
Chapter 16 

Xt)e eupcrraon' s Quest for ttomedt) 

••TS» <»po»tolvo •uoo**««.on from K:»ohyV,u» to my»»lf i» <*• ••ri .ou* 

and <xa cont inuously inspired a s . . . th* apos to l i c s u c c s s s i o n of 

the Christian Church. " -Q 

Shaw, "The Author's Apology", Our Theatre in the Nineties 

"The future of religion ia in ths mystsry of touch. " 

Lawrence, Futxire of Religion 

The novels of Bernard Shaw were written by a man trying to 

fill up his loneliness with imaginary men, imaginary words and an 

imaginary world. The creator of this world could avenge his 

private suffering by making his heroes inflict more pain than they 

received. Shaw recreated himself as Smith, as Conolly, as Jack, as 

Byron and as Trefusis and could trust these figures, all except 

Byron and to a lesser extent, Smith, to lend a halo to his 

loneliness, and since all novels are written for readers, real or 

imagined, he could, above all, reestablish contact with the world 

by modifying through art both himself and the world. No one can, 

after all, live up to the Shavian Judas's ideal of being an 

independent universe. 

The parallel universe that Shaw's Judas wanted to build can 

be maintained in reality only at the expense of frequent contacts 
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with the or'iginal one. Shaw was too sane to forget that no man is 

an island, so he was thrown back on the paradox of seeking 

justification for complete self-sufficiency from outside the self. 

The shocking egoism of the main characters of the novels needed 

the legitimacy of the readers' approval, since Shaw was yet to 

discover the metaphysics of the Life Force. As the psychologist 

Edmund Bergler said: "The writer does not produce his works, as 

naive people think, because he has something important to convey 

2 

to his eager listeners, but solely to solve an inner conflict." 

If the need to resolve an inner conflict is the primary 

cause of writing, then Shaw's novels failed to achieve that end. 

The tone of irony, impartial in its choice of targets, subverts 

Robert Smith's search for a hard shell into which he can withdraw. 

The rationalism which is sought to be established in the next 

novel as a shield against normal human feeling is too feeble an 

instrument to camouflage the unnaturalness of the protagonist's 

Zeitgeist ^ and is thrown over in the next novel for vitalism. But 

vitalism, like rationalism, is another mode of disguise — a 

conscious invention to accommodate a set of attitudes having no 

natural connexion with vitalism. In this sense Cashel Byron's 

Profession is Shaw's recantation : it is-an artist's confession of 

the futility of waging war against life with the aid of a ragbag 

of philosophical nomenclature. In An Unsocial Socialist Shaw 

reverts to his favourite myth but the treatment is quite different 

as Trefusis doffs his guard and unlike the characters preceding 

him and unlike the saviours of mankind that follow in the plays he 
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frankly recognises his charlatanry, hxs roguishness, and from time 

to time from behind the screen of noble rhetoric pop« out the face 

of Shakespeare's Richard III or of Aaron of Titxis Andbronic^is. 

Certainly Charteris has nothing to do with their spine-chilling 

love of evil, yet like them he enjoys his roguery and chuckles at 

his ingeniousness. The novels show the Shavian superman in fyuris 

naiXiralibMS, without the dazzling robe of the Evolutionary 

Appetite or the Life Force. 

The novels failed to resolve Shaw's conflict, because by 

failing to get them published the author failed to receive his 

readers' implicit endorsement of his adjustment with the world. As 

an author he needed an appreciative audience to acknowledge the 

superiority of his unsocial protagonist, but that attempt to 

transcend his loneliness failed. 

An Unsocial Socialist may not have led to a satisfactory 

resolution of his conflict — indeed Trefusis is no more than a 

thwarted messiah — it at least promised Shaw unexplored 

possibilities of a fruitful alignment with socialism. To the 

Victorian ethos socialism as a doctrine was sufficiently 

outrageous to satisfy the subjective needs of the iconoclast in 

Shaw, but as a philosophy opposed to narrow individualism — a 

philosophy aiming to serve the whole of society, especially its 

least privileged sections — it appealed to that part of Shai 

which was sick of his own egoism and wanted to discover 

relationship of harmony with society instead of antagonism. 

When Shaw decided to give up literature and embrac 
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socialism after the failure of the novels, he made an earnest 

attempt at self-transcendence. Th9 Quint9ss9nc» of Ibs»nism was 

the first major attempt by Shaw to reconcile two .conflicting 

tendencies in himself; the inclination towards wilfulness, and a 

genuine wish to bring about greater contact between the self and 

the outside world. He had already explored his self in his works 

of fiction, now he was faced with the greater challenge of testing 

the adequacy of his constructed self, his persona, in • very 

different world. He had made his persona triumph in his novels, 

yet the world of the novels was not only artificial but also built 

by himself to suit his purpose. Would his axioms, especially the 

one that accorded centrality to the self, still be valid under 

very different circumstances ? A code broad enough to accommodate 

not only self-created situations but also "Ibsenism" without 

compromising its revolutionary sweep would be a seminal triumph 

for Shaw. If he was right in calling the works of Ibsen the new 

Bible, then he could fit into the role of John the Baptist. So 

Shaw made The Quintessence of Ibsenism. the litmus test of 

Shavianism. Daniel Dervin had a point when he remarked : "As we 

know, after a certain point when Shaw scrutinized Ibsen, he began 

to see what Narcissus saw in the pool; and whose Quintessence Shaw 

3 

is discovering is a problem all readers have to contend with." 

T/̂ © Quintessence of Ibsenism. is not so much a 

recapitulation as the revision of the quintessence of Shavianism. 

The overriding egoism sat loosely on the novels. Lacking 

sufficient strength to absorb and integrate it his fiction carried 
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a set of strong a priori impulses searching for appropriate 

receptacles. The reformer finding the whole of society villainous 

was only as convincing a realist as the knight casting about for 

windmills to set on with ferocious energy. A major achievement of 

Shaw in The Quintessence is his success in bringing himself closer 

to the mainstream without sacrificing the assiduously cultivated 

habit of seeing things differently from the rest of the world. In 

the novels the minority stood outside society, maladjusted with 

it; here it stands almost at the same place but is placed at -.the 

head of a movement : as the vanguard oi a continually changing and 

progressing world, it is privileged to hold the rest of the world 

in tow. In Shaw's words "the pioneer is a tiny minority of the 

force he heads, and so, though it is easy to be in a minority and 

yet be wrong, it is absolutely impossible to be in the majority 

4 
and yet be right as to the newest social prospects." 

The most significant shift from the earlier position takes 

place in his choice of target — in the novels the Philistinism of 

the average man raised his ire; his war, though often comic, was 

against the whole of society and the strategy adopted in this war 

was the severance of as many ties as possible with' the outside 

world. The completely self-sufficient Shavian hero decided to 

exile the world either for the sake of rationalism or art or 

socialism. The Shaw of The Quintessence is much more tolerant of 

the hoi polloi, whom he calls Philistines. For the sake of 

illustration he takes a community of one thousand men, seven 

hundred of whom are Philistines. They feel quite at home in the 
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world. The greatest enemies of progress are not these but the two 

hundred and ninety nine persons who find the world intolerable but 

deceive themselves with lies and insist that the institutions, 

which are so hard on them, are holy and beautiful. These people 

are the Idealists. The only person who is not coveTed by the 

group — the only person who possesses both knowledge and the 

courage to be truthful— is the Realist : The Idealists, who have 

invented beautiful masks to hide ugly realities will go to any 

length to smother the voice of the Realist : 

They will crucify him, burn him, violate their own ideals 

of family affection by taking his children away from him, 

oatrasize him, brand him as immoral, profligate, filthy, 

and appeal against him to the despised Philistines, 

5 
specially idealised for the occasion as society. 

What is remarkable is that the relationship between the Realist. 

and the Philistines is similar to that between the revolutionary 

vanguard and the people in Marxist literature. Only the vanguard's 

intellectual superiority allows him to grasp changing conditions 

of reality faster than others. As others do not yet have the new 

image of reality, the Realist seems to be shocking at first, but 

as the changing conditions of reality need flexible and changing 

responses, the vision of the Realist, in seeing things as they 

are, and his role as the catalyst of social change ultimately help 

the whole of society: the Realist actually is the lynx-ey-ed 

sentinel jealously guarding the interests of the Philistines. 
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Thus for the first time a relationship of antagonism is 

changed into one of co-operation. The instincts of the 

majority — the Philistines — a r e healthy. They do not call the 

family beautiful and holy, but accept it as a matter of course. 

The Idealists, on the other hand, seek to stultify life by choking 

up progress and by persecuting the Realist, until the latter "at 

last loses patience with ideals altogether, and sees in them only 

something to blind us, something to numb us. . .something whereby, 

instead of resisting death, we can disarm it by committing 

su icide. " 

In the context of Shaw's brief career up to this poin^ of 

time, the implication is nothing short of revolutionary when we 

remember that the Idealists are a minoriy in society and they 

secretly hate life as it is lived by the majority. The author of 

the Passion Play and the novels set up abstractions — 

rationalism, art, socialism — and the abstractions were used to 

deprecate normal human feelings like love, affection, friendliness 

and commitment to human as distinct from extra-human values. It is 

as if Shaw, who had so far been in love with the abstraction 

called life, suddenly discovered the joy of living. Thus The 

Quintessence of Ibsenism. is a strong rejoinder to the decadent 

aestheticism of Lox>e Among the Artists that held life and art as 

antithetical terms and insisted that art can flourish only by 

appropriating the energies of life and choking life in the 

process. T/te Quintessence undermines the emerging Sjhavian tendency 

of denial without blunting its hard revolutionary edge : it lifts 
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Shaw from the realm of satire by opening up the possibility of 

comedy. Almost invariably, the tone of satire is that of hostility 

towards experience, and Shaw's stress on correcting a world gone 

wrong, and his choice of the term "comedy" instead of "satire* to 

denote the process was often no more than a fig leaf on his 

proneness to disown normal experience. He reverses the process in 

his study of Ibsen, for the characters he charges with idealism 

and exposes as the enemies of society are not the characters he 

damned in his novels, but men of superhuman stature, such as 

Brand; or men with extraordinarily fastidious conscience, such as 

Rosmer; or men who, like Solness, sacrifice themselves for their 

vision. By hailing pragmatism over heroism, Shaw not only cements 

the bond between the Realist and the Philistine — the bond 

celebrated later most notably in the marriage between Ann 

Whitfield and John Tanner in Man and Sup&rmnn — but also joins 

the mainstream of comedy that has always celebrated the "pure 

sense of life" instead of moral choices. With The Quintessence 

Shaw moves closer to the archetypal comic credo proclaimed by 

Falstaff: "Give me life, which if I can save, so; if not honour 

comes unlook'd for, and there's an end." 

What is interesting about The Quintessence of Ibsenism is 

that Shaw condemns tragic characters like Brand and Rosmer for 

failing to be heroes of comedy; this criticism is not directed at 

Ibsen, who, according to Shaw's reading, exposes the delusions and 

fundamental inhumanity of their moral postures. In other words, 

Ibsen's tragedies are changed into comedies — Ibsen the comedist 
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pragmatic, and therefore comic, resolution of a dramatic action 

by sacrificing practicable options to an inflexible moral code. 

Such an interpretation of Ibsen is nothing short of an implicit 

rejection of tragic action, for the great enemy of tragedy is 

pragmatism, which reigns over now and here, whereas the kingdom of 

tragedy is, literally, not of this world, since the almost 

invariable price that the tragic hero has to pay for his moral 

choice is death or renunciation of the world. This is unacceptable 

to Shaw, who equates tragedy with pessimism and defeat. 

His novels portray a ceaseless quest for power, and the 

marriage between socialism and literature is to him no shotgun 

marriage — both have a common end, which is the further«nc» of 

human evolution. Shaw's obsession with success and progress — 

when Th0 Quint&ss»nc« was written progress still implied 

historical rather than biological progress — rules out th» 

legitimacy of a literary form that explores the paradox of man's 

ultimate splendour revealing itself at the moment of his ultimate 

worldly defeat. Shaw's aesthetic attitude is informed with an 

impulse that runs contrary to the spirit of Christianity; to 

gain one's soul at the cost of losing the world is to him a 

Faustian error in the reverse direction. In this sense Shaw is 

Platonic and anti-tragic, and like Plato, he extols the rational 

faculty over the heroic, which appears to ^him as 

pot-valiant rather than valiant. To him the tragic 

XD&I tarLScha-uxing is not a legitimate alternative to the comic, it 

is simply wrong. He is attracted to comedy because of comedy's 
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practical value. As Ronald Peacock says : "The obvious paradox of 

comedy CisD that it is both a symptom and an agent of 

9 
civilization." Shaw would have completely endorsed Schillers's 

view that the aims of comedy are higher than those of tragedy, and 

if comedy succeeds in achieving its end, it will make all tragedy 

superfluous and impossible : 

Its end is identical with the highest after which it is 

man's business to strive, to be free from passion, always 

to see the world and himself clearly and serenely, to 

attribute more to chance than to destiny, and rather to 

laugh at its consequences than to rage or weep at its 

wickedness. 

