to build up that raw force 

into higher and higher individuals, the ideal individual 

being omnipotent, infallible, . . . in short, a god". 

This Life Force has woman as its direct 

instrument to accomplish that purpose.This concept jit 

should be noted,stultifies the conventional idea of boy 

running after girl. That John Tanner should, far from 

running after Ann Whitefield, run away from her, with her 

pursuing him with fixed determination, seemed improbable and 

improper to the early audience of the play. Show maintains 
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that it is not only probable and proper, it is actually 

natural. Woman pursues the marked-down victim with subtlety 

and determination. But the victims are not the victims of 

sex simply or of any individual woman simply, but of Life 

Force which uses the pursuing woman as the direct instrument 

for perpetuating creation. Man is important, no doubt; he 

is the means through which woman carries out the purpose of 

Life Force. But the importance of man is only in so for as 

he is the impregnator of woman. 

But man, being a creative artist in one way or 

the other, is less interested in the production of progeny 

than he is in expressing himself. But if he is to be 

diverted from his own purpose to that of Life Force, that 

is, if he is to answer the call of the woman to fertilise 

her, it can be done only by some exceptional excitement. It 

is for this that the sexual act has been made so much 

pleasing5 and woman uses all her arts, prompted by the 

powerful urgency of Nature, to seduce man to her purpose, or 

rather to the purpose of Life Force. Woman certainly values 

her husband,but his value to her is not the value of the 

divine lover, but the value of the bread-earner for her and 

her children. 

The sentimental woman without will or purpose 

of her own and blind of her significance in the scheme of 

Nature might assert that Shaw was ignorant of the feminine 

nature. Shaw's contention that woman is the huntress and man 
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the game gave a rude shock to the conventional attitude 

towards woman. Woman, animated by an irresistible impulse to 

perpetuate the species, marks her man down and then allures 

him away to her bed. That is the sole purpose of his 

existence from her point of view. The male matters so 

little to the female that some creatures, as Shaw points out 

in the Preface to Man and Superman. kill him when he has 

performed his function of fertilising her. When Ann pursues 

Tanner, she becomes Everywoman. 

The duel of sex is dramatised in Man and Superman; 

the artist-man and the mother-woman 3ire shown here in a 

state of war. It denotes a difference between the purpose of 

man and that of woman - a difference so deep that, if it is 

true, there can be no cooperation between sexes. Tanner 

tells Octavius that the woman is determined to create 

children and that Octavius is the marked victim of Ann. He, 

however, fails to realize that he, and not the romantic poet 

Octavius, is the marked victim. The dramatic irony of 

Tanner's warning to Octavius that Ann means to marry him 

cannot escape attention. The following conversation between 

Tanner and Octavius illustrates the formar's viewpoint about 

woman and her relation with and attitude towards man. 

Octavius : Don't be ungenerous. Jack. They take 

the tenderest care of us. 

Tanner : Yes, as a soldier takes care of his rifle 

or a musician of his violin. But do they allow us 
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any purpose or freedom of our own ? Will they lend 

us to one another ? Can the strongest man escape 

from them when once he is appropriated ? They 

tremble when we are in danger and weep when we die; 

but the tears are not for us, but for a father 

wasted, a son's breeding thrown away". 

Now this theory is full of loopholes. Woman 

is also, as the theory makes clear, as much a victim as the 

man she seeks to enslave because she herself is only an 

instrument, a slave of Life Force. Prompted by the purpose 

of Life Force she becomes unscrupulous and uses every art to 

seduce man. The artist-man is not less unscrupulous than the 

mother-woman. He also is ruthless in his determination to 

fulfil a purpose. Though he claims that it is his own 

purpose, yet he cannot surely know that it is not Nature's. 

If the mother-woman's purpose to perpetuate the species is 

Nature's, the artist-man's purpose may well be Nature's too. 

If this were not true, the artist—man is guilty of his 

refusal to be "a force of Nature instead of a feverish, 

selfish clod of ailments complaining that the world will not 

devote itself to making him happy", as quoted earlier. If, 

again, the creation of life is the supreme form of art, 

there can be scarcely any conflict between the artist-man 

and the mother-woman. The passion for posterity, so far as 

we can determine, is as strong in man as it is in woman. 
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Shaw's prominant Don Juan play is a kind of epic 

in which the playwright adopts a cosmic range, possibly to 

have for himself a berth among the philosophers. "I sing, 

not arms and the hero, but the philosophic man", Juan 

announces in the Hell Scene, and this might come from the 

mouth of Shaw himself. But the great artist that he was, he 

could take an objective stand. Tanner appears as a 

revolutionary and a man of ideas, but the Hell Scene 

imphasises what the comedy plot demonstrates : that the play 

turns on the fact of his sexuality and the relation to woman 

that sets up, and that he cannot break with all his ideas. 

The comedy the play offers turns on the clownishness of this 

"philosophic man". It does not escape notice that the happy 

ending the girl gets the boy, which reverses the 

common formula is a vindication of the popular taste. 

Tanner protests loudly even when he accepts Ann and 

proclaims that he loses his freedom,being dwindled into a 

husband; he talks of his philosophy of Life Force which has 

prompted Ann to catch her impregnator. But the ending of the 

play is quite conventional and the hero is turned into a 
1 

conventional man- The practical judgement of this 

philosopher is quite untrustworthy and this is evident even 

1. Marjory M. Morgan in The Shavian Fla, ground : An 

exploration of the Art of Bern. J Shaw writes : "Though 

still protesting, si i. playing his familiar role, 

Tanner is assii. ^ated in high good - humour into the 

con-v cional group". Methuen. 1972. P 102. 
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in Act I. Tanner's revolutionary idealism rushes him into a 

chivalrous defence of Violet when a moment's reflection on 

her actual character would have helped him to see the 

absurdities of his suppositions. This is the first time when 

the protesting iconoclast and philosopher tumbles to provoke 

laughter; but the biggest tumble is when he is trapped by 

Ann and his cynical idea about woman fails to protect him. 

It is to be understood, however;, that it is not just sexual 

passion that traps Tanner into marriage; it is rather the 

social discipline that prompts him to Accept marriage. 

It is by virtue of Act III that Man and 

Superman must be classified as the real first contribution 

of Bernard Shaw to the play of ideas. Shaw conceived and 

wrote the play with the idea; there is no sign that Act III 

is an afterthought as The Revolutionist's Handbook is. In 

its general structure this play does not anticipate the 

strong dialectical pattering to be found in Major Barbara; 

it ii5 actually away from clear organic unity and the self 

containment of art. The interrupted plot, the proliferation 

of ideas, the shifting of the locale all play their 

parts in taking the play away from any predetermined form 

and order. Though the ideas commonly associated with the 

name of Shaw, particulary the the^ory of Life Force or 

Creative Evolution, are expounded here, yet it seems that 

the playwright makes game of them. As I have pointed out at 

the beginning of this chapter, we cannot help noticing a 

certain scepticism on the part of the dramatist about the 
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validity of his theory. Shaw has actualy demonstrated that 

ideas are enjoyable to play with, without subscribing to any 

particular one; and in this he is more an artist than a 

philosopher. It would be impossible for the serious 

philosopher to show his philosophic man tumble to provoke 

laughter. The broad mind of the artist Shaw saw the 

limitations of the theory of Life Force. But it is enough 

that he has ideas, and quite dramatic ideas at that. 

It was sometime at the beginning of the twentieth 

century that Shaw ceased to believe that progress in any-

actual sense could be achieved through democratic machinery. 