In a remarkable letter to Gilbert Murray, Shaw argues that 

it is Sophocles's stupidity that makes King Oedipus tragic, and 

the play is "a driving of somebody to death." He insist* in the 

same letter that "Sophocles had the brains of a ram, the 

theatrical technique of an agricultural labourer, CandD the 

12 reverence for tradition of a bee." Shaw is sure that had 

Oedipus and Sophocles — possessed a greater measure of 

rationality. King Oedipus would have ended as a fine comedy of 

ideas : 

Suppose, now, I were to discover suddenly that my mother 

was not related to me at all, and that Charlotte was my 

mother. I have not the slightest doubt of what the effect 
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would be...My affection for Charlotte would be not only 

intensified but elevated. There would be the addition of 

the filial feeling and the redemption of sexual feeling 

from "sin" and stain. Although in my waking senses I could 

not possibly work up the slightest sexual feeling for my 

mother or filial feeling for Charlotte, yet if 

circumstances tricked me into marrying my mother before I 

knew she was my mother, I should be fonder of her than I 

could ever be oi a mother who was not my wife, or a wife 

who was not my mother. 

Shaw is of course being sweetly reasonable and displaying a 

level of rationality that would be normal for the most advanced 

thinkers of the future millenium. This is what lies at the corO of 

Shaw's comedy — the future triumph of man over irrational fears 

and primitive anxiety — for Sophocles not only revived Oedipus 

from the hoary past of primitive legends, his hero exhibits in the 

play a mode of behaviour that is distinctly primitive compared to 

the normative behaviour formulated by Shaw : tragedy cannot 

survive in a world where man has completely conquered his 

primitivism. It is not without significance that as a champion of 

civilization Shaw contemptuously rejects Catharsis t "I do not 

want there to be any more pity in the world, because I do not want 

there to be anything to pity, and 1 want there to be no more 

14 terror because I do not want people to have anything to fear." 

Having a normative approach to art, Shaw does not pause to 
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make the difference between "wanting "pity and terror and accepting 

their existence. Bypassing them as uninteresting he chooses, 

instead, to "stimulate thought about life and educate people's 

senses.' 

Claiming to have been saved by Marx "from becoming a 

literary man," he sees socialism and literature pursuing similar 

aims. Tragedy, because it sets limits to man's power, is not 

conducive to a teleological view of the universe. One remembers in 

this connection that Nietzsche called Sophocles's world-view 

tragic and Euripides's scientific. Shaw, who greatly admired the 

latter and scoffed at the former, and came to socialism through 

literature and returned to literature through socialism, 

explicitly rejected tragedy. The optimism inherent in the 

dialectic of progress destroys the basis of tragedy. One cannot 

improve upon Nietzsche when he says : 

If ancient tragedy was diverted from its course by the 

dialectical desire for knowledge and the optimism of 

science this fact might lead us to believe that there is an 

eternal conflict between the theoretic and tragic 

world-view, and only after the spirit of science has been 

pursued to its limits and its claim to universal validity 

destroyed by the evidence of these limits may we hope for a 

rebirth of tragedy...In this contrast, I understand by the 

spirit of science the belief which first came to light in 

the person of Socrates — the belief in the explicabiliy of 
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nature and in knowledge as panacea. 

To an actual or even to an aspiring superman tragedy is 

defeatism. To one believing in unlimited progress, evil is the 

18 
"survival of errors originally well intended." Such a man, who 

moreover aspires to incorporate in his art "a really scientific 

19 
natural history," is bound to believe that Shakespeare could 

write King Lear or Timon of Athens because he lacked Karl Marx's 

. . 20 
perspective. 

The choice of comedy as the only legitimate dramatic form 

stems from comedy's ability to satisfy a whole range of needs of 

Bernard Shaw : his need to devalue the actual world, his need to 

find in the protagonist of comedy a redeemer of this world through 

the projection of a wortheir set of values, and his need to 

believe that worthier values are realizable in time. Jhe 

"againster" is no longer satisfied to be a mere denier, he takes 

upon himself the task of providing an alternative. Tragedy cannot 

be harnessed in the service of progress; comedy, with a 

drastic change of morphology, probably can. 

In ancient Greece and in Shakespeare's England tragedy and 

comedy existed side by side and presented two patterns of action, 

two modes of behaviour, neither of which was less valid than the 

other. To Shaw one is right and the other is wrong because they 

are more than patterns of action, they are statements of fact, 

messages in literary form. According to him tragedy shows an 

inadequate level of knowledge about man, it is an errof^eous theory 
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that fails to comprehend the evolutionary nature of the universe 

and the emerging strength and power of man. In delineating the 

limits of his power, tragedy sees man as a limited and finite 

beeing unable to master his fate and shape his future on this 

planet according to his own will. 

The extent of Plato's influence on Shaw's poetics can be 

gauged from the fact that the latter's denunciation of tragedy is 

based on arguments that are remarkably similar to those used by 

Plato in his diatribe against poets. Shaw accuses Shakespeare of 

lacking religion and thus falling "into the bottomless pit of an 

21 
utterly discouraging pessimism." Similarly Plato accuses Homer 

of impiety and avers that the conduct of Zeus and Hera, of Ares 

22 
and Aphrodite are scandalous. Like Plato Shaw maintains that the 

tragic poets move us greatly, but they move us in the wrong 

manner. Thus he says i 

As to pity and terror, if people's souls could only be set 

going right by pity and terror, then, the sooner the human 

race comes to an end the better. You cannot pity unless you 

have misfortunes to pity. That is the reason, by the way, 

why I am not a philanthropist, why I do not like 

Philanthropists — because they love sufferings of all 

I -, 23 kinds. 

This passage can be read as a slightly modified paraphrase 

of a famous passage of the Republic in which Plato argues that 

24 
pity does not ennoble but merely corrupts human nature. Like 
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Plato Shaw rejects tragic feelings in favour of knowledge. In fact 

the eclipse of Shaw's reputation today can be partly explained by 

the hostility of the modern age towards an aesthetics that claims 

the status of science for literature. The decline of the 

artist-philosopher like Shaw has been nicely grasped by 

I.A.Richards, who argues that after the neutralization of nature 

and explosion of knowledge it is no longer possible to believe in 

the truth of much of the explanation of nature, and these '•'truths' 

were the props on which in an earlier age the response to poetry 

largely rested. Richards maintains that the 'truth' of poetry is 

completely divorced from the truth of science, and "be 1iefs...upon 

which so much drama seems to depend, are not scientific, but are 

25 
held only for the sake of their dramatic effect." 

Shaw would find such a breach between literature and 

science revolting. To anyone choosing literature to produce 

"scientific natural history", the poetic use of language. Cor 

language that makes no distinction between the medium and the 

message, must be an encumbrance. The Misanthrope and Hamlet would 

be much better, Shaw feels, if they were "written in prose." 

Even music must have a meaning, a message over and above the form. 

27 
He is strongly antipathetic to "absolute music" or music that 

exists "ornamentally for its own sake and ChasD no real content at 

28 
all." If to most modern critics art is significant form, to Shaw 

it is significant content. If according to Pater all art aspire* 

to the state of music, to Shaw even music is satisfactory when it 

aspires to the state of prose. He finds Brahms, inspite of his 
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great virtuousity unsatisfactory as an artist because he does not 

29 

have "anything particular to say." ,~ 

Shakespeare is the Brahms of literature, the "ear is the 

sure clue to him : only a musician can understand the play of 
30 

feeling which is the real rarity in the early plays." Inspite of 

be/ing splendidly gifted Shakespeare "lacks Ibsen's intellectual 

force and dramatic insight" and the comparison with the Norwegian 

"makes Shakespeare ridiculous". Shakespeare fascinated Shaw but 

it was the fascination of the siren : "I pity the man who cannot 

enjoy Shakespear. He has outlasted thousands of abler thinkers, 

and will outlast a thousand more" and his fascination shall remain 

"until our knowledge and grip of actual life begin to deepen and 

32 
glow beyond the common". 

"In short it is the score and not the libretto Cin 

Shakespeare] that keeps the work alive and fresh." To Shaw the 

libretto was more important than the score. He loved Shakespeare's 

word-music but distrusted it because Shakespeare used language as 

poetry, or, to use the musical analogy used by Shaw himself, his 

libretto could not be separated from the score, nor his message 

valued independently of the medium. 

Shaw's use of the word "comedy" presupposes the use of 

language as prose : he reads Ibsen as a prose-writer in this 

sense, and his distrust of Shakespeare, even of Shakespeare's 

comedies, is basically his distrust of poetry. Nicholas Grene 

correctly guesses that Shaw's truth is not poetic truth : "what is 

worrying in Shaw is his belief that comedy takes us closer to 
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reality itself, that comic prose in ultimately a greater source of 

34 truth than tragic poetry." Similarly writing for the N&w YorK 

Tim&s after the Theatre Guild's production of Saint Joan, Luigi 

Pirandello remarked : "There is a great poet in Shaw; but this 

combative Anglo-Irishman is quite willing to forget that he is a 

poet, so interested is he in being a citizen of his country or a 

man of the twentieth century society." 

Shaw would reply that the artist-philosopher is superior to 

the mere poet and one cannot be an artist-philosopher without a 

"high republican conscience CandD the identificant ion of the 

artist's purpose with the purpose of the universe." To Shaw the 

theatre was an instrument to discover non-theatrical reality, and 

he was not happy with the illusion that art deals with. Instead of 

the virtual reality that the poet creates through illusion, Shaw 

sought to utilize the stage to discover empirical, testable 

reality. The theatrical conventions of tragedy constitute the 

boundary of virtual reality, a boundary that separates the 

artistic image of truth created through illusion from the 

empirical world, which lies in the realm of reality of a 

distinctly different order. That is why Shaw even complained 

against the 'artifical'' elements in Ibsen's plays : 

Almost all the sorrow and the weariness which makes his 

plays so poignant are the sorrow and weariness of the mean 

dull life in which nothing happens, but nonetheless he 

provides a final catastrophe of the approved 
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fifth-act-blank-verse type.Hedvig and Hedda shoot 

themselves : Rosmer and Rebecca throw themselves into the 

mill-race : Solness and Rubek are dashed to pieces : 

Borkman dies of acute stage tragedy without discoverable 

lesion. I will not again say, as I have said before, that 

these catastrophes are forced, because a fortunate 

performance often makes the scene inevitable; but I do 

submit that the omission of them would leave the plays 

MM M . 3 7 

sadder and more convincing. 

Shaw's preference for a theatre that would be 

indistinguishable from natural history comes out unequivocally in 

the following lines : 

The moment the dramatist gives up accidents and 

catastrophes,and takes 'slices of life' as his material, he 

finds himself committed to plays that have no endings. The 

curtain no longer comes down on a hero slain or married : 

it comes down when the audience has seen enough of life 

presented to it to draw the moral, and must either leave 

39 
the theatre or miss the last train. 

We shall later see that this highly idiosyncratic view 

invests comedy with a character that is substantially different 

from the great tradition of Europen comedy. Negatively defined 

vis-a-vis tragedy the comic, according to this view, is that which 

is non-tragic. Positively, the one quality it shares with the 
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is non-tragic. Positively, the one quality it shares with the 

popular notion of comedy is the happy ending, but then the happy 

ending is not in the action that constitutes the mimesis but 

outside, at some distant point in the future. The comic 

resolution has been taken out of the plot and placed in the 

realm of ideology presented as historical prophecy.,Thu5 Shaw's 

theory of comedy is as much a theory of history as an aesthetic 

theory. 