He came to recognise that the common man was not. wise enough 

to choose for himself such rulers as will bring about an 

equal distribution of national wealth, thus eradicating 

poverty and all its associated evils. This attitude of 

Shaw was presumably the result of his reading of Plato's 

"Republic". Plato postulated that it was possible by 

appropriate education to elevate the soul of man to a level 

of insight at which it could achieve a knowledge of the 

ideal form. Thus the "philosophic mind" or rather "the 

philosopher King" would be created to govern the rest who 

are stupid and irrational. Though he agreed with Plato that 

the common man was frail and irrational, Shaw did not accept 

Plato's view that the philosophic man, the Superman, could 

be created merely through education. Shaw rather maintained 

that the superman could be produced through selective 

breeding. 
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Neitzsche's contention that Life or God would 

ultimately evolve somebody greater than man who 

would,by virtue of his superior qualities, rule over the 
1 

ordinary men,- is open to two serious objections. If the 

Superman is the result of the natural process of evolution, 

then man has only to wait and allow the process to take its 

own course. If, on the other hand, he is the result of man's 

conscious efforts, what set of virtues should he have ? 

More, one cannot be sure that the set of virtues would be 

really superior to bring betterment and greater happiness 

for the human race. Neitzsche's theory fails to give any 

convincing answer to these objections and questions. Shaw's 

Life Force is a force immanent and, working within man, it 

impels him to move upward. The purpose of Life Force is to 

create a super race of men, the Supermen, who are not the 

embodiment of greater physical beauty or physical prowess, 

but of superior brain. Don Juan says in the Hell Scene that 

the Superman would be an ideal individual, a higher 

individual, being "omnipotent, omniscient, infallible, 

completely self- conscious — in short, a god". He would 

seek "in contemplation to discover the inner will of the 

world, in invention to discover the means of fulfilling 

that will, and in action to do that will by the so-

discovered means". In Back to Methuselah we get a glimpse of 

1. G.K. Chesterton deals with these objections in his book 

George Bernard Shaw. The Bod ley Head. 1961. 
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the Superman in the Ancients. They are long-livers, but 

chiefly they have more evolved brains, striving incessantly 

to be "pure thought"rescued from the burden of the flesh. 

Major Barbara with which I intend to deal 

next is one of the best plays of Shaw; it attracts our 

attention as a philosophical play in which, through the 

mouth of the protagonist, Andrew Underrshaft, the playwright 

enunciates "the religion" of "money and gun powder" which 

should replace the old religious creed. Undershaft is not 

another Caesar, but even in him we may see some of the 

attributes of the Shavian genius. The Preface to Major 

B3.rbars^ a magnificent piece by itself, has the object to 

make the people realize that poverty is the root of all 

crimes. Shaw observes : "In the millionaire Undershaft I 

have represented a man who has become intellectually 

conscious of the irresistible natural truth which we all 

abhor and repudiate s to wit, that the greatest of our 

evils, and the worst of our crimes is poverty, and that our 

first duty, to which every other consideration should be 
1 

sacrificed, is not to be poor". 

It was inevitable that the genteel people 

brought up under the "moral" atmosphere of the Victorian 

period should find the play and the new religion wicked and 

immoral. Naturally,when the play was first produced it was 

1. PrefAce to Major Barbara - G.B.Shaw. The Complete 

Prefaces of Bernard Shaw. Paul Hamlyn Ltd. 1965. P 118 
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thought by the critics and the audience alike that it 

treated the serious subject of Christian ethics and the 

preachings of the Salvation Army rather lightlyjiit was also 

thought that the play was a merciless satire on the 

Salvation Army. It must be borne in mind that Shaw's 

business as a dramatist is not simply to treat the serious 

as trivial and the trivial as serious. He openly challenged 

his critics who attacked him on that hackneyed formula to 

try their hands in this manner and see whether anything 

resembling one of his plays would reward them. 

Shaw came to believe that poverty was the root 

of all evils and hence it was the greatest of all crimes. 

Shaw never became sentimental where poverty and the poor 

were concerned.He maintained emphatically that he hated 

poverty and that not a single nation or a single individual 

should be allowed to remain poor. He characteristically made 

issue with the traditional "religious" belief that "blessed 

are the poor", and almost with a missionary zeal took upon 

himself the task of pointing out to the people that so far 

from being blessed the poor are great criminals. Shaw, at 

the same time, said that religion was the most vital, the 

most necessary thing, but the trouble was that there was not 

a single credible religious creed to depend upon. I belive 

that Shaw had the conventional religious belief with an 

1. Preface to Major Barbara - B.B. Shaw. The Complete 

Prefaces of Bernard Shaw, Paul Hamlyn Ltd. 1965. P 137 
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anthromorphic God at the centre in the mind when he spoke of 

the lack of "credible religious creed". Again he found out 

that Capitalism, which makes the rich richer and condemns 

the bigger section of the community to languish in poverty, 

would not facilitate the cultivation of religion and 

salvation of soul, because under capitalist economy the 

religious organisations themselves would be compelled to sell 

themselves to the Have-and-Holders. It is Capitalism that 

creates poverty ; it is poverty that is the breeding ground 

of all social and even moral diseases. But Capitalism 

cleverly tries to remedy these diseases by founding 

hospitals and endowing religious and educational 

institutions that lulls rebellions and helps perpetuate 

inequity. As Capitalism increases and ensures poverty, so 

the upholders of Capitalist economy loudly declare that 

poverty is a virtue and that the poor are the chosen seed of 

God.Religious and charitable institutions like the Salvation 

Army, thus, are only the "almoners of the rich"; the rich 

manufacturer keeps his workmen comfortable, which is an 

invaluable, almost an unfailing safeguard against discontent 

and consequent revolution. 

Shaw believes that one of the greatest defects of 

Capitalism is that it kills the hunger of the soul of the 

poor; but this hunger of the soul is the pre-condition for 

attaining salvation. It is due to the fact that the 

overwhelming majority, the poor, spend their time and 
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energyjunder Capitalism,, to earn their bread that they never 

feel the greater hunger of the soul. Again this vast 

majority of poor men and women are hoodwinked into the 

belief that as poverty is a godly virtue, they need not 

bother for salvation, for it would come to them naturally 

enough. The new religion of money and gunpowder is a loud 

protest against this line of conventional thought and it 

declares that so long as an individual remains poor, he 

cannot attain salvation. A poor nation, like a poor man, 

also cannot attain salvation. Major Barbara shows how 

society is dependent on the charity of the rich and how 

absurd it is to talk of salvation and independence until it 

can shake off the chains of poverty; in other words, until 

it can break off the shackles of Capitalism. If there is 

any "tosh", as Charles Lomax uses the term, in the Salvation 

Army, other religious sects are not above it; it lies in the 

fact that they exist under the capitalist system which makes 

them sell their souls to Bodger, Lazarus and Undershaft. 

It is not, therefore, only the Salvation Army that is the 

object of Shavian shell, but Capitalism itself. What satire 

is there in Major Barbara is squarely directed against 

Capitalism, the greatest obstacle on the way of the upward 

flight of man. 

Shaw often takes up the theme of the 

conflict between the saintly and the practical. Saint Joan., 

The Devil's Disciple, John Bu11's other Island, Major 

Barbara etc. dramatize this conflict, sometimes making the 
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saintly triumphant and sometimes the practical- Major 

Barbara dramatizes the conflict between the saintly Barbara, 

a Major in the Salvation Army and her father, Andrew 

Undershaft, a manufacturer of weapons and the richest man in 

Europe. It is Undershaft who enunciates the new religion of 

money and gun power and very intelligently shows to his 

daughter that the Saluation Army, and as a matter of fact 

all religious institutions, can at best pretend to save the 

souls of others whereas it itself loses its independence by 

selling itself to the money of the rich. 

At first, of course, Barbara, is convinced of 

the superiority of the conventional religion of the 

Salvation Army to her father's gospel and invites him to the 

Westham Shelter of the Army with the pious hope of 

converting him. Undershaft, convinced of the inherent 

strength of his relighon and weakness of the Salvation Army, 

promptly accepts the invitation on condition that Barbara 

shall also pay a visit to his gun-cotton factory. Undershaft 

takes upon himself the charge to open Barbara's eyes to the 

weakness of the Salvation Army. He knows that in order to 

win her over it is necessary that her illusion of the worth 

of the Salvation Army must be shattered . 

Like many other plays of Shaw Major Barbara 

is a play of conversion mental and spiritual.Barbara's 

illusion is shattered in the Second Act of the play, and in 

the Third Act, that follows naturally, she is convinced of 
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the superiority of the gospel of Undershaft. In the Shavian 

play of ideas the action is in the discussion; in Major 

Barbars the discussion primarily takes place in the Third 

and the Final Act. The conflict between the saintly woman 

and the practical man of the world is quite short but 

decisive. Undershaft quite easily brings it home to Barbara 

that though the Salvation Army wants to fight against 

drinking and blood-shed, it has to depend upon the money of 

the distiller and the munition manufacturer.She discovers to 

her utter dismay that her own life and education,too, depend 

upon her father's money which she considers as tainted. 

She is now completely disillusioned and becomes almost a 

tragic figure when she feels herself let down and forsaken 

by God ;the Army in which she pinned her faith turns out to 

be a hypocritical institution depending for its very 

existence upon the tainted money she so much hates. 

But to Shaw life is something glorious and so death 

spiritual death in particular is something 

abhorrent-Barbara's faith, therefore, has to be restored ; 

but it is not the restoration of the old faith in the 

Salvation Army. The new religion of Undershaft must be shown 

as triumphant and Barbara must be converted to it. The 

conversion to the new religion and the restoration of faith 

take place in the Third Act where through discussion 

Undershaft proves to the visitors to the factory that the 

new religion of money and gunpowder makes people independent 
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and strong as they become free from the threat of 

starvation. This freedom from hunger sharpens the hunger of 

their soul without which salvation shall remain a far cry. 

This gospel of money as the pre-condition for attaining 

salvation of soul is quite "immoral" in so for as it is 

unconventional. But Undershaft makes it clear to Barbara as 

well as to Cusins that this is the only credible religion in 

the present world- situation. Undershaft strongly believes 

and asserts that souls can be saved only by saving them from 

the crime of poverty; this crime does not allow the soul to 

soar. The hands of the munition factory of Undershaft are 

quite satisfied so far as their material wants are 

concerned, and so there is little or no possibility of their 

succumbing to temptation to which the poor readily yield. 

"It is cheap work converting starving man with a Bible in 

one hand and a slice of bread on the other", says 

Undershaft. When he proposes to his daughter to try her hand 

"on my men s their souls are hungry because their bodies are 

full," she realizes the truth of the statement and accepts 

the new religion without hesitation and her conversion is 

complete. Her faith is restored ; she again becomes a happy 

soul. 

Naturally the conventional moralist with 

his cant of divineness and ennobling spirit of poverty is 

shocked at Undershaft's assertion that money paves the way 

to salvation, and that he would not have conventional 

morality and conscience. Major Barbara is the twentieth 
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century morality play in which , as in many of Shaw's 

philosophical plays, an idealistic liberal is first 

satirized in the person of Lady Britomart. By family 

tradition and personal conviction she is an avowed believer 

in freedom of speech and democratic franchise, and yet she 

betrays her natural masterfulness whenever she opens her 

mouth. But she is not a tyrant ; rather an amiable lady and 

well-intentioned mother. But this amiability of vision of 

Lady Britomart is enveloped by conventional morality of the 

governing class and she thinks herself morally superior to 

Undershaft as by birth she belongs to the aristocratic 

class. When Stephen, her son,betrays embarrassment thinking 

that his mother is going to reveal some weakness of his 

father, she gives him a piece of advice befitting her class; 

"It is only in the middle classes, Stephen, that people get 

into a state of dumb helpless horror when they find out 

that there sre wicked people in the world. In our class, we 

have to decide what is to be done with the wicked people ; 

and nothing should disturb our self-possession." She is , 

again, so used to thinking of the Stevanages as the 

governors by natural right that when Undershaft refuses to 

sacrifice the Undershaft tradition of inheritance for the 

sake of Stephen, a big quarrel ensues between the husband 

and the wife. She finds, correctly, that there is a 

fundamental moral disagreement between her and Undershaft 

which nothing can bridge up. As for Stephen, he is a well-
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intentioned imbecile and at least as conventional as his 

mother. 

While reviewing Major Bsirb&ra in the Time , the 

reviewer accused Shaw of making a "complete about-face" and 
1 

firing on his own socialist ranks. Again, Francis Ferqusson 
2 

denounces the play as an "undersolved paradox" . It is not 

difficult to see how the play and the character of 

Undershaft baffled the critics. It is one of the biggest 

paradoj<es in the entire gamut of Shavian plays that a 

manufacturer of lethal weapons plays the role of the Savior 

of souls in a religious play ; that a fabulously rich 

entrepreneur speaks against the capitalist system of 

economy. To solve the paradox we have to examine 

Undershaft's background. Undershaft, as he himself informs 

us, is an East End slum boy, reared in the busy locality of 

East London in the middle of the nineteenth century . He 

has, like all the predecessors of his "dynasty", taken the 

name of the firm's founder, an abandoned orphan reared in 

the parish of St. Andrew Undershaft. He has taken, in order 

to save himself from the humiliation of poverty, the stern 

slogan "Thou shalt starve ere I starve". 

It is here that the second paradox of the play 

appears.Contrary to our expectation we notice Shaw condoning 

1. Time LXVIII November 12, 1956. 
2. The Idea of a Theatre - Francis Fergusson. P 183. 
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and even insisting that for a poor man the only manly 

attitude is the attitude of Undershaft which would foster 

the sense of self-respect. One of the cardinal virtues, for 

Shaw, is self-respect absence of which is mainly due to 

poverty. Naturally, a man must be rich in order to gain 

self-respect which will breed courage, another cardinal 

virtue, in him. This courage is moral courage to stand up 

against conventional morality. 

Undershaft drives home the iiMK pointAto speak of 

honour, justice, and truth to show off moral superiority is 

only the trade of the conventionally moral people. Justice, 

truth, and honour indeed have their place in the religion of 

Undershaft, but he maintains that these are the "graces and 

luKuries of a rich, strong, and safe life". Any man who 

preaches these virtures to the poor without taking into 

account the economic realities may be a well-intentioned 

man, but he hoodwinks the poor and himself alike. Money is 

the solid ground on which these virtues can rest their feet 

safely. It is an idle notion that moral virtue can become a 

significant force by its own right. 

Now I come to the charge of Shaw's making a 

"complete about-face" in Major Barbara. Those who find 

Undershaft unintelligible, misconceive Shaw's Fabianism. 

Shaw's gradualism was not based on any moral objection to 

force ; he thought that a bloody revolution achieved through 
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catastrophe would collapse for the lack of administrative 

experience of the revolutionists. Shaw thought that if 

socialism could be instituted by a few days' fighting it 

would have been well worth the cost in bloodshed. 

Shaw made the triumph of Undershaft over Barbara 

and her would-be husband, Cusins, complete. Shaw suggests 

that this victory of Undershaft is inevitable. Barbara can 

no more turn away from life than can Cusins. After her 

conversion to the gospel of Undershaft she will be able to 

preach to the well-fed, self-respecting men and women who 

cannot be bribed by bread. After her conversion she regains 

her faith and courage and goes "right up into the skies" 

saved from the boredom and shallowness of "the drawing 

room's civilized cry". 

The Perface to Major Barbara distinguishes between 

true Christianity and Crosstianity, the religion of 

negation, suffering and death, of sin and guilt. Within the 

play, a process of redemption is enacted through a 

bargaining for souls and a vicarious sacrifice. It is a 

redemption of Christianity itself. Undershaft does not 

destroy the Salvation Army; he is ready, rather,to identify 

himself partly with it 5 he is more ready to identify it 

with himself. So we find him, in order to win Barbara, 

"buying" the Salvation Army with his cheque to Mrs.Baines. 