II 

Tho QuirxL&ss&rxcs of Ibs&rxism is one book that articulates 

most sharply the uniquely Shavian vision of comedy. It provides 

Shaw's existential rebellion in his novels with the much needed 

ideological foundation that places a sheer denier on a firm ground 

of affirmation. It succeeds in promoting the dervish to the status 

of the prophet. Considering the fact that Shaw's mindset remains 

substantially unchanged and the intense egoism that blocked any 

meaningful social intercourse of the protagonists with the outside 

world still remains untempered, this change wrought by sheer 

ideology is nothing short of remarkable. Paradoxically the great 

artist, who is necessarily a comic artist, is both the enemy of 

the people and their benefactor. He is their enemy because his 

present relationship with them is that of antagonism : "All the 

great artists enter into a terrible struggle with the public, 

often involving bitter poverty and personal humi 1 iat ion...and 

because they believe they are apostles doing what used to be 
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When Shaw discovers in the new school of dramatists "the 

terrible art of sharp shooting at the audience" he is surely 

thinking as much of himself as of Ibsen : 

Never mislead an audience, was an old rule. But the new 

shcool will trick the spectator into forming a meanly false 

judgement, and then convict him of it in the next act, 

often to his grievous mortification. When you despise 

something you ought to take off your hat to, or admire or 

imitate something you ought to loathe, you cannot resist 

the dramatist who knows how to touch these morbid spots in 

you and make you see that they are morbid. The dramatist 

knows that as long as he is teaching and saving his 

audience, he is as sure of their strained attention as 

40 
...the Angel of Annunciation. 

The dramatist causes pain to awaken joy and courage : 

significantly Shaw uses the language of pathology to describe the 

relationship between the artist and his audience. The ordinary man 

is in a diseased state, yet he is not past cure. The artist ^ s 

unpopular because he lets out the unflattering truth about the 

audience and forces it to recognise the truth, but by doing so he 

also holds out the promise of a healthy life. The artist is cruel, 

but the cruelty is both necessary and salutary. Like Ibsen, a true 

artist is "both capable of hurting us cruelly and filling us with 

excited hopes of escape from idealistic tyrannies, and with 

4 1 visions of intenser life in the future." 

4(S4 



One can see that Shaw is not very consistent with his 

metaphor. One must assume that the people the artist hurts to cure 

are Shaw's Philistines, since they are in the majority in any 

society. Yet we have seen that he maintains that it is the 

Idealists, who constitute a minority in society — though they" are 

much more numerous than the Realists — who are diseased, and the 

Philistines are unthinking, but basically healthy people. Even in 

The Quintessence, not to speak of the plays, the distinction 

between the Philistines and the Idealists often gets blurred. 

What relates the artistic credo of The Quintessence to his 

novels even more strongly than Shaw's critical attitude to the 

world is the central position of the self in the new schema. The 

central characters' egoism in the novels stands in the way of the 

integration of the individual with society, because the novels do 

not merely stress the value of the individual and the individual's 

awareness of the intrinsic worth of se1f-awareness and 

self-respect, they also set up a gulf between the individual and 

"the other", and the elevation of the former leads to a 

corresponding devaluation of the latter until Shaw's heroes become 

emotinally incapable of comprehending that the world is composed 

not of the self and the other but of numerous selves. I have 

argued in the previous chapters that in the absence of a 

philosophical framework that Shaw finds later, the individualism 

42 of the novels often slips into obtuse solipsism. The 

Quintessence relates the individual, who in the novels is often no 

more than a loose cannon, to a suprapersonal end, foreshadowing 
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the full-blown philosophy of Man and Superman that discovers the 

convergence of the individual and society in the World Will 

(Shaw's Creative Evolution) and makes Shavian comedy 

transcendental in nature. 

In r^e QuintGss&nce extreme individualism is no longer 

anti-social : 

There is no hope in Individualism for egotism. When a man 

is at last brought face to face with himself by a brave 

Individualism, he finds himself face to face, not with an 

individual, but with a species, and knows that to save 

himself, he must save the race. He can have no life except 

a share in the life of the community; and if that life is 

unhappy and squalid, nothing he can do to paint and paper 

and upholster and shut off his little corner of it can 

really rescue him from it. 

What is at issue is not merely socialism: the passage makes a 

substantial attempt to disown the spirit of the novels, it grasps 

a simple truth not in evidence in his earlier work, namely, that 

the life of the individual finds fulfilment by affirming the life 

of the community. That this life of the community means more than 

economic or civic life, the sharing of which is the principal 

occupation of a socialist, becomes clearer in Shaw's comments on 

the Emporor and Galil&cxn.Like Maximus Shaw feels that the future 

of the human race lies in "the third empire" which is "the empire 
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of Man asserting the eternal validity of his own will." The 
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tyrant Julian persecutes the Christians and brings about his own 

downfall because in his egotistical jealousy "Christ appears to 

him, not as the prototype of himself, as Maximus would have him 

feel, but as a rival god over whom he must prevail at all 
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costs." In another context Shaw says that the man who is 

standing alone for his own sake solely is literally an idiot." 

One is left wondering whether the butt of his redicule is really 

Peer Gynt or Sidney Trefusis and, to a lesser extent other Shavian 

heroes when he observes : 

Peer's first boyish notion of the se1f-rea1ised man is not 

the saint, but the demigod whose indomitable will is 

stronger than destiny, the fighter, the master, the man 

whom no woman can resist, the mighty hunter, the knight of 

a thousand adventures, the model...Now, no such person 

exists, or ever did exist, or ever can exist. The man who 

cultivates an indomitable will and refuses to make way for 

anything or anybody, soon finds that he cS^nnot hold a 

street crossing against a tram car, much less, a world 

against the whole human race. Only by plunging into 

illusions to which every fact gives the lie can he persuade 

himself that his will is a force that can overcome all 

other forces... 

The will occupies a central position in Shaw's critical 

work as well as in his plays. Like Hobbes and Nietzsche he sees 

the will to power as a universal characteristic, but cannot, 
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unlike Nietzsche, apotheosize power. Man's animal spirits appeared 

to the German philosopher the hall-mark of his innate nobility; to 

Shaw's more complex conscience it is an animal instinct that has 

to be mitigated not by repression but by making it an instrument 

of a suprapersonal ethical purpose. That is why he comes down so 

heavily on the kind of wilfulness that exists for its own sake and 

values other men and women as a wrestler values the opponent he 

seeks to floor — the stronger the challenger, the more satisfying 

the taste of victory. 

However, Shaw's own comments on Ibsen's characters is a 

flash of illumination that does not cover the distance between 

critical precept and practice, because in his own plays men »nd 

women are locked in a fiercer battle of will, and in situations of 

conflict they hardly fare better than Peer or Julian, who see 

themselves tragically or, as in the case of Peer, 

grotesquely consumed in a bootless struggle against other wills. 

As Norbert F. O'Donnell remarks, Shaw's drama "becomes a portrayal 

of life in which the will is the Key to human motives and all 

human relationships are, in one degree of intensity or another, 
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conflicts of will." 

Shaw says that in Ibsen's third empire one asserts the 

eternal validity of one's own will and yet affirms the value of 

another's will. Such a view sees the will as the active and 

energetic manifestation of the self, and accepts the possibility 

of complete self-affirmation even after accepting the worth of 

another self. It is a startling view to be taken by a man like 
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Shaw, but it flies in the face of the evidece he produces in his 

own plays. Caesar, Shaw's Siegfried, has a will that looms over 

the whole play. He does not interact, he just controls. Like Dick 

Dudgeon he walks in lonely eminence. When Lady Cicely and Captain 

Brasbound confront each other they discover that their wills are 

caught in a conflict and they can face each other only as predator 

and prey. This conflict they cannot sublimate into a relationship 

of harmony; therefore they disengage themselves and retreat into 

loneliness : the prospect of affirming the other person's ;;iill 

fills each with the terror of losing one's own. Human relationship 

is symbiotic or parastic, nowhere does it approximate the norm 

set up in The Quintess&nce of Ibsenism. In fact the ending of 

Captain Brassbound*s Conversion clearly parallels the following 

passage from Strindberg's The Father : 

LAURA ... Our lovemaking was a joy, but it was followed by 

the sense that my very blood was ashamed. The mother became 

the mistress — ugh ! 

CAPTAIN I saw, but I was misunderstood. I thought you 

despised my lack of virility, and so I wanted to win you as 

a woman by proving myself as a man. 

LAURA That's where you made your mistake. The mother was 

your friend, you see, but the woman was your enemy. Love 

between a man and a woman is war. And don't imagine that I 

gave myself. I didn't give. I took—whatever it was I 
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Even motherhood is not exempt from power play to be a mother is 

to triumph, to be a child is to lose and surrender. Laura "loved" 

her husband, the Captain, when he came to her as a child, but when 

he came to her as a man she hated him and finished him. Unlike in 

Strindberg, the seamy underside of the battle of the, sexes lurks 

in the background in Shaw, but it does come out into the open from 

time to time, as in Candida and Captain Brasbound's Conversion, 

and even when it is in the background the plays leave, as I have 

tried to show earlier, the unmistakable impression that the 

hostility is lurking in the shadows and has not been completely 

overcome. The Fabian feminist's affinity with the Scandinavian 

misogynist is much greater than Shaw would concede. 

I II 

If we return for a moment from Shaw's practice to his 

precepts, we shall see that Shaw sees comedy operating at 

different levels. At the basic level comedy can "throw pity and 

terror to one side and...stimulate thought" about life. At this 

level it is the didactic art par excellence, and Shaw sees 

Aristophanes, Euripides, Shakespeare, Goethe as "intensely 
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didactic" writers. Thus comedy is an instrument used to change 

opinion and the writers whom he sees doing so, including 

Euripides, he treats as authors of comedy or tragi-comedy rather 

than tragedy. It is in this sense that Widow&rs' Houses and Mrs 

Warr&n's Profession, with all the trappings oi melodrama, are 
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comedies. The archetype of such comedy is A Doll's Ho-use : "A 

Doll's House will be as flat as ditch water when A Midswmrwer 

Night's Dream will still be as fresh as paint, but it will have 

done more work in the world; and that is enough for the highest 
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genius, which is intensely utilitarian." 

He readily concedes that the superiority of A Doll's House 

over A Midsumrrtjer Night's Dream. is not artistic superiority; he 

elaborates the point by comparing Granville Barker with 

Congreve — he considers Barker a far greater writer than Congreve 

and yet unhesitatingly admits that "the stupendous superiority of 

The Madras House to The Way of The World, is due wholly to the 

difference in the subject matter and the mental capacity of the 
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authors." What is to be noted is that A Doll's House and The 

Madras House provide Shaw with a paradigm of comedy, but A 

Midsummer Night's Dream does not as it does not subserve any 

social dynamics. This is the basic level of comedy for Shaw, the 

level at which comedy 'stimulates thought" by unmasking, by 

exposing the worth 1essness of things we esteem in our ignorance. 

Moliere appeals to Shaw at this level : 

Moliere destroyed the prestige of the conspiracies against 

society which we call the professions, and which thrive by 

the exploitation of idolatry. He unmasked the doctor, the 

philosopher, the fencing master, the priest. He ridiculed 

their dupes : the hypochondriac, the academician, the 

devotee, the gentleman as the butt and creature of his 
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valet, emphasizing thus the inevitable relation between the 

man who lives by unearned money and the man who lives by 
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weight of service... 

At this level comedy is satirical : it ridicules ugliness, 

pretensions, iniquities and vanities. This is the level at which 

Shaw's conception of comedy approximates that of Aristotle, 

according to whom comedy portrays men as worse than ordinary human 
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beings. Since it stresses the negation of actual experience, 

this is the level at which comedy appeals to Shaw's instincts, for 

the entire body of his polemical writings, almost all his novels 

and the Plays Unpleasant are attuned to this spirit of denial. Yet 

to Shaw this negation is just one of the features of comedy, not 

its sufficient condition. One of his complaints against Moliere is 

that like Shakespeare the Frenchman fails to make the necessary 

distinction between human institutions and human nature { "Moliere 

never indicted Society...It is true that Moliere, like Shakespear 

indicted human nature, which would seem to be a broader attack; 

but such attacks only make thoughtful men melancholy and hopeless, 
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and practical men cynical or murderous." 

At the higher level, therefore, Shaw sees comedy combining 

denial with affirmation : man must be capable of surviving after 

all the unmasking on the strength of his nature alone. At this 

level the vision of comedy becomes more complex : it shows up the 

useless ideals and institutions that lie on society like a heap of 

empty shells, but it also shows the intrinsic worth of men and 
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women, the natural goodness of their action i it also shows that 

the rubbish has to be swept away as it poses a threat to the 

hygiene of society. 

At the second level Shaw's idea of comedy is no longer 

Aristotelian. Tired and scared of the nihilistic consequences of 

his consistent urge to deny normal experience, Shaw builds a 

second tier into his concept of comedy. The Plays Pleasant 

represent this second level in an attempt to compensate for the 

deficiencies of his earlier works. Whether the highest criticism 

is, as Oscar Wilde thought, autobiographical or not, Shaw's 

references to Shakespeare and Moliere can b^ read as 

self-criticism. If Shakespeare and Moliere picked quarrels with 

God as Shaw thought, surely they were no match for him, since he 

carried the quarrel to his grave. 

Comedy at the more complex level is the result of Shaw's 

attempt to patch up this quarrel. In the preface to the Plays 

Pleasant he professes to see "plenty of good in the world working 

itself out as fast as the idealists will allow it; and if they 

would only let it alone and learn to respect reality." His 

success in depicting human action endowed with "plenty of good" is 

not unqualified. Through Bluntschili he comes close to the third 

empire he championed in The Quintess&nce, for the anti-heroic 

Swiss constitutes the bridge between the world of flesh and that 

of spirit, and though at times he seems as bizarre as 

Shakespeare's Don Armado, he succeeds in retrieving his humanity 

and becoming more than a counterfoil to Sergius's operatic tenor. 

473 



The final twist in which the hard-boiled pragmatist rvveals 

himself as a hyper-romantic must be one convincing illustration of 

humane and necessary illusion in Shaw's plays. But structurally it 

is Sergius and not he who occupies the play's central position, 

and Sergius does not come through as a comic Hamlet, because 

though as a dramatist Shaw stakes his success on the 

convincingness of Sergius as the kingpin of a moving tragi-comedy, 

the latter cannot rescue himself from the world of extravaganza. 

We see Sergius the panjandrum and we see Sergius the cynic, but 

they are the two sides of the same idealism that does not work. We 

do not see the Hamlet in Sergius over and above the roles he acts 

with such self-conscious theatricality. Bluntschli does catapult 

himself centrestage with his punch lines, but in doing so he runs 

away with the hero's role, because in the written text, as 

distinct from the stage, he is at the margin of a complex action. 

The success of the marginal man is thus directly proportional to 

Shaw's failure with his comic hero. ^ 

CancLidLcL may have been designed by its author as "a modern 

mystery play of the Madonna and child, the theatre where the 

Catholic religion of Creative Evolution lives", but it hardly 
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stresses a "balanced, humanitarian view", as Bert Cardullo 

thinks. Behind Candida's pleasant protective facade lies a 

dangerous creature; in fact, Shaw gives us a replay, on a subtler 

scale and a more disguised manner, of Strindberg's The Father, 

Candida mollycoddles her husband as long as he is under her thumb, 

but at the moment of reckoning, when Morel 1 refuses to play the 
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child and confronts her as the husband she does to him precisely 

what Laura does to the Captain : the strai t-j acket and the 

physical violence are absent but there is no mistaking that she 

destroys him intentionally and systematically. 

When we remember that The Quintessence o/ Ibsenism is 

indispensable for an understanding of Shaw's comedy, and read 

Candida and Captain Brassbound's Conversion against the background 

of the Quint&ssenc&, it becomes immediately clear that Shaw's 

heroes and heroines are closer to Julian than to Maximus, and he 

himself is incapaple as a dramatist of realising what he preaches 

as a philosopher. In spite of The Quintessence the encounter 

between the self and the other in Shaw's plays is not resolved 

through mutual affirmation. 

It is not by sheer chance that the focus of Shaw' s comedies 

moves away from more personal to less personal and from private 

to public themes. Traditionally comedy depicts society as a 

civilizing agent and it shows the norms of civilization endangered 

by deviant individuals who have been insufficiently socialized and 

are not able to cope satisfactorily with thexr monomania, 

gluttony, pretensiousness, avarice, 1ascivlousness or some 

other vice. Such threats to society are effectively countered by 

breaking in the individual or, when that is not possible, by 

isolating him. The artistic portrayal of individual error is 

possible only against the background of a stable society that 

provides a broad consensus regarding the norms to be followed. The 

journey from folly to wisdom of an individual presupposes a common 
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standard easily recognized by the audience of the play. 

In Candida, Shaw's counterblast to Ibsen's A Doll's House, 

the dramatist not only springs a surprise in his choice of the 

doll, he subverts his own standard of normalcy by revealing the 

supposedly normal womar> as completely devoid of human qualities. 

In Arms and the Man he allows Bluntschli to provide the norm only 

by default, but this piece of theatrical coup is not enough to 

hide the gaping hole at the centre. You A/ever Can Tell oscillates 

in the eyes of its own creator between repulsive farce and high 

Doetry because Shaw himself oscillates between genuine sympathy 

and a heartless rejection of family norms and consequently 

orchestrates the display of feeling in the key of farce in which 

melodrama is fantasticated and trivialised. Such ambivalence cuts 

the ground of agreement on which a solid foundation of comedy can 

be laid. Shaw's overall comic device has been called "suspense of 

59 form" by Elder Olson. The device keeps the audience guessing as 

to the nature of the play : an expectation is roused only to be 

thwarted and what the audience gets is very different from what it 

expects. We have seen that this is as true of a melodrama like The 

Dex>il's Disciple as of a "romance" like Pygmalion, The simulation 

of the structure of the popular thriller for comic purposes has 

one drawback : it robs the audience of a stable background. The 

sudden change of figure and ground induces a dizziness in the 

viewer. It is easier to admire the virtuosity of the author under 

such circumstances than to be converted; the conviction preceding 

the conversion gets little substance to fasten on to. 
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This uneasiness with the tradition of the form, this 

limited success is dramatising "the lot of good in the world" 

gives to Shaw's comedy a new turn, in which man does not move fcoti 

inadequate to adequate adjustment with society. With the new 

element Shaw may be said to have entered the third stage of 

comedy, and the new comedy may be called the comedy of 

deliverance: the significant action does not involve correction 

and change in man's response to society. The change required is 

not from inappropriate to appropriate response of an individual or 

a group of society, it takes the shape of the journey of a highly 

evolved individual or coalition in the direction of power. Edmund 

Wilson avers that the principal opposition in Shaw's plays is 

between the saint and the man of action. At the farthest reach 

of Don Juan's imagination stands an individual who has absolute 

power and absolute knowledge. A third ideal that he might have 

included but does not is love. In the plays Pleasant, love was not 

yet discarded by the dramatist but it proved to be the one feeling 

that Shaw had difficulty in handling without embarrassment and 

shamefacedness. Nothing showed the inability better than Candida 

and the embarrassment more acutely than You Never Can Tell. 

The shift of the paradigm from love to power — and the two 

are in Shaw's plays mutually exclusive — duplicates the spiritual 

journey of the author from boyhood to adulthood. As a purely 

literary activity it is the return of the author of The 

QuinLessence of Ibsenism. to an earlier stage of his career. As an 

individual he taught himself to replace love with power in order 
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to deal with the world. As a novelist tentatively working out the 

idea of the superman througn his heroes, he explored the exciting 

contours of power through various modes of victory of the 

protagonists over others: the unarmed prophet is not necessarily 

the prophet of non-violence. For a brief while, as the author of 

The Quintessence, he made an attempt to transcend the duality of 

self and other but did not grasp the fact that transcendence is 

not possible without the aid of love. 

Changing the world may seem a more difficult task than 

changing an individual, but Shaw moved from the private sphere to 

the public one for the opposite reason. Bringing about fundamental 

changes in the attitude of the marginal man involved a drastic 

shake-up in his own adjustment with the world; he chose, therfore, 

what was for him the easier task — the task of changing the world 

to satisfy the expectations of the individual. This brought him 

back to the place where he began. The Plays Pleasant failed to be 

a sufficiently strong means of extroversion. The new comedy that 

followed was thus political comedy in a very obvious sense; 

politics is the study of organized power, and the central theme of 

Shaw's new comedy was the alignment of wisdom with power or, more 

precisely, the search of the man of wisdom for power and his 

willingness to sacrifice innocence for it. 

The new dynamism that is imparted to the plays by their 

dialectical content takes them further away from the familiar 

climate of comedy, though structurally they still resemble 

Europe's most famous comedy, which moves upward from the human 
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circle to a higher one through redemption. Yet the secular 

equivalent of the Dixjino Com»d.y in Shaw's hand?, proves more 

problematic because Shaw has nothing like the philosophy of Saint 

Thomas Aquinas and the other Scholastics to connect the future 

with the present. Without the solid core of shared religious 

belief, the higher circle in which present contradictions are 

resolved is no more than an airy dream outside the immediate 

experience of the audience, whereas the present, which is no more 

than the middle term in Shaw's dialectic, is, in all its 

terribleness, the only world steeped in reality. The heaven of 

Major Barbara is a dream, the hell of John Bull's Oth&r Island is 

the reality-

Shaw's plays of this period are revolutionary in their 

departure from tradition. The contrast with Shakespeare can be 

illuminating. In Shakespeare's plays self-knowledge a.nd individual 

maturity are enough. It is enough for Benedick and Beatrice or 

Claudius and Hero to come to terms with one another through mutual 

accommodation and, as in the case of Benedick and Beatrice, to 

rise above latent hostilities by forming a lasting sexual alliance 

that promises to be both biologically and socially productive. It 

is not necessary for them to appropriate the power of Don John in 

order to save society. Human society is structured and ordered and 

the autonomy of one sphere is not encroached upon by the others. 

It is Fortune rather than Don Pedro that thwarts the villainy of 

Don John and yet Don Pedro can recede into the background to leave 

the comic stage to Benedick and Beatrice. In more abstract terms 
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it means that there is place and scope for every kind of activity, 

none of which is choked up by the others. 

In Shaw's revolutionary world neither the boon of Fortune 

nor the order of society can be relied upon to deliver the goods. 

The autonomous spheres are shattered. The innocence of Keegan 

merely reveals to him that the world he lives in is hell. Barbara 

can keep herself away from the cynical world of ammunition only by 

perpetuating the rule of Lazarus and Undershaft. As the critic of 

the ubiquitous muddle around him Shaw knew that the ideal is not 

the real, in fact the world revealed in these plays suggests that 

the Hegelian formula is more appropriate when rey(;y^'ed: society 

can be redeemed not only by arresting but also by reversing the 

direction of history. History is wavering between tv^agedy and 

farce, it will resolve itself into comedy only when Cusins 

shoulders Undershaft's responsibilities and discharges 

Undershaft's duties. In John Bull's Oth.Gr Island the saint's 

suffering leads not to tragic fulfilment but no bootless 

heartbreak. 

This obsession with success, this trivialization of 

suffering, this irresistible call of evangelism, this dogmatic 

faith in the power of polemics to reveal the truth on Shaw's part 

and the nightmarish experience of the terrible half-century on the 

part of his readers combine to give a sinister ring to the ethos 

of these plays. Unprepared to give any quarter to tragedy and 

counting pessimism among the cardinal sins, Shaw promises 

deliverance in these plays. John Bull seemingly moves out of hell 
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and Major Barbara ends pointing the way to heaven, although with 

the rider that the road lies through hell. The atmosphere of both 

John Bull's Other Island and Major Barbara is that of deep 

pessimism, as it would be in any tragedy without the cathartic 

release effected by the ennobling experience of suffering. Both 

plays deal with the problem of evil and the contagion of evil^even 

though the author is loth to admit it. Situations on the ground 

seldom approximate metaphysical abstractions and both plays, 

dealing with concrete reality rather than metaphysical categories, 

end in a closed universe from which there are no escape routes to 

higher spheres. But the socialist in Shaw, insisting that every 

evil is remediable, and the polemicist in him, finding succour in 

a mechanical reversal of power equations, force happy endings on 

these plays. What is more disturbing is Shaw identifying himself 

with the aggressor to save himself from despair. 