Barbara's spiritual pilgrimage takes her through disillusion 

311 



and despair to a rebirth of hope and a new vision. Her 

private experiences enforce the recognition that "the way of 

life lies through the factory of death", that destruction 

has its proper place in a healthy scheme of things. We may 

refer to Undershaft's words: ". . you have made for yourself 

BOiTiething that you call a morality or a religion or what 

not.It does not fit the facts. Well, scrap it, scrap it and 

get one that does". Barbara's spiritual death and 

resurrection contain the promise of a new social order. 

Eiarbara, as Marjory M- Morgan puts it, is " . . . the Christ 
1 

figures? of the play". 

It is true that Shaws plays are of uneven weight 

like those of his great predecessor, Shakespeare, but the 

plays which sire sure to stand the onslaught of time include 

And roc 1es and the Lion. That Bernard Shaw should be regarded 

as a fierce enemy of morals in the face of the fact that he, 

after Voltaire, is possibly the only man fighting for 

Christ,is a big irony,The fact is, Shaw has pointed out that 

most of the Christians by profession and birth s^re not 

Christians by faith, and this inevitably caused a lot of 

irritation. That Mars proves to be more powerful than Jesus 

in the hour of test is the idea in Andrqcles and the Lion — 

an idea strengthened and vindicated by the First World War, 

as Shaw pointed out at a later date in his Preface to the 
*-̂  

play. In this respect the play is rather prophetic, for here 

1. The Shavian Play Ground : An Exploration of the Art of 
G.B.Shaw -- Marjory M.Morgan, Methuen. P 144 

2. Preface to Androcles and the Lion - B.B.Shaw. Paul Hamlyn 
Ltd. 1965. 
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Shaw foresaw how the professed believers in Christianity-

would behave in times of crisis. Another underlying idea of 

the play , as that of The Devi1's Disciple or any of the 

plays of Ibsen, is that man must have something great and 

worthy to live and die for. Human existence becomes decent 

and meaningful when it has an end outside simple existence 

of the self. 

The play is not historical ;in a play with a 

lion as an important character we must not expect factual 

truth. But it creates a faithful picture of how the first of 

the Christians were persecuted by the Romans professing the 

old faith. For the Romans, the followers of the new 

faith were heretics because they disregarded the authority 

of old religion as well as that of the Emperor and put the 

new religion and Jesus much above them. No wonder that the 

Christians were regarded as dangerous by the followers of 

the established religion. This has always been a fact in 

human history ~— thee old always regards the new as heretical 

and hence fit to be persecuted and, if possible, liquidated. 

The persecuting Romans, in Shaw's play, are no more 

villains, as the danger to their religion was definite and 

clear, than Cauchon in Saint Joan is a villain. My intention 

is not J however, to place the Romans and Couchon on the 

same berth; whereas the Romans enjoy the killing Bnd the 

bloodshed, Cauchon hates them and he knows that Joan is 

innocent. Similarity lies in the fact that the Romans and 

Couchon alike believe in the infallibility of their 
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respective faiths. As Joan might save herself by making a 

declaration to the effect that her "voices" were wrong, so 

might the Christians by burning the incense as a sign of 

acceptance of the old faith. In both the cases, the battle 

really is not between the right idea and the wrong, but 

bertween the established authority and the spirit of revolt. 

But all the Christians were not true to their 

professed belief. The most glaring example in Androcles and 

the Lion is Spintho, who, the moment the hour of crisis 

comes, shows himself as the disbeliever in Jesus and runs to 

burn the incense to go back to the old fold. Of course, 

Spintho go£5£ straight into the mouth of a hungry lion. 

Ferrovius, whose character is nicely drawn, knows the 

bitter truth that people cannot easily become true 

Christians in words and deeds. Ferrovius fights with 

himself ; tries to defeat the Mars in him, but fails. He is 

sensitive enough to bewail his failure to follow 

the doctrines of Christianity. When the hour comes he 

surrenders to the god of war, fails to love the gladiators 

and kills six of them. The Emperor becomes glad not simply 

because in his land there is such a great fighter who could 

kill six expert gladiators, but because he finds that Jesus 

is after all not accepted by at least some of the 

Christians. The established authority feels elated at the 

failure of the followers of the new doctrine. The growth of 

Christianity was a threat to the authority of the Emperor 

because the Christians did not accept him as the divine 

being. In the play it is Androcles, the meek, who conquers 
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hatred and comes out triumphant p even a hungry lion is 

subdued by his love and faith. He shows that a loving and 

faithful heart, that is, the heart of a true Christian, can 

conquer what the mightiest sword-bearer cannot. The god of 

War ge?ts defeated in the hands of the true follower of God 

Who is Love. 

It is Lavinia, rather than Androcles, who is 

the central figure in the play, for it is she who discusses 

with the Rom£<n Captain the central idea of the play. Shaw, 

v-̂ho did not believe in God in the conventional fashion, puts 

into the ntouth of Lavinia some words which bring out his 

idea of the Christian God and the worth of living and dying 

far a cause greater than one's self ; the connection with 

what is held in Man and Superman cannot be missed. The talk 

of Lavinia with the Roman Captain runs as follows : 

The Captain : Are you then going to die for 

nothing ? 

Lavinia s Yes; that is the wonderful thing. 

It is since all the stories and 

dreams have gone that I have now 

no doubt at all that I must die for 

something greater than dreams or 

stories. 

The Captain t But for what ? 

Lavinia : I don't know. If it were for 

anything small enough to know, it 

would be small enough to die for. 
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I think I'm going to die for God. 

Nothing else is real enough to die 

for. 

The Captain s What is God ? 

Lavinia j When we know that, Captain, we 

shall be gods ourselves-

Afterwards Ferrovius, when he realies how Mars 

had overwhelmed him, says : "The Christian God is not yet. 

He will come when Mars and I are dust, but meanwhile 1 must 

serve the gods that are, not the God that will be". The 

Captain asks Lavinia whether she would be prudent to which 

she replies s "No s I'll strive for the coming of the God 

Who is not yet". We at once see that Androcles and the Lion 

cannot be understood without a reference to Shaw's 

philosophy of Life Force. Man's supreme duty is to strive 

for a brain which would help the Life Force to realize 

itself. When Lavinia says "we shall be gods ourselves" we 

remind ourselves what Don Juan says of the creation of the 

race of Superman. 

What Shaw writes in the Preface to Androcles and 
i 

the Lion generalises the teachings of Jesus Christ. 

1. The kingdom of heaven is within you. You are the son of 

God; and God is the son of man . . . . God is your father: 

you are here to do God's work; and you and your father Bre 

one, 

1. Preface to Androcles and the Lion - G.B. Shaw. The 
Complete Prefaces of B.Shaw. Paul Hamlyn Ltd. 1965 P 
574. 
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2. Get rid of property by throwing it into the the Common 

stock. Dissociate your work entirely from money payments ... 

you cannot serve two masters God and Mammon. 

3. Bet rid of judges and punishment and revenge. Love your 

neighbour as yourself, he being a part of yourself. And love 

your enemieei 5 they are your neighbors. 

4. Get rid of your family entanglements . , . attend to 

life,not to death.In the kingdom of heaven . . .there is no 

marriage nor giving in marriage, because you cannot devote 

your life to two divinities s God and the person you are 

married to. 