Shaw's political drama is profoundly Platonic in its 

aspiration: like Plato Shaw believes that the world can be saved 

only if the guardians are the rulers. But this is the ideal 

situation, in the actual world the "ought" and the "is" do not 

agree. So what is to be done? Shaw's answer seems to be that the 

"ought" and the "is" must be one some day, and no price i£ too 

high to be paid to achieve that end; in fact he goes further by 

carrying Plato's theory of domination of the lower by the higher 

faculties to the logical extreme by arguing that the superior 

person is morally obliged to capture temporal power. As the 

gunpowder is the ultimate source of temporal power — the ballot 
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that counts has a bullet wrapped in it — Shaw's new hero is a man 

who is prepared to kill for the sake of his faith. Shaw is not 

being a sadist, he is carrying his Platonism to its logical end. 

In order to establish spiritual rule the superior man trust 

have political poweri in Plato's language, the man possessing 

the rational faculty should dominate men in whom the appetitive or 

the spirited faculties predominate, even if the domination of the 
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superior person is carried out through the barrel of the gun. 

Shaw's consistent espousal of liquidation of the inefficient and 

the useless stems from the belief originating in Plato that 

human life has no inherent sacredness and must justify itself by 

its usefulness to society. 

Democracy and faith in the sacredness of human life come 

from the acceptance of value-relativism and pluralism. Since there 

is no way of ascertaining objectively that one set of values is 

better than another (in order to escape the trap of extreme 

relativism which refuses to judge the relative worth of a Spinoza 

and a Hitler, we can say that generally life does not provide us 

with such extreme examples, and a softer relativism has entrenched 

itself in Europe ever since Locke showed in his Essay on Nxjurruxn 

UnderstCLnding that the world cannot be known directly or 

objectively) we accept that we have no right to impose our beliefs 

on others. Tolerance becomes a necessity under such circumstances, 

and hence democracy. Philosophically Shaw does not show the least 

awareness of the earth-shaking impact of either Locke or Kant. In 

his dogmatism, too, he is akin to Plato. His Life Force, like 
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Plato's Idea, appropriates the whole of truth, and he makes the 
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same distinction between knowledge and belief that Plato does. 

Thus enthroned by Shaw knowledge rules as a tyrant. Only 

a tiny minority has access to knowledge. Like those of Plato, 

Shaw's rightful Guardians — the Realists — form the smallest 

portion of society. This breeds an extreme form of elitism, for 

almost everything associated with the majority is dysgenic : the 

aspirations of common humanity have been discarded by the Life 

Force. The only joy the Life Force permits Don Juan is the joy 

of contemplation. Intellect is enshrined in Shaw's sanctum 

sanctorum and acts as the pole star to the human race. This 

certainty about the purpose of the universe, the clear knowledge 

of the path to be traversed by man and the direction to be taken 

make the Life Force the centre-piece of Shaw's religion. There 

can be no greater relief than the discovery of a credible dogma in 

an age in which all dogmas are crumbling, leaving a hole in man's 

soul . 

If Shaw gives man an aim to strive for, he also condemns 

the strife as hopeless. Knowledge, according to him, is not 

immanent and evolving in history. Shaw's Nature is transcendental, 

its aim had been fixed independently of man, much before the human 

race was created. We live in time and we can hope to realize human 

aspirations only in time. We can hope to transcend ourselves 

through our successors only if we believe that from the dawn of 

civilization our forefathers were trying, however dimly they may 

have been aware of the fact, to better themselves. But Shaw denies 
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the fact: "I do not know," he wrote to A.B.Walkley, "whether you 

have any illusion left on the subject of education, progress and 

so forth. I have none." In the "Notes to Caesar rTnd Cleopatra" 

he denies that any progress has taken place in history : "The 

notion that there has been any such Progress since Caesar's tim» 

(less than 20 centuries) is too absurd for discussion." In other 

words the aims of the Life Force are not immanent, the purpose of 

Nature is different from the purpose of man, the Life Force does 

not move forward and upward through human history. The gulf 

between the past and the present on the one hand and the distant 

future on the other, between man and superman, cannot be bridged 

by the history of mankind. On the one hand Shaw believes that the 

universe can realise its aims only through progress, on the other 

he maintains that man cannot be the instrument of that progress. 

This paradox contains the implicit acknowledgment that 

Shaw's attempt to connect history to literature through his 

political comedy is a failure, for Shaw's pessimism implies that 

he realizes that the transformation of Undershaft's world through 

Cusins is not possible, but as he is not prepared to recognize 

Barbara's agony as the ultimate fact of the human condition, he 

makes his comedy take the last plunge. In leaping over the human 

condition, Back to Methxis&lah. shows the final development of 

Shavian Comedy. ^ 

Readers are likely to find Bach to M&thus&lah repulsive, 

even terrifying, yet it is the supreme triumph of Shavian 

dialectics, for it ends in the Utopia that Don Juan imagined in 

484 



Mart <xnd Sup^rnuxn. Juan longed for the Platonic norm of 

civilization, but the Socratic standard keeps the norm hopelessly 

out of the reach of all but a tiny minority. And yet as a writer 

of comedies, Shaw cannot completely ignore the idea of comedy as a 

communion. How can there be any communion without a community ? He 

seeks to get round the difficulty by making adulthood an emerging 

principle of the Life Force : an intelligent civilization has not 

yet been created, but life is unmistakably pushing in tCiat 

di rect ion. 

Making brilliant use of his knowledge of biological 

evolution Shaw seeks to replace the species with a principle as 

the source of abiding value. Not man but intelligence forms the 

background against which everything is judged. Life has moved 

upwards over millions of years and its path of ascent has been 

marked by the expansion of consciousness and the dominance of 

intelligence. The cerebral cortex of man is of recent 

origin — birds and lower animals are dominated by feeling. The 

hypothalamus and the lower brain — parts of the human brain over 

which the cerebrums painstakingly slow but ummist»kable 

ascendance has earned man the place in which he finds himself 

today — still determines almost completely the behaviour of lower 

animals. Shaw reminds us of the sobering fact that evolution has 

not come to an end, nor are we, therefore, its ultimate product. 

If intelligence and consciousness set us apart from other animals, 

a time is bound to come when the dominance of mind over other 

faculties will be so impressive that today's man will seem a 
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pitiable creature in comparison with the living beings of the 

future — the being whom we must call superman for want of a 

better name — intelligence will play such an overwhelming role 

that the superman will be almost pure intelligence. Such a being 

is bound to be vastly different from us. The superman will be 

Platonism made flesh : in him the appetitive and spirited elements 

will dwindle so much in comparison with the rational, that they 

will seem practically non-existent. In him feeling and emotion 

will revolve around that dazzling sun, intelligence, and the 

proclamation of the effulgent glory of intelligence will be the 

raison d'etre of emotion. 

The last two parts of Bach to Methxiselah have shocked many 

readers with their forbidding portraits of men and women, but from 

the very beginning Shaw's intellectual aspirations were directed 

to this end. He did not believe in the timelessness of art. As a 

believer in evolution he knew that a fundalmental change in human 

nature wavB bound to be reflected in literature — evolution would 

lead not only to the obsol e?;c enc e of man but also of art, a human 

creation. This change had been anticipated by Shaw many years 

before he worte his metabiologica 1 Pentateuhh: 

Fashions change more quickly than manners, manners more 

quickly than morals, morals more quickly than passions, and 

in general, the conscious, reasonable, intellectual life 

more quickly than the instinctive, wilful, affectionate 

one. The dramatist who deals with the irony and humour of 
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the relatively durable sides of life, or with their pity 

and terror, is the one whose comedies and tragedies last 

longest. 

The comedies preceding Bach to Hethxiselah. deal "with the 

irony and humour" of changing manners and morals. The final 

society of comedy is reached in Back to /fethixselo/i; in fact the 

play goes beyond the portrayal of that society, for the last part 

of the play depicts a world where comedy and all other forms of 

art are obsolete. Shaw foresaw this end many years ago when he 

insisted that our greatest works of art would be discarded by the 

future : "Not until the change has reached our instincts and 

passions will the stories begin to '̂date** again for the last time 

68 
before their final obsolescence." 

Baxzk. to M&thxisGlah. is the highest stage of Shavian comedy, 

and yet, paradoxically, in the final society depicted in the play 

neither comedy nor any other form of art or literature is 

possible. The play provides us with a glimpse of "men" whose 

passions and instincts have changed completely. To a dramatist who 

puts his work at the service of evolution the obsolescence of his 

own work, indeed, of all drama, is not a disaster p just as the 

prospect of martyrdom is not terrible to a heroic person. The 

obsolescence of his own plays is the ultimate triumph of the 

Shavianism of Shaw's comedies. 

Bach to H&thuB&lah. is the still point on which the 

different lines pursued by Shaw converge. His unresolved 
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contradictions are finally reconciled ; the outsider, the critic, 

the champion of vital science and the prophet of a new 

religion—the various roles jostling inside him — are finally at 

peace with one another as they merge into this grand comedy. The 

end depicted by the cycle is Shaw's equivalent of Hegel's Absolute 

contemplating itself; it is the point beyond which dialectic 

cannot move, for the play goes as far as thought can reach. 

If "As Far as Thought Can Reach", the last part of Bach To 

MethVLSelah.^ is the ultimate point of Shavian comedy, the cycle as 

a whole is the matrix of all the separate comedies that precede it 

as well as of those that follow : 

My plays are interludes, as it were, between two greater 

realities. And the meaning of them lies in what has 

preceded them and in what follows them. The beginning of 

one of my plays takes place exactly where an unknown play 

ended. It is the two unwritten plays Cthe critics3 should 

consider in order to get light upon the one that lies 

between. 

A written play moves onward until its momentum pushes it 

beyond its confines into the realm of an unwritten play, which in 

turn flows into another written play. Thus Shaw's separate plays 

do not remain separate, they combine to form one great comedy. The 

action moves not only onward but also upward until the collective 

aspiration of the species is embodied in some greater species that 

reaches towards the infinite through the conquest of death. Seen 

4B8 



in this way, the play is the -final act of a great comedy of which 

plays like Man and Sup^rrruan and Mojor Barbara are the earlier 

acts. Bach to M&th-us&iah presupposes the aspiration as well as the 

incomplete resolution of the earlier plays. 

In Shaw's Di-oin^ Comady exclusion thus becomes transformed 

into transcendence. The killing of the shortlivers, anticipating 

the activity of the angel in Th& Simpleton and adding a gloss on 

Shaw's support of similar activities by dictators, becomes 

euthanasia and a religious obligation. The killing of the ghastly 

monster created by Pygmalion becomes not only an ob 1 igat ion-̂  but 

also an act of compassion to the monster itself. That seems also 

to be Shaw's final statement on the majority, who are seen as 

eugenic failures. 

For the poet of the post-humanist era, the charge of 

anti-humanism signifies nothing more than a semantic confusion on 

the part of his critics and their attachment to certain 

shibboleths that must be outgrown before humanity transcends 

itself. Since in this transcendence lies the religion of the 

future, it was Shaw's manifest destiny to be the first writer in 

the modern age to redeem comedy from the irre1igiousness of 

Shakespeare and noliere and restore to it the glory it was 

invested with by Dante. As the poet of the future communion Shaw 

cannot but indict man for betraying the Life Force. The Paradise 

of the Divine Comedy can be reached only after the 

supersession — or destruction, as the fate of Pygmalion's 

experiment suggests — of man. 
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IV 

We have seen that for Shaw human history is a part of the 

cosmic comedy, but it is founded on despair because Shaw cannot 

see history delivering the goods. Man stands condemned. But on 

what evidence is thi»^ condemnation bflsed "̂  Shaw's argument, in its 

most elaborate form, is to be found in the Epistle Dedicatory 

preceding Man and Sup&rman as well as in The Revolutionist's 

Handbook. The latter concedes that the superman is not a 

necessity : 

Any Socialist can convince us easily that the difference 

between Man as he is and Man as he might become, without 

further evolution...is enormous ... 11 need not be denied 

that if we all struggle bravely to the end of the 

reformers' paths we should improve the world prodigiously. 

But there is no more hope in that than in the equally 

plausible assurance that if the sky falls we shall all 

catch larks...We do not desire the end enough : indeed 

in most cases we do not effectively desire it at all. 

72 
The Handbook finds Fabian methods "fundamentally futile" 

because the nation will never be converted to Fabianism. Shaw sees 

in history the regular recurrence oi the same stupidity, the same 
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burst-.B of savagery that threatened past ages and previous 

civilizations. He cannot escape the conclusion that 

after all, the dog will return to his vomit and the 

sow...to her wallowing in the mire; and we may as well make 

up our minds that Man will return to his idols and 

cupidities, inspite of all "movements" and all revolutions, 

73 
until his nature is changed. 