It must be obvious that according to Shaw it is 

not possible under Capitalism to put Christianity to 

practice. In Androcles and the Lion Shaw has expressed the 

varying phases of Christian faith upto the very hightest form 

of re^ligious fidelity. The familiar old fable is used by the 

dramatist who informs it with subtle overtones of meaning.We 

must not expect the play to fall into any of the 

classifications to which wê  are accustomed. Here fun and 

seriousness, history and satire are mixed up to the point of 

bewilderment. But Shaw never plays fun with the truths of 

religion. Only when the truths of religion become associated 

in the mind of the reader with mere ceremonials, he may then 

come to think of Androcles and the Lion as a satire on 

religion. Ferrovius retains his faith that though he betrays 

himself as the disciple of Mars,the Christian God shall have 

the last word when the disciples of Mars and the pseudo-

Christians are dust. No other dramatist could have evoked 
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laughter from such a serious theme. The English do not like 

levity in religion and light laughter in philosophy. But 

Shaw served them both in the same dish. It is to be noted 

that Shaw is free from religious snobbery; this is eminently 

demonstrated in ftndrocles and the Lion. 

Undershaft has some of the attributes of a 

Shavian genius: he is unconventional, rational, but not a 

slave of reality; Ceasar is a perfect Shavian genius : he 

is, SB Cleopatra says, a god; Lavinia says we shall be gods 

ourselves; Don Juan speaks of how the Superman shall be 

created. Back to Methuselah brings the superman on the stage 

in the last Act. 

The general critical opinion about Back to 

iiathuselah. which is the most ambitious and voluminous 

dramatic project of Bernard Shaw and which is offered by him 

as a Bible of Creative Evolution, is, on the whole, a 

correct one. Generally this play is very strongly disliked, 

and in this respect the critical observations of such 

eminent critics as O.K.Chesterton, Eric Bent ley, and Edmund 

Wilson are strikingly similar, none finding the play worth 

cDrisid€5ring. Even on the most superficial acquaintance the 

play invites the arch-charge that it is untheatrical. Again 

the play quite legitimately invites the teasing question as 

to whether Shaw really means what he conveys through the 

play. In the lengthy Preface to the play Shaw invites us to 

see the play as a fable. He writes s "I abandon the legend 

of Don Juan with its erotic association . . . .1 eKploit the 
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external interest of the philosopher's stone which enables 
1 

men to live for ever". But one may legitimately suspect 

that the fantasy of an ageing man has, when he came to 

writing Back to Mathuselah, now supplanted the fantasy of 

the middle-aged man bubbling with vigour which helped him to 

write Man and Superman. 

Shaw's play in its entirety derives its power 

from the conflict which is inherent in the human situation 

and which Plato expressed for later ages in terms of 

rational and appetitive faculties, being and becoming, 

guardian and subject. Shaw took from the Republic some of 

the principal symbols and concepts on which Back to 

Methuselah is based. In the Chapter "Artist or Thinker" I 

have touched upon the method and attitude of Shaw vis a vis 

F-'lato. The symbols are the more meaningful and forceful in 

their new context because Shaw was able to identify them 

with the warring faces of his own personality; accessibility 

to emotion and fear of it 5 deprivation of family affection 

which is taken revenge upon by an attack on the Family ; 

revolutionist's principles in conflict with inclinations 

associated with the principles of authoritarianism. 

It would be wrong to assert that Shaw had lost 

dramatic gift when he came to writing Back to. Methuselah; 

his Saint Joan was still to come. It would not do to say 

that, despite some obvious defects with the defect of 

untheatricality on the top of all, there is no organic 

i. Preface to Back to Methuselah - G.B.Shaw The Complete 
Prefaces of Bernard Shaw. Paul Hamlyn Ltd. 1965. P 546. 
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unity in the play. The antithesis between reason and the 

sensual soul is clearly represented in part V, in the 

relations between the Ancients and the Youths. This has 

appeared in varying forms in the Longlivers and the 

Shortlivers of part III and IV, and in part II in the 

counter—balancing of the Chauvinism of Lubin and Burge with 

the philosophical foresight of the Brothers Barnabas. Shaw 

uses the repetition of similar elements in different parts as 

device for unifying the Pentateuch.I mean to emphasise the 

point that Back to Methuselah should be acted whole and not 

in parts, as sometimes done. 

Though the charge of untheatricality of the play 

cannot be refuted and though the construction of the play 

appears to be loose, a closer look may bring out the merits 

of the play as play. It is part III, "The Thing Happens", 

that raises the severest doubts about the capacity of Shaw's 

dramatic technique to hold the stage. This section is a 

disquisitory play in which action is actually non-existent, 

and the situtation appears to be a mere excuse for the 

characters to discuss various topics. But three divisions &re 

clearly discernible. They are a general exposition, the 

revelation of a situtation through the debate and a conversion 

of the central characters.This lends part III action enough. 

And the longer and more expository passages of parts IV and V 

are artistically superior to those of part III. In part IV 

Shaw is less concerned than in part III to maintain the 

pretence of writing a play and not a prose dialouge in the 
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tradition of Plato. Yet his writing is dramatic to the extent 

it is a vehicle of expression of profound thought and strong 

feeling. The intensity of the author's engagement with his 

subject gives much of the latter part of the text a poetic 

quality. It is indeed difficult to judge a work of art when 

the idea it tries to expound is very much suspect; it is a 

difficulty, which every reader of Miltons's Paradise Lost 

also faces. It needs be mentioned that like the form 

and texture of The Apple Cart those of Back to Methuselah are 

genuinely musical . Though not one of the finest plays of 

Shaw, Back to Methuselah is a considerable achievement. But 

it may be considered as another form of Art not confined to 

theatrical necessities; the like of ^ i s is not found in the 

history of drama. It is possibly the only play of Shaw that 

can be called "sui generis". 

The thesis of the play is that the term of 

human existence is not long enough for man to profit by his 

experience. When he learns enough through experience to be 

able to cope with the problems of existence, he dies. To 

become effective, therefore, he must extend the term of his 

existence. And man can assuredly do it if he wills hard 

enough — an idea borrowed by Shaw largely from Lamarck and 

Samuel Butler, from the letter's Life and Habit in 

particular. Shaw's complaint against Darwin's theory of 

1. This aspect of Back to Methuselah has been dealt with by 
Majory M. Morgan in The Shavian Playground : An exploration 
of the Art of G.B. Shaw (Back to Methuselah. The poet and the 
City). Methuen. 1972. P 231-32. 

321 



Evolution, as I have shown at the beginning of the present 

chapter, was that it banished Mind from the universe, 

leaving in its place a mindless machince; while dethroning 

Bod it enthorned this machine whose cause we do not now. 

Shaw accepts Lamarck and Butler because they discovered a 

purpose behind creation. 

The problem of evil is sufficient to cause 

confusion in every mind. Why does God, if he be omnipotent, 

allow poverty and pain and the deadly sins to exist ? Why did 

he create the world at all when he knew, as He is omniscient, 

that evil would appear ? Shaw did not get the answers in 

Darwin's theory, for the answers a.re not there ; and Darwin 

is not required to answer these questions. Shaw answered the 

question, taking the cue from Lamarck and Butler, by denying 

that the Universe is a mindless machine. Shaw has no faith 

in an all - powerful, all-knowing, all—perfect God ; he 

rather thinks that an imperfect God is trying to become 

perfect; he is just trying to gain the qualities which are 

generally suposed to be possessed by him. Shaw, of course, 

uses the term "Life Force" in place of "God" ; the use of the 

term "God" would lead to all sorts of confusions and 

misunderstandings. When Life Force finds that an instrument 

is either useless or no longer sufficiently efficient, it 

replaces it by a better one much as a fighter discards his 

instruments of fighting which have lost their sharpness or 

effectiveness. 

Simultaneously Shaw holds that man could take 

decisions and shape things for the better if he willed hard. 



The arguments of Shaw,it will be noticed, are more mystical 

than scientific; this is the reason why th* theme cannot be 

fully and satisfactorily expressed in language.Of course,Shaw 

would claim a good deal of science on his side. Lamarck's 

contention that living organisms change because they want 

to, is accepted by Shaw. Back to Methuselah dramatises the 

idea that man not only can, but must develop himself. Man is 

called to conscious purpose and effort and firm decision. 