The small gains accumulating over many generations are wiped out 

by atavistic retrogressions, and progress is no more than an 

illusion because it never recovers more than a fraction of the 

lost ground. By a careful selection of events Shaw seeks to 

establish almost an exact correspondence between horrors and 

cruelties committed in the past and those being perpetuated jiow. 

The conclusion is inescapable : 

Unless we are replaced by a more highly evolved animal 

in short, by the Superman — the world must remain a den of 

dangerous animals among whom our few accidental supermen, 

our Shakespears, Goethes, Shelleys and their like, must 

74 
live as precariously as lion tamers do... 

In reply to this one can say that the world would have been vastly 

better had it been composed entirely of Shakespeares, Goethes and 

Shelleys, but is it not easier to visualise a country where the 

majority understand and accept Fabian principles than "an England 

in which every man is a Cromwell, a France in which every man is a 
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Napoleon, a Rome in which every man is a Caesar, a Germany in 

which every man is a Luther plus a Goethe..."? According to the 

Handbook either of the two possibilities can save civilization, 

but Shaw gives up the first possibility as a pipe dream, yet 

trenchantly demands a nation of supermen ' 

Shaw sees history as a conglomeration of random events 

without any significant meaning. At best it is like the Minotaur's 

maze, anyone wending his way through it crosses and recrosses the 

same junction endlessly without reaching anywhere. This indictment 

of human civilization undoubtedly has some substance, and Shaw's 

refusal to equate technical innovation with real progress is quite 

justifiable. When the First World War was fought it surpassed all 

previous wars in history in the extent of its devastation: that 

war was succeeded by Buchenwald and Auschwitz, which revealed a 

new nadir of human cruelty. As if that was not enough, the 

discovery and the dropping of the nuclear bomb revealed the 

ultimate paradox of progress — man can, in a few hours, or even 

minutes, bring history to an end in a breath—taking display of 

advanced technology. Few thinking men have the confidence to hope 

that the world has no "leader" sufficiently insane to attempt such 

a thing. Those of us who have lived through an age dominated by 

the doctrine of the Balance of Terror will agree that after all 

the revolutions, both scientific and political, life in the 

twentieth century has become more and not less precarious. The 

survival of the human race was not at stake during the Dark and 

the Middle Ages; it is in our times. 
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How are we to cope with this crisis ? One answer, the 

Shavian answer, is to breed supermen. One can hope that one day 

Nature will people the earth with only Goethes and Shelleys and 

mankind will be saved. The other answer is to learn sobriety, if 

not through spiritual transformation, then through sheer 

necessity. This is the less glorious way.This way teaches 

unremarkable men to realize the danger oi their own situations and 

find new solutions through mutual tolerance, co-existence and 

detente. It teaches them to carry tolerance further through newer 

forms of co-operation. Experience teaches France and Germany to 

build bridges of co-operation after centuries of mutual hatred. 

Experience teaches the United States to help the reconstruction of 

Russia years after they came close to annihilating each other over 

the Cuban Missile Crisis. Experience and self-interest. Experience 

teaches men and nations to learn from the past, to use the past in 

a creative manner. To learn from past mistakes is the same t'^ing 

as learning from history; and to make a creative use of the past 

is the same thing as the vindication of historical progress. 

Shaw will not grant that any progress has taken place or 

can take place in history. He wants a Greece in which every man is 

an Aristotle, a Rome in which every man is a Julius Caesar. It is 

quite unlikely that such a day will come within a thousand years, 

but in another sense an average Greek of today is an improvement 

on Aristotle, an avt?rage Italian superior to Caersar. An average 

Greek today finds slavery abhorrent, he does not believe that a 

crystal sphere encloses the universe; an ordinary Italian's moral 
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sense would be outraged today by gladiatorial contestso or 

imperialism or a circus in which hungry lions are fed with 

religious dissenters. 

Whi 1 e biologically we are almost identical with our 

' ancestor$ who lived two thousand years ago, the central t&ndency 

of co-ordinated human activities, and thii must be distinguished 

from the activity of individuals with prodigious capacity for 

either good or evil, is moving in a forward direction. Even an 

ordinary man today looks taller than Aristotle not because he is a 

giant like Aristotle but because he is standing on the latter's 
•' 

shoulders. 

• 
To one who believes that literary truth is limited and 

ultimately assimilated by social reality, the reality of 
., 

historical progress should be nothing less than the sign of 

salvation. Moreover, historians have not failed 
I 

to discern such 

signs. From history Gibbon reached "the pleasing conclusion that 

every age of the world has increased, and still increases, ·the 

real wealth, the happiness, the knowlPdge, and perhaps thlf virtue, 

of the human race." 76 Lord Acton called history "a pr·ogressive 

science'' and asserted in the introduction ~o the first volume of 

Cambrid&e Hodern History that "we are bound to assume, as the 

scientific hypothesis on which history is-written, a progress in 

human affairs."77 Elaborating further he added in his Lect-ures in 

Hodern History : 

It is by the combined effort of the weak, made under 

·-
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compulsion, to resist the reign of force and constant 

wrong, that, in the rapid change but slow progress of four 

hundred years, liberty has been preserved, and secured, and 

78 
extended and finally understood. 

We need not, of course, take Gibbon or Acton to mean that 

at every moment we ae making the best use of our historical 

knowledge, that progress takes place in a smooth, unbroken line. 

There may be bursts of brutality, moments of inr.anity (in history 

a moment may last for many years) and areas of darkness. It is 

quite possible that people who monopolise newspaper headlines — 

the newsmakers, the rulers, the power-brokers — betray history 

by refusing to learn from it. But when we speak of the sprit of 

the age, we do not necessarily mean the most conspicuous men, we 

mean the broad tendencies of the age, and we mean the collective 

wisdom of the age, a wisdom that has been gleaned from previous 

ages and expanded by the present. In this sense history is not a 

random recurrence of meaningless events, it is a continuously 

evolving process. Historical evolution is as real as biological 

evolution, but such sobering thought is not conducive to Shaw's 

messianism. The biological superman is a necessity because in 

Shaw's view the civilization created by history is teetering on 

the verge of disaster. In plays like Ca&scur- and CleopcLtra. and 

Sairtt Joan Shaw seeks to establish the thesis that there is no 

significant difference between the past and the present. The 

epilogue of Saint Joan was written to drive home the point that 
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Joan's troubles began, not ended, with her death and to show that 

the modern age has not advanced even one step beyond the Middle 

Ages. 

Joan elicits the same response in the twentieth century as 

she did at the time of Cauchon and Warwick. In an eloquent 

acquittal of the Inquisition Shaw argues that if Joan were to come 

back to life today, we would consign her to the flames again. 

Shaw's incursions into history, therefore, often lead to 

the my tholog i zat ion of history. He is quick to si'lze upon the 

aberrations of modernism and magnify them with his redoubtable 

power of polemics. As J.M.Robertson remarks : "Always, when he 

thinks of modern science, Mr Shaw is moved to talk of vaccination 

and vivisection and astrology and palmistry and psycho-analysis, 

for purposes of general disparagement of the twentieth century as 

79 
compared to the Middle Ages or Connemara." 

To show that there can be no redemption of man in history, 

Shaw had to exonerate Richard Cauchon and the Inquisition, 

maintaining that their role had been honourable in the trial of 

Joan; and had to prove false Hegel's theory of the unripe 

historical moment. There is nothing ennobling in Shaw's play in 

the conflict between Joan and the Church. Hegel's "objective 

freedom" becomes the dead weight of reaction against the 

evolutionary principle, but Shaw will not permit us the comfort of 

believing that the history of the last five hundred years is the 

record of victory of liberty over tyrannical organizations. If we 

have not made any progress in so many centuries, if there is 

496 



nothing to distinguish the modern age from the Middle Ages, then 

we are not likely to emerge unscathed out of the new and far more 

terrifying crisis into which we have embroiled ourselves in the 

twentieth century. Saint Joan was written between the two World 

Wars and after Bach, to M&thns&lah. Understandably therefore. Saint 

Joan offers no cathartic release at the end, but an inescapable 

eo 

sense of doom. 

In order to obliterate the difference between our age and 

the Middle Ages Shaw takes unwarranted liberties with historical 

records. He glosses over the fact that Joan's trial was not fair. 

The very acts for which she was made out to be a witch were, in 

thousands of ascetics, counted as proof of sanctity. The judges 

had made up their minds before the trial began, and even in 

procedural details they were not scrupulous. Any modern Court of 

Justice would find the trial scandalous. As G.G. Coulton, a 

distinguished historian of the Middle Ages says : "It is sometimes 

argued that Joan's judges acted strictly within the limits of 

Inquisitorial law and procedure, almost anything was permissible 

which should tend to bring the accused to confession or proof of 
81 

guilt." According to the law of the Inquisition, a person's 

guilt was assumed unless he could prove his innocence. This "goes 

far to explain why...acquittal was almost unknown to the 

82 
Inquisi tion." 

When we compare our confused, faltering and baffled age 

with the purity of the Age of Faith, confusion does not seem 

certain loss. As Robertson says, the Age of Faith "was an age of 
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moral horrors wrought in Faith's name. And the doing of them in 

the name of Faith was the strongest of all checks to moral 

B3 
betterment." 

A dispassionate study of history is bound to show that 

history is not a game of musical chairs. A disinterested review of 

the Middle Ages by a man of the twentieth century reveals that 

progress is one incontrovertible law of history. 

V 

We have seen that to pave the way for the superman, the 

lynch-pin of his transcendental comedy, Shaw had to reduce history 

to myth. His dabbling in history led him to the conclusion that he 

had reached as a young novelist without the aid of history. 

Projecting his narcissism into the historical process, he came to 

the conclusion that there was no hope for the world except in a 

god-like being. Thus his brief attempt in Thje Quintessence of 

Ibsenism. to form an alliance between the Realist and the 

Philistine, between the superior person and the ordinary man, came 

a cropper. At the beginning of Shaw's career his hero rejected 

society; for a brief while he was the vanguard. The final version 

of the superman reverts to the original position, but this could 

not be done without rejecting history. So Shaw falsifies the 

evidence of history to deny it a constructive role in the future. 

That role must be reserved for one who is not a part of history 

but rises above it. 
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Even if one puta aside the question of feasibility of such 

a being, one has to tackle the question r What will the superman 

be like ? The Revolutionist's Handbook is evasive but it does 

mention Shakespeare, Goethe and Shelly, who are called "accidental 

supermen", yet this turns out to be a misleading cue, for these 

men had human qualities in superabundance : Shakespeare and Goethe 

celebrated both man's divinity and his animality; Shelley's 

Prometheus rises above the rest not only because of his 

unconquerable will to help men, but also because in the midst of 

unspeakable suffering he does not lose the power to forgive and to 

love. The men mentioned by Shaw were far above the average, but 

they owed their greatness to their abilty to see with their mind's 

eye : in that vision the commonest gesture of the common man 

resonates with eternal grandeur. 

If thought begets flesh, and life imitates art, then ohe 

poet IS also a prophet. His invocation of the superman, who lies 

in the womb of a dream, is less uncommon than one would suspect, 

for whether they explicitly state it or not, many if not most 

poets feel that "a man's reach should exceed his grasp, or what's 

a heaven for 7" 

The black girl in Shaw's pamphlet says to Koheleth : "I 

84 
have learned from you that to know God is to be God." The 

redhaired Irishman tells her that in his opinion "He's not 

properly made and finished yet." If God is not made yet, then it 

is the duty of man to make Him and this can be done when man 

himself becomes God. Here Shaw's thought shows ?itrong affinity 
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with the vision of mystic thinkers and poets not only of the East 

but also of the West. For example Emerson speaks of man's 

potential divinity and finds, like Shaw, the answer to our 

spiritual ailment in our capacity to evolve into God : 

If a man is at heart just, then in so far is he God : the 

safety of God, the immortality of God, the majesty of God, 

do enter into that man with just ice...For all beings 

proceed out of this same spirit, whirl) is diffprently named 

love, justice, temperance, in its different applications, 

just as the ocean receives different names on the several 

86 
shores it washes... 

If God and His universe are one, then the only way of 

becoming God is to identify oneself completely with the universe. 