Much as the giraffe, as Lamarck pointed out, attained its 

long neck by willing to have it so, so a living organism, 

say, man, need only wish hard to become whatever it wants to. 

" If you have no eyes, and want to see, and keep trying to 

see, you will finally get eyes. If like a mole or a 

subterranean fish, you have eyes and don't want to see, you 

will lose your eyes. If you like eating the tender tops of 

trees enough to make you concentrate your energies on the 

stretching of your neck, you will finally get a long neck, 

like the giraffe" . Thus Back to Mathuselah advances the 

theory that man has the ability to choose his own destiny and 

make himself whatever he might desire to. But this ability is 

painfully and severely limited by the brevity of human life. 

The discovery of the idea that man has not the time at his 

disposal to do all he wishes to do or is capable of doing is, 

of course, as old as the author of "Ecclesiasts". It is 

necessary, therefore, that man should live longer ; man must 

will to live longer and then he will become a long-liver. 

1. Perface to Back to Methuselah- G.B. The Complete Perfaces 
of B.Shaw. Paul Hamlyn Ltd. 1965. P 509. 
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Shaw had always been an anti-Darwinian. When the 

First World War broke out with all its horrors exposing the 

vulgarity of man, the doubt was confirmed in the mind of Shaw 

as to whether the human being was capable of solving, as he 

existed then, the social problems raised by his own 

aggregation, or, as man called it, his civilization . The 

only hope for man is that he should surpass himself and 

create a new man which means conscious evolution. Man must 

decide his own destiny and will hard to realize it, for 

"Nature holds no brief for the human experiment; it must 

stand or fall by its results"-^. 

The play, thus, is a biological treatise urging 

upon us to live longer. The play expounds a belief in the 

future OBBli ftd mtm^WSBBSs^SSSt. If the brevity of human life 

is sad and if it is insufficient, then longer life is 

necessary for the preservation of the human race and an 

increase in the expectation of life would at once produce 

more serious and responsible conduct which cannot be expected 

of man with his present short life. 

In Back of Methuselah at the beginning we find Adam 

driven almost mad to see the intolerable prospect of 

immortality. Tp escape from the burden of deathlessness he 

resolves to die at the end of a thousand years as soon as he 

learns that Eve and he can reproduce themselves. The 

knowledge imparted by Serpent comes to him as a great 

1. Ibid. P 502-
2. Ibid. P 506. 
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relief. But before that happens Cain invents murder and war 

reducing the span of human life to his present brevity. But 

Cain declares that he does not know what he wants "except 

that I want to be something higher and nobler than this 

stupid old digger". Eve says s "Man need not always live by 

bread alone". Here we come to the end of the first of the 

Pentateuch. 

We then jump across a few centuries and 3<re in the 

first years after the First World War .Lubin and Surge, 

who have learnt nothing from the global catastrophe, 

discuss their election policies. Conrad Barnabas makes the 

discovery that man would live as long as he pleased if he 

were to will it strongly enough. Conard and his brother 

Franklyn Barnabas have an interview with Lubin and Burge and 

expound their theory in order to get it taken up as a 

national programme aimed at extending the span of human life 

to three hundred years. They make it clear to the politicians 

what they mean by "willing" s "Do not mistake mere idle 

fancies for the tremendous miracle working force of Will 

nerved to creation by a conviction of Necessity. I tell you 

men capable of such willing , and realizing its necessity , 

will do it reluctantly , under inner compulsion , as all 

great efforts are made . They will hide what they are doing 

from themselves : they will take care not to know what they 

are doing . They will live three hundred years , not because 

they would like to , but because the soul deep down 

in them will know what they must , if the world is to 
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be saved" . It seems that Lubin and Burge a^re not 

very keejrvto save the world from the destruction caused by 

the short sightedness of man short-sighted because 

short-1ived.Naturally the former looks at the discovery of 

Conrad Barnabas as only moonshine while the latter is ready 

to adopt it as an electioneering cry which makes the two 

brothers disgusted . Here Shaw introduces living 

persons because the introduction of fictitius characters would 

not cBrry conviction? he wanted to exhibit and expose the 

short-sighted statesmanship in a manner the audience would 

recognize as a living instance: this is done at the risk of 

breaking the fantasy for the time being. But the audience 

did recognize Asquith in Lubin and Lloyd George in Burge. 

In "The Thing Happens" the fantasy is being 

realized. An Archbishop has lived to nearly three hundred 

years and other human beings are also increasing their life 

span. It is 2170 A.D. when Saint Henrick Ibsen has been 

canonized and family bonds together with all other bonds are 

dissolving. Man is free from "Childish passions" and has lost 

interest in everything but moral and intellectual pursuits. 

There is consciousness that our wisdom comes "not by 

recollecting our past taut by the responsibilities of our 

future". In the fourth Playlet of the Pentateuch which is 

called "The tragedy of an Elderly Gentleman" human beings are 

divided into two classes - the long-lived and the short 

lived. The long-livers have a greater consciousnsss of the 

responsibilities of the future. The purpose of this playlet 

is to bring out the wide intellectual and moral diparity 
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between the long-livers and the short-livers. The tragedy of 

the elderly gentleman, who has come from the land of the 

short-livers to the land of the long-livers, is that he cannot 

live among people "to whom nothing is real". 

In the final playout "As Far as Thought Can Reach" 

the prophecy of Creative Evolution has been fulfilled; the 

Superman has evolved; Hatched from eggs, fully grown at the 

age of seventeen, the Youths indulge themselves in adolescent 

amusements of mankind love, music, sex, art — for a 

period of four years. Then they experience a metamorphosis 

into Ancients who are the Shavian Superman. They are a band 

of ageless, charmless, sexless being who devote themselves to 

pure contemplation. But this is not the culmination of man's 

future; another stage of evolution has Yet to be completed 

before, as Lilith in her last speech says, mind conquers 

matter completely. 

The general view to which Shaw also subscribes is 

that "matter" is the enemy of "life". At the end of Back to 

Methuselah we hear Lilith explaining the relation between 

"life" and "matter" thus : "I brought life into the whirlpool 

of force, and compelled my enemy, Matter, to obey a living 

soul". Life, according to Shaw's theory of Creative 

Evolution, seeks to subdue and then to do away with matter. 

But first life enters into matter and animates it, and this 

is done as an essential part of the design to do away 

with matter altogether. Shaw seems to suggest that "life" can 

only evolve and develop by entering into "matter". Life 
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created organisms which are indispensazble to promote its own 

development. It is possible because by entering into 

"matter", "life" gets greater scope to make experiments in 

order to achieve more faculties and superior intelligence. 

Though "matter" is the enemy of "life", the latter uses the 

former to make possible its further development and advance. 

Matter by its very nature is limited; the very limitations of 

"matter" force "life" to overcome the limitations and thus 

rise higher in the evolutionary process. The ultimate 

object of "life" is to pass beyond "matter"; to pass beyond 

the necessity of using "matter" as a stepping stone to achive 

the "destiny". "Matter" limits "life" and hence "matter" is 

to be done away with, abolished. When this is reached, 

"destiny" is achieved. This is the suggestion that we get 

from the talks between the Newly Born and the Ancients: 

The He Ancient s For whilst are tied to this 

tyrannous body we sre subject to its death, and 

our destiny is not achieved. 

The Newly Born : What is your destiny ? 

The He-Ancient : To be immortal. 

The She-Ancient : The day will come when there 

will be no people, only thought. 

The He-Ancient : And that will be life eternal. 

There is music in this. But considered purely as a play. Back 

to Methuselah appears to be really "dry" . It is a play of 

ideas in which "ideas" are eveything. 