Poets and mystics do not seek to attain divinity like Shaw's Don 

Juan by cracking the coded message of the Universal Mind. Not very 

different from Shaw, for example, is the Walt Whitman of L&axjes of 

GTCLSSy who sees trillions of years of evolution and mutation ahead 

of him, but unlike Shaw he feels every moment in his pulse the 

identity of all life. The least creature that ever lived and the 

highest intelligence ever to come into existence simultaneously 

participate in God and Whitman feels his identity with all of them 

through a Dionysian union with the earth, the primeval mother. 

Clearly this is the only sense in which terms like the 

superman or the divinity of man are religiously fruitful; only 

then can we call Shakespeare and Shelly, with their all-embracing 
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sympathy, superman without abusing the term. If man and God or 

man and superman — are seen as separate categories, then the 

divinity of man must lead to the solecism of Julian in the Emp&ror 

and the GaLilean. 

It is not surprising that Thoreau, Emerson, Whitman — men 

who really divined the presence of the superconsciousness in the 

universe — were inclined to democracy in the broadest sense. 

Whitman, who discovered the immanence of God and foresaw vistas 

of unimaginable magnificience ahead of mankind, was by necessity 

the poet of democracy. 

The religious streak in Shaw hungered to perceive the unity 

of the world when he complained against Shakespeare and Dickens 

B7 
for failing to show that unity, but that unity can be perceived 

only by one who can discover, both intellectually and spiritually, 

the oneness that pervades the diversity; in other words, it can be 

seen only by one who does not set up any antagonism between the 

visible universe or phenomena and the universal purpose, nor does 

see the various forms of life as disparate categories. 

Poets and mystics understand this intuitively, but even 

science, traversing the path of systematic knowledge rather than 

intuition, moves towards a mysticism akin to this. This is what 

the greatest scientist of our century has to say on the 

subject : 

The individual feels the nothingness of human desires and 

aims and the sublimity and marvellous order which reveal 
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themselves both in nature and the world of thought. He 

looks upon individual existence as a sort of prison and 

wants to experience the universe as a significant whole. 

The religious geniuses of all ages have been distinguished 

by this kind of religious feeling, which knows no dogma and 

no god conceived in man's image; so that there can be no 

church whose central teachings are based on it. Hence it is 

precisely among the heretics of every age that we find men 

who are filled with the highest kind of religious feeling 

and were in many cases regarded by their contemporaries as 

atheists, sometimes also as saints. Looked at in this 

light, men like Democritus, Francis of Assisi, and Spinoza 

88 
are closely akin to one another. 

The religious experience, whether in the poet, philosopher, 

scientist or saint is the mystic experience which seizes at a 

moment of dazzling inspiration the unity of the whole universe and 

the identity of all life. Shaw was not incapable of such mystic 

experience. "I am", h© insisted, "and always have been, a 

go 

mystic." It was this insight which enabled ham to discover 

through Ibsen that "there are no others" and made him reach beyond 

altruism to accept the "entire identification of 'me' with the 
90 

'least of these'." Perhaps his boldest statement on the subject 

was made in a lecture at Kensington Town Hall in 1907 : 

The object of the whole evolutionary process is to realise 

God...When you are asked, 'Where is God ? Who is God ?' 
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stand up and say, 'I am God and here is God, not as yet 

completed, but still advancing towards completion, just in 

•so much as I am working for the purpose o1 thr universe, 

working for the good of the whole of society and the world, 

VI 
instead of merely looking after any personal ends. 

An intimate relation exists between such a religion and the 

superman. Surely the latter stands between man as man and man as 

God. Our generation has been too close to Hitler and Mussolini to 

take kindly to the superman, since both have claimed like Shaw'ithe 

inheritance of Ni «• t/nr hw ' B ov»rmat)j find alrw) bpcau-.f .1 i (.hi? mont 

critical moment of modern history Shaw betrayed both history and 

himself by attempting to palm them off as modern Siegfrieds. But 

it seems that our modern indictment of the superman throws away 

the baby with the bathwater. If we believe in evolution, then 

there is no reason to believe that life, which has evolved from 

the amoeba and the Paramecium to man, has completed its task and 

will stop here. To believe that we in our present form are the 

last word of creation is surely unwarranted arrogance. Belief in 

Nature's creative genius means faith in its infinite potential, 

and when we have travelled a considerable distance along that 

infinitely long path, we will be as different from what we are 

today as the average man of today is form the Australopithecus. 

For want of a better name that being of the future can be called 

superman, just as the Australopithecus, if it were able to 

visualise us, would call us supei—Australopithecus. Mussolini is 
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only a tinpot superman, the real superman is the product of 

genuine reverence for Nature. 

Though in his inspired moments Shaw understood why Parsifal 

followed Siegfried as the inheritor of the superman's mantle, he 

would allow the inspiration to be lost on him, and his answep; to 

the genuine religious cravings in himself was disappointing : he 

supplied his readers with pitiably stunted beings, men like 

Charteris and Trefusis, the pale Shavian Caesar and the 

life-sucking Candida, the almost disembodied Lady Cicely, the 

clockwork superman Henry Higgins and will-o -the-wisps of Bach, to 

M&thxis&lah ultimately disolving into a ghostly distillation. These 

supermen were but variations of a single mask, the mask of an 

unhappy and sensitive young Irishman who had once fought the 

disintegration of the self by refusing to recognize his 

unhappiness. The man who penned the religious speeches and worte 

the QuintessGncG of Ibs&nism knew like Francis of Assisi, 

Shakespeare, Thoreau and Einstein that the real superman absorbs 

both the past and the future into him<5elf, hp is like God 

precisely because he is also like "the least of these", but if the 

creator of Trefusis and the Ancients is so different from the poet 

of "Song of Myself", it is because Shaw's superman leads the 

reader back to the author's troubled childhood and youth. 

That childhood fed on fantasy, and the product of that 

fantasy, the superman, became a fantastic parasite that supped on 

the author's blood, for there is no doubt that it drained Shaw of 

his natural vitality and humanity. Shaw knew that "every one of us 
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is not a simple single character but a bundle of characters under 

92 
one hat." Thus while the poet in him attempted to escape the 

prison of the self and "experience the universe as a significant 

whole", his enemy, living under the same hat, identified himself 

with a superman to whose nostrils love smelt of stinking flesh. 

The enemy of the poet was a pseudo-mystic who monopolised Shaw's 

last phase and in Farfetched. Fables visualised a civilization in 

which men would live on air and water and talk with unmixed 

c l i w Q u i i t o f th(c» f o n d ( orcBHimof) t)y u n , I n I'lti /»t f hrni /Hftlrnj l i h c t w ' n 

ideal beings are convulsed with shudders as they contemplate our 

method of procreation. 

The superman who is stricken with horror at the grossness 

of human food and the coarseness of human love-making leads us to 

the young man who felt he was disowned by his human environment. 

His revenge was both terrible and disastrous. Partly in 

self-defence he developed a hidden animus against the whole of 

human society, but this animus proved to be far in excess of his 

requirement the prevention of loss of self-respect. 

VI 

Shaw's superman finds the proper place for love — hell. 

There "they talk of nothing else but love : its beauty, its 

93 holiness, its spirituality." The search for happiness, too, ends 

in hell. Don Juan says in Man and Superman that hell is the home 

of the unreal and the seekers for happiness." We remember the 
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young Shaw who thought of himself as a sojourner on earth; our 

little planet was too small to provide him with a home not because 

he did not need one but because a feckless father and an unloving 

mother could at best give him a house. The child is Father of the 

Man, and in this case the child fathered a man who grew up with a 

deep suspicion of home and love, with a distrust of the human 

species itself because men who should have been dear to him let 

him down badly and robbed him of those dear experiences which must 

come cither in time or not at all. A child cannot be compensated 

for his deprivation by repayment with interest at a later stage, 

because childhood once lost is never regained. Shaw's life, like 

his art, would have provided a classic vindication of the Freudian 

dictum that one's adult life is spent trying to sort out one's 

chiIdhood. 

Therefore Shaw reserves the Uranian Venus for fledgling 

adolescents and empty-headed idealists like Octavius. To the adult 

mind love is purely a sexual adventure capable "of producing a 

celestial flood of emotion and exaltation", valuable chiefly 

because the ecstasy may one day "be the normal condition of 

95 
conscious intellectual activity." It is never more than a 

gorgeous indulgence, never a necessity of life like air or water. 

It is remarkable that though the Greek, Christian and 

modern world views differ vastly from one another on most 

subjects, they are all agreed that love is not so much a single 

relationship as an orientation. The collective evidence is against 

Shaw, as the ablest exponents of the three world views insist that 
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not only is love not opposed to virtue, it is necessary for it. 

Plato's observations are of additional interest since ShauJ, 

a professed Platonist, repudiates the "illusory" qualities of love 
» 

in favour of knowledge, for love breeds the illusion of virtue 

whereas knowledge breeds true virtue. 

In the Symposivun Plato shows that through love alone can 

human beings transcend themselves, for love "is the intermediate 

between the divine and the mortal", the "mediator that spans the 

chasm that divides" men and the gods. In Shaw's eyes Nature is 

prone to error and she created love and beauty by accident, 

otherwise she would not "start off on another line and labor at 

the clumsy elephant and the hideous ape" after producing the 
97 

beautiful birds. Diotima teaches Socrates a very different 

lesson. She argues that beauty is the object of love but the 

restless lover passionately attached to the evanescent beauty of 

the human body and the philosopher enamoured of the beauty of 

contemplation grasp two aspects of the same thing, though at 
op 

different levels. 

There is scope for a fairly close' analogy between the 

Caesar and Cleopatra relationship and the one between Socrates and 

Alcibiades in the Symposi-um.. The love of Alcibiades, like that of 

Cleopatra, is basically concupiscent. In each case passion 

generates restlessness: both Cleopatra and Alcibiades feel 

frustrated at the composure of the older men, which appears ̂ to 

them as unresponsiveness. Though Caesar and Socrates resemble each 

other in self-control, indulgent irony and in the understanding of 
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the hot-blooded lovers, the difference between the Greek and the 

Roman is greater than the superficial similarity. Psychologically 

Caesar is absolutely self-sufficient and inert, Socrates, on the 

other hand, recognises the fundamental similarity between his love 

for Alcibiades and Alcibiades's love for him. He knows that his 

love is more developed and belongs to a higher stage, but he has 

transcended the stage in which Alcibiades finds himself only after 

moving through and beyond it. He knows that there can be no 

transcendence without appropriation. Caesar's self mere-ly 

overflows into the world, Socrates embraces the world by drawing 

it into himself. Caesar is unchanging, Socrates is continually 

moving forward by creating new selves. 

Modern findings of humanistic psychology are surprisingly 

similar to the conclusion of the Symposixim in some respects. Even 

though it dispenses with the Platonic metaphysics, it agrees with 

Plato on the unity of love. Love is not a side show in the theatre 

of life, nor,as Byron thought, from man's life a thing apart. It 

is a general outlook : that is what, for instance, Erich Fromm's 

studies reveal : 

Love is not primarily a relationship to a specific person, 

it is an attitude, an orientation of character which 

determines the relatedness of a person to the world as a 

whole, not toward one object' of love...If I truly love 

one person I love all persons, I love the world, I love 

life. If I can say to somebody else, "I love you" I must be 
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able to say, "I love in you everybody, I love through you 

99 
the world, I love in you also myself." 

One of Shaw's many objections to love stems from 

utilitarian considerations : Octavius will turn the world into the 

island of the Lotos Eaters, Sergius will turn it into an opera, 

Hypatia into a hotbed of passion. Love to him means the love 

between Antony and Cleopatra : destructive, wasteful, perpetually 

laying snares to divert capable men from worthy aims. So Shaw 

railed "at...the amonstic superstition of Shelley." 

Shaw got love all wrong because he looked for it in the 

wrong places; to him love was an amoristic attachment because he 

101 
mistook what Fromm calls "symbiotic attachment" for love. Love, 

when it is not a semantic confusion, does not separate; it unites 

one with the rest of the world. It is a bond, but one that binds 

only free men. If that is so, then "the most fundamental kind of 

102 
love, which underlies all types of love, is brotherly love." 