1. The Theatre of Revolt - Robert Brustein. Methuen ?< Co. 
Ltd. (University Paperback). 1970. P 201-202. 
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The famous science-fiction writer Kurt Vonegat 

wants a science-fiction to be the carrier of new thought and 

he classed Back to Methuselah as a perfect specimen of that 
1 

form. By science-fiction we do not mean fantastic Old 

Wives' Tale, but a fiction which tries to scientifically 

portray the future and gives ample scope for serious thought. 

It may be noted that the portrayal of the future given in a 

science-fiction may not come true, but this sort of accuracy 

is not demanded of a science-fiction. 

From the fantasy world of Back to Methuselah we 

move back to the real world of Medieval period. Written in 

the background of history. Saint Joan is primarily a 

religious play in which is dramatized the conflict between 

the established tenets of Roman Catholicism, and the growing 

spirit of revolt, called Protestantism though the term 

"Protestant" was then unknown. The notion of the established 

Church that only the Church had authority to deal with God 

forms the basis of the trouble and the conflict. It was the 

dominant medieval notion and few dared to go against the 

authority of the Church, though the spirit of revolt against 

the dogmatic attitude of the Church was lurking here and 

there. It was Joan who had given a deadly blow to the 

established thought by declaring without hesitation her 

communion with God and the angels which enraged the Church 

authority beyond all bounds. Simultaneously, Joan antagonised 

the temporal authority by upholding the spirit of Nationalism 

1. Science Fictioner Sekal Abong Ekal (Bengali) - Akshay 
Choudhury. Aajkaal (Sunday Number) June 21, 1981. 
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which was completely apposed to the vested interests of the 

feudal lords. Thus we find feudalism and the authority of the 

Church at the back of the trial of Joan. The spirit of the 

trial betrays the inner fury of the spiritual and secular 

authorities inspite of the obvious impartiality of the former, 

represented by Cauchon. The core of the play is the conflict 

between the traditional force and the new ideology — a 

conflict which crushed an innocent and essentially religious 

soul . 

Joan herself was unconscious of the implications of 

what she did or said ; innocence is written large on her 

chsirsicter. Shaw in the Preface to Saint Joan compares Joan 

with Socrates and Galileo. The great Greek philosopher became 

a prey to the accumulated fury of the people who mattered for 

his failure to compromise with the accepted notions; 

Galileo's failure was also the same. Joan,like them, became 

"unbearable" to her age, to the people who weilded power. 

Shaw writes : "If Socrates was as innocent at the age of 
seventy, it may be imagined how innocent Joan was at the age 

1 
of seventeen". It is this innocence of Joan that makes her 

triumphant in the long run. She survives spiritually though 

she perishes physically. She kneels down before Cauchon to 

kiss his fingers as a sign of pious submission and at the 

next moment asserts that her voices and visions are correct 

and that she has personal communion with God who sends her 

messages without realizing that by making such claims 

she is treading on dangerous ground. Everybody 

1. Preface to Saint Joan G.B.Shaw. The Complete Prefaces 
of Bernard Shaw. Paul Hamlyn Ltd. 1965. P 604. 
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innocent. The words of Ladvenu are significant : "I firmly 

believe that her Savior appeared before her . . . . This is 

not the end of her, but the beginning". Even the Inquisitor 

appears perturbed over the case of Joan : "But it is a 

terrible thing to see a young and innocent creature crushed . 

. . . ". But Joan, caught up by the two mighty forces the 

spiritual and the temporal authorities had no hope to 

escape. Shaw was himself an essentially religious character 

who understood religious characters better than any other 

type; this is probably the secret of his success in 

portraying religious characters. 

Of the two mighty forces, the stand taken by the 

Church seems less fiery, at least when we listen to the 

righteous speeches of Cauchon; but the inner fury certainly 

persists. The ecclesiastical authority had really no other 

alternative but to act in the manner it did. It saw in Joan a 

big menace directed against what it thought the considered 

wisdom of the Churchj it acted according to its wisdom and 

according to its own notion of what is just. 

One is intensely moved by the religious emotion of 

Saint Joan $ it is the emotion which Shaw understands 

thoroughly. And yet, surprisingly, the play was banned in the 

United States on religious grounds as well as temporal ; it 

was condemned as "a satire against Church and States which 
1 

are made to appear stupid and inept". Shaw as well as his 

1. Shaw's letter to the New York Times, 14 Sept. 1936. Cited 
in Shaw on Theatre - ed.E.J.west. 1968. P 245. 
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Saint Joan was here thoroughly misinterpreted. The 

misinterpretation was largely due to the fact that Shaw 

successfully irritated and antagonised many by his heretical 

utterances on political, moral and religious questions. In 

fact, however, Saint Joan does not satirise the established 

Church; rather it shows the Roman Catholic Church as great. 

The body of thought, which may be called a 

religion, known as Creative Evolution, affirms the individual 

will as the motive power in the world. An essential tenet of 

this religion is that the will must not be suppressed or kept 

in bondage, it must rather be freed; a divine deed consists 

not in destroying the self, but in liberating it. The 

doctrine goes against the tenets of Catholicism which is 

opposed to free-thinking. Shaw looked upon Joan as a vital 

genius, a great experiment of the Life Force in its upward 

struggle. Joan obeyed her conscience, because conscience is 

the voice of God; and this doctrine also goes against the 

tenet of the established Church that an individual who claims 

divine revelation even conscientiously is guilty of offence 

against the Church. Naturally the Roman Catholic Church 

excommunicated Joan as a heretic and a blasphemer. It could 

not admit, without compromising its position and faith, the 

validity of private judgement as the true interpreter of the 

will of Bod. Joan is crushed in the conflict between private 

judgement and individual relation with God in one Camp and 

the beliefs of the established Church in the other. 
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Shaw is mainly concerned with the sad lot of all 

vital geniuses who are the special experiments of Life Force 

and not simply with particular tragedy of Joan. While the 

Church could not accept anybody's claim as a saint without 

putting him or her to test,it might commit the mistake of 
U 

taking a saintAbe an imposter or a lunatic. The clash between 

the faith of an individual and that of the established 

authority is the true tragedy of life. This clash had many a 

victim from Jesus to Galileo. That the problem of this 

conflict cannot be easily solved is sadly true. The dilemma 
in Saint Joan is the "human dilemma" that has been present 

1 
all through history. 

The deep anguish of the heart of Shaw is expressed 

through the words of Cauchon s "Must then a Christ perish in 

torment in every age to save those that have no imagination?" 

Shaw finds that the short-sightedness of man puts great 

obstacles in the way of the Will. Man by his foolish acts 

jeopardises ennobling efforts of the vital geniuses to rise 

higher and higher in the scale of evolution. "As in other 

religious teachers Shaw's optimism is sicklied over with cast 
2 

of sadness." 

1. A.C. Ward writes, "Liberty breeds Anarchy ; Authority 
breeds tyranny. The only way of escape from Anarchy is 
into Authority the only cure for Tyranny is in Liberty. 
This, to the end of time, is the human dilemma, the 
dilemma prounced in Saint Joan. Bernard Shaw — A.C. 
Ward. Longmans. Breen & Co. 1951. P 157 - 158. 

2. Oeorge Bernard Shaw's Historical Plays - R.N. Roy. The 
Macmillan Co. of India Ltd. 1976. P 46. 
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The anguish and sadness of Shaw's inmost heart is 

revealed in the last famous cry of Joans "O God, that madest 

this beautiful earth, when shall it be ready to receive they 

Saints ? How long, O Lord, how long". But this sadness and 

anguish should not be interpreted as despair, for Shaw does 

never despair. Great experiments of Life Force are ridiculed 

and put to death by the short-sighted man, but the ultimate 

victory is always theirs. Joan is certainly bodily perished. 

but her will survives and this is the elevating fact revealed 

in the play. Like Samson's, Joan's power to stand up against 

the odds is, at bottom, God's. 

Saint Joan is written under the background of 

history which makes a discussion on the growth of Nationalism 

and its clash with the feudal system quite pertinent. Shaw 
1 

claims that Saint Joan is quite historical. But this claim 

has been contested by a number of critics including David 

Daiches and Dr. S.C.Sengupta. Dr. Sengupta, of course, rather 

mildly says that the picture of John "is not in all respects 
2 

true to history". Of course, Shaw's claim has also been 

upheld by eminent critic-biographers like St.Joan Ervine and 

Archibald Henderson. The not very old study of Dr. R.N.Roy 

has thrown ample light on the entire problem; he upholds, 

1. Prefaces to Saint Joan - G.B.Shaw. The Complete Prefaces 
of Bernard Shaw. Paul Hamlyn Ltd. 1965. Shaw writes " I 
write in full view of the Middle Ages . . . . and I have 
taken care to let the medieval atmosphere blow through my 
play freely". P 630. 

2. The Art of Bernard Shaw — Dr.S.C.Sengupta. A.Mukherjee & 
Co. Pvt. Ltd. Calcutta. 1960. P 102. 
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1 

quoting valuable documents, the view of Bernard Shaw. While 

the details may not be true to history at all points, Shaw 

has not missed the main facts of the life of Joan. It would 

be wrong to suppose that the atmosphere of the Middle Ages 

has not been caught up in the play. Joan herself was possibly 

unconscious of the implications of her words and deeds, but 

that she became the centre of the conflict of ideologies in 

her time is historical. 

Joan is presented in the play as the harbinger of 

Nationalism. The condition of the Frensh nation at the time 

was not at all happy. The lack of the national sentiment was 

due partly to the weakness of the Dauphin and the utter 

failure of the French commanders to contend the attacking 

force from England; it was largely due to the manoeuverings 

of the feudal lords who looked upon Nationalism as their 

greatest enemy which might endanger their very existence. In 

the play the "voices and visions" of Joan serve the purpose 

of rousing national sentiments. For her it is not a 

Burgandian soldier fighting a soldier from Lancashire, but 

the French soldiers fighting the English soldiers who shall 

be driven out — for that is God's message to her from 

the French soil. This spirit of Nationalism, unheard of 

before, is looked upon with suspicion, distaste and fear both 

by the secular and spiritual authorities who determine to 

crush Joan with the hope that with her defeat and death the 

ideals she stands for also shall be crushed. Cauchon, of 
1. George Bernard Shaw's Historical Plays — Dr. R.N.Roy. 

Macmillan Co. of India Ltd. 1976, 
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course, is much too sensible and judicious, but the temporal 

authority is quite aggressive. The clergy thinks that 

Nationalism as propagated by Joan portends the erosion of 

clerical sanctity and power and strengthening of the hands of 

the King. Nationalism, the Church authorities realize, will 

make the monarch invincible in the conflict between the 

Church and the State: this conflict between the Church and 

the State grew high in the Middle Age. 

The stand of the temporal authority is much more 

fiery. The impact of Nationalism is felt keenly by the 

feudals and their fear is nicely expressed by Warwick in his 

discussion with Cauchon : " . . . have you noticed that in 

these letters of hers, she proposes to the Kings of Europe, 

as she has already pressed on Charles, a transaction which 

would wreck the whole structure of Christendom ? " This is 

the question of their survival. If the King became powerful, 

his lords would became servants in his eyes and "the King 

could break us across his knee one by one ; and then what 

should we be but liveried courtiers in his halls ?" The King 

would become an absolute autocrat ; he would become the 

master of the feudal lords instead of remaining merely the 

first among the peers. 

In the first part of the play the Earl of Warwick 

appears to be very important. But in the trial scene we find 

that the emphasis has been laid only on the charge of heresy 

and thus Warwick is relegated to a position of no great 

importance. It is the spiritual authority that tries Joan 

and excommunicates her and only then hands her over to the 

336 



secular authority. It is apparent that here the secular 

authority plays only the second fiddle. We feel, 

therefore,that the conflict between Nationalism and the 

Feudal System has not been dramatically realized; this cannot 

be said of the other conflict between Protestanism and the 

established Church. 

Though Saint Joan proved to be a tremendous success on 

the stage, Shaw's intention was not to write a "stage play". 

It would have become a typical stage play if all the lengthy 

discussions regarding the established Church, the feudal 

System, Nationalism, Protestanism, the Inquisition were 

omitted and the Epilogue, so much relevant for this play of 

ideas, cut off. As it is, the conflict between the individual 

will and the established authorities has been brought out 

through discussion. In the Epilogue Shaw reviews the 

situation winding up the various threads in the play. The 

Epilogue does not represent actual happenings. But Shaw does 

not care so much for actual happenings as for the spirit of 

history. The history of Joan did not end with her execution, 

rather her history began with it. Further, Joan's 

canonisation recognises the triumph of the Life Force of 

which she is one of the very highest exemplifications. 

Without the Epilogue the play would have become not a play 

of ideas, but only a tale of a girl full of sensations. The 

whole play rests upon its thought-substance. It is not 

difficult to see how the different threads of the thought-

substance are interwoven running into each other. In the play 
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the contending parties — rather, the contending ideologies -

— strive for their respective survival and the ensuing clash 

has been handled nicely by the playwright. The events that 

lead to the catastrophe are arranged logically ; the play 

universalises the story of an individual. 

In the Preface to Saint Joan Shaw analyses his 

conception of tragedy and says what he intends to make with 

the Maid. To him Shakespearean tragedy is nothing but 

melodrama in which the characters make a lot of row before 

going down ; in which the villain is nothing but a convenient 

and mechanistic "diabolus ex machina". But Shaw, whose ideal 

of tragedy is quite different, is interested in "what 
1 

normally innocent people do". He maintains s "If Joan had not 

been burnt by normally innocent people in the energy of their 

righteousness her death in their hands would ave no more 

significance than the Tokyo earthquake wl h burnt a great 
o 

many maidens." He continues "The tragedy of such murders is 

that they are no committed by murderers. They are judicial 

murders, piou murders; and this contradiction at once brings 

an element of comedy into the tragedys the angels may weep at 

the murder but the gods laugh at the murderers". Shaw, thus, 

distinguishes his work from the tragedies with which we &rB 

familiar. It is obvious that his conception of tragedy did 

not make his task easier;<we realize rather that it is 

extremely difficult to evoke the attendant feelings of 

1. Preface to Saint Joan — B.B.Shaw. The Complete Prefaces 
of Bernard Shaw, Paul Hamlyn Ltd. 1965. P 631. 

2. Ibid. P 631. 
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tragedy without having recourse to its normal and familiar 

pattern. But Shaw reinforces the tragedy of Joan by pointing 

out that her fate was inevitable. There was nothing wrong in 

what Joan believed, yet the established Church could not be 

expected to accept her views. Given the circumstances she 

could not avoid the catastrophe. 

Joan has, through the centuries, been 

sentimentalised? actually it is the picture of a sentimental 

romantic Joan which appeals to the popular imagination. As 

Shaw points out in the Prefaice to the play, Mark Twaine and 

Voltaire also subscribed to this popular view. It was 

difficult for Shaw to shatter the popular view of Joan as 

dashingly beautiful, romantic and sentimental country lass. 

Shaw finds that the reconstructions of Joan in the hands of 

Mark Twaine, Voltaire and even Shakespeare were all 

distortions of history. One must not however think that Joan 

talked exactly in the manner Shaw makes her talk. But the 

Shavian interpretation is based on probability. Shaw makes 

Joan a force in history by making her the unconscious voice 

of Protestantism. It may be supposed that Joan would have 

talked in the manner Shaw makes her talk if only she could 

understand what she was talking. But Shaw's Joan, despite 

Shaw's making her a force in history, is not a flat 

charactsr. Even before we start scrutinising and analysing 

the concept she stands for, Joan appeals to us as a human 

being. Shaw had emotionally experienced the figure of Joan 

and then made her the conveyor of ideas. 

339 