It is not Octavius, then, but Keegan who knows what it is 

to love. In other words sexual love is love not because of what it 

has in common with the passion of Hypatia but because of what it 

has in common with the passion of Keegan or even the passion of 

Christ. I have said that Shaw detected love in the wrong place, 

I should add that he found it and lost it. He found it when he 

eschewed reason as the prime determinant of human conduct and gave 

103 
the pride of place to "the will to good", but lost it when he 

failed to recognise the will to good as the basis of love and love 
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as the basis of religion. He had a vision of "the whole human race 

104 bound together" by a universal religion but if the spirit of 

religion shone through his plays only in occasional flashes it was 

because he falteringly grasped the cardinal truth that only 

universal brotherhood — a synonym foruniversal love — can inform 

such a religion. Therefore, though there is a striking resemblance 

between Fromm seeing self love as a necessary part of universal 

love and the Shaw of Tfxe Quintessence of Ibsenism seeing the self 

as inseparable from the other, Shaw's dramatic practice rarely 

succeeds in realising that vision. Shaw imperfectly understood 

the fact that conflicting wills can end in mutual affirmation orxly 

through love. 

To insist that love is one and indivisible one does not 

have to subscribe to a woolly evangelism of love. One cannot 

literally love everybody, it is not even easy to love all the 

persons one knows. There are real impediments : lack of knowledge, 

indifference, even hatred. Even Fromm cannot mean that one can 

love an unknown Eskimo, for instance, as much as one's brother, 

what he means is that everyone is potentially as lovable as one's 

beloved, and if it were possible to have adequate knowledge about 

every person in the world, it would be possible to break down the 

barriers to love. Being a finite being, a single person can have 

only a limited experience of love, but that does not falsify the 

statement. One has only to remember that it is one's finiteness 

rather than the worth of the person loved that makes the 

experience limited. 
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Shaw would ask: "Is Croft in Mrs WcLrr&n's Profession 

lovable ? Was Hitler lovable '^" The Croft of the play, the Hitler 

of history were certainly evil, but Hitler betrayed his potential, 

hardened his heart and became the author of much evil. He created 

barricades around himself. But the actual Hitler was an aberration 

of the potential Hitler. He was spiritually dead, but as Ibsen 

showed in his great play, it is possible to awaken the dead. On* 

must believe that the conversion of Hitler was theoretically 

possible. That it did not take place is another thing. It did take 

place with Saul, who became St. Paul. What can happen once Qan 

happen again. Shakespeare understood this when he depicted the 

abrupt conversion of Oliver and the usurping Duke. 

Even Shaw admits that the will is beyond the comprehension 

of reason. From that position it should have been easy for him to 

see that love is not a prize to be distributed according to merit 

or worth, it is itself the creator of worth. No one can, 

therefore, ''deserve'' love, one can only get it gratuitously. 

The doctrine of love is not sentimental waffle, and it need 

not exclude resistance, even armed resistance, in discharging 

one's duties. Shaw's Caesar almost grasped the point when he 

asserted that evil lay not in killing but in malice; but absence 

of malice does not imply presence of love, as Caesar's own case 

shows. For a more authentic example of the paradox we must turn to 

the Lord's teaching in the Bhagaxxit G&ota and to the conduct of 

Arjuna vis-a-vis Bhisma and Drona. Even when two people are locked 

in a deadly battle, they do not have to to forfeit the love of 
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each other. Thus love for the world does not involve the 

renunciation of one's unpleasant duties. 

Both modern humanistic psychologists and Christian thinkers 

agree with Plato and disagree with Shaw on the relation between 

love and knowledge : Shaw felt that the true benefactor of man 

substituted the love of knowledge for the love of man. However he 

failed to understand that "the only way of full knowledge lies in 

the act of love : this act transcends thought, it transcends 

words. 

Christianity demands that we love our neighbours as 

ourselves; a modern Christian theologian makes an even more 

radical statement that this is more than a moral injunction, it is 

a necessary condition of knowledge, for the "uniqueness of^each 

individuality can be known in love but not in terms of general 

knowledge in which the self seeks to subordinate uniqueness in 

order to fit the 'other' into the general categories of 

„106 
reason. 

In other words the great religions perceive that love is 

the most fundamental and highest need of man, his "real and 

permanent grandeur." If, as Fromm argues, brotherly love is the 

archetype of all love, and if it is an indispensable condition of 

knowledge, then its absence explains both Shaw's failure as a 

human being during the nineteen-twenties and thirties as well as 

his failure as an artist to achieve genuine communion through his 

transcendental comedy. 

Shaw was a keen student of history ; there is hardly any 
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other English dramatist in whose works history remains not only in 

the background but often becomes the central character. The 

antenna of his mind responded to almost every event of historical 

importance. Yet even a person completely innocent of history could 

not have done worse than Shaw in his responses to Fascism and 

Stalinism. Surely the issue with him was neither ignorance nor 

naivety but something deeper. He knew the facts of history as well 

as anyone else did. But facts, even when they are exhaustively 

documented, do not become history without a framework to give them 

a meaning. Shaw missed the framework because he lacked the 

sympathy. It is this sympathy or love that turns information into 

knowledge. When this sympathy becomes elevated enough to become 

religious it attains the knowledge hitherto denied to it : it 

learns that "the tree-toad is a chief d'oeuvre for the highest/ 

1 08 
And the running blackberry would adorn the parlors of heaven." 

The source of this sympathy in poets and saints is the 

same religion. Oscar Wilde was right when he said in D& 

Profundus that Christ was the quintessential artist, and 

Rabindranath Tagore was right when he divined the artistic genius 

as essentially religious. ^^ When the spring of sympathy dries up 

or is thwarted, when the vital links connecting the whole of man 

with other men and the rest of Nature snap suddenly, the resultant 

loneliness inevitably gives birth to anxiety, but when one tries 

to convince oneself that this alienation is for the sake of a 

tryst with destiny, then the denial of this anxiety 15 equally 

inevi table. 
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The religion of the superman, so eloquently preached by Don 

Juan in Man and. Supe^rman, is the symptom of the very opposite of 

what it is held up to be, for it reveals not the awakening but the 

extinction of the religious spirit. Neibuhr, who sees love as 

indivisible and God as the source of all love, says that without 

perfect faith in God "man is involved in the vicious circle of 

anxiety and self-sufficiency which inhibits him from genuine 

concern for the needs of his neighbour." For us the spiritual 

insight of such a statement is more important than the specific 

metaphysics : we are concerned with the common element. 

The universal religion must base itself on the commonly 

perceived characteristics of the various faiths whereas belief in 

eternal Forms, or in a transcendent God constitutes the 

metaphysical part which is not universal. Even an agnostic, an 

atheist or a pantheist equating Nature with God can describe the 

same religious experience in different languages, for the essence 

of the experience is the realization of the unity of the world 

and the indispensabi1ity of love to such realization. 

VII 

The posture of self-sufficiency is as ubiquitous in Shaw's 

work as the posture of opposition, but inspite of his generally 

unruffled exterior lending plausibility to his self perception as 

a latter-day Siegfried, the anxiety often shows through. In his 

best works he did discover that it was not enough to be a 
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Siegfried and it would be a marvel if such awareness did not 

percolate to his life since his plays are so intensely 

autobiographical . 

Nothing is as destructive of the religious spirit as 

anxiety ; religion effects union, anxiety severs the bonds that 

unite. The union with the world starts with the integration of the 

self; to be at peace with oneself is the first condition of a 

perception of the oneness of all creation. If love is the solvent 

that dissolves all separateness, then love must begin from 

self-love; if a priori acceptance is the essence of love, then to 

accept the world one must be able to accept the whole*of one's own 

self. Humility as enjoined by Christianity has no conflict with 

self-love, which must be distinguished from vanity or egoism. Here 

is Kierkagaard, for example : 

If anyone will not learn from Christianity to love himself 

in the right way, then neither can he love his 

neighbour...To love one's self in the right way and to love 

one's neighbour are absolutely analogous concepts, are at 

bottom one and the same...Hence the law is ; "You shall 

love yourself as you love your neighbour when you love him 

as yourseIf." 

Anxiety, generated by doubt, creates psychic cleavages and 

splinters the integrated self, the cleavage rendering parts of the 

self inaccessible to others on the one hand and isolating the self 

from the rest of the world on the other. This fragmentation of the 
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self lay at the root of Shaw's strange relationship with women. 

Like all men he needed to love and to be loved but when love was 

offered to him by Jenny Patterson or Alice Lockett he was afraid 

not only to reciprocate but also to receive it, oscillating 

between a posture of superiority that spurned love and a candid 

recognition of the emptiness of such a posture. He was capable of 

enough honesty to perceive this uncertainty in himself when he 

wrote to Alice Lockett : 

There is a detestable, hardheaded, heartless, cynical cool 

devil, sitting in my chair telling me that all this is 

insincere lying affection. But I defy him, it is he who 

lies, I have no 1 d my working hours to him. Hate and 

mistrust him as much as you will; but believe one too, and 

help me to snatch a few moments from his withering 

113 
power. 

Ironically, the failure of Shaw's affairs succeeded in 

proving that one cannot spurn love without despising oneself. 

Alice accused Shaw of intentionally hurting her and Shaw did not 

deny the accusation. The urge to inflict pain was the inevitable 

result of a deep-seated anxiety which needed to be assuaged 

continually by a feeling of superiority demonstrated by a sense of 

power over others. Shaw was not a sadist, but this recognition of 

his power over Alice was the necessary reassurance he needed to 

sustain himself in his grooves. But if greater integration is the 

religious need of every person, then the failure to love must be 
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the reciult of the failure of se 1 f - i n t eqrat i on . Only a man who 

despises himself can despise the world. In other words, the 

Shavian Caesar, like the Shavian Siegfried, is a Shavian myth. 

Although Shaw recognised the conflict, he failed to resolve 

it and the failure led to further fragmentation of the faculties. 

This fragmentation was necessary for it helped Shaw to cope 

better with the unresolved conflict by carrying the conflict out 

of his consciousness. As he grew older he was assailed less and 

less by overt doubt, 

The compartment a 1 i sat ion of the self could be seen in his 

love-affairs but they had, as we shall shortly see, even more far 

reaching consequences. To Jenny Patterson, Shaw gave only his 

body, to Ellen Terry he offered long-distance epistolary passion 

untainted by anything more substantial than flights of fancy, to 

Janet Achurch the assurance that no one "will buy for two pence a 

body for which I have no longer any use", the offer to replace the 

body with "the imagination of a poet and the heart of a child" and 

the assurance that "it is so simple to become an angel on 

earth. 

Shaw did not have a single relationship in which his whole 

self participated, nor a consummation that bridged the gulf 

between love-making and love through the fusion of the body and 

the mind. Nor was his spiritual love really spiritual because the 

body was not transcended, it was merely denied. 

The fragmentation of Shaw's psychic space induced an 

opposition between body and mind, between feeling and intellect, 
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between the self and the world and between Nature and the 

transcendent purpose of Nature. For anxiety, though it works in 

the opposite direction, is like religion in one aspect ; it works 

from the centre of the self and spreads outwards into an 

ever-expanding circle. At its farthest point it ends in complete 

loss of contact with the world, just as at its extreme the 

religious feeling breaks down every barrier to one's complete 

identification with the world. 

Reality is a gesLali, it cannot be grasped in fragments, nor is it 

accessible to the intellect alone. But a mind that fragments 

reality into opposing categories ends up by making these 

categories inaccessible to one another. At times the cleavage 

became so great in Shaw that not only was feeling dissociated 

completely from thought, but also the contact between the actual 

world and his se1f-generated fantasies about it became faint. 

There is little doubt that this lay at the root of Shaw's shocking 

indifference to human suffering. 

Commenting on the uneasy co-existence of his religion and 

his politics his biographer remarks : "The Life Force seemed in 

league with the politics of death. Increasingly, as he grew older. 

Shaw's imagination flirted pleasurably with death and, in more 

extreme fantasies, killing." But even more revolting than his 

espousal of liquidation was his tendency to treat the subject with 

levity. For example, during his tour of Russia, the reality of 

persecution was fantasticated enough to enable Shaw to equate the 

penal colony at Balshevo with Battersea Park and to induce him to 
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sympathize "with the criminal<5 who will not leave it at the 

expiration of their sentences." He even went as far as looking 

"forward to a good performance at the torture chamber of the 

Tcheka" with a victim ready to enable him to "witness the 

,,117 
process. 

Shaw hoped that his words were sufficient to change 

Balshevo into Battersea Park. He imagined that in his hands words 

became transparent like glass; one just had to peer through them 

to discover the world objectively. The author who had drafted the 

conversation between the Elderly Gentleman and the longliver' had 

known what he later allowed himself to forget, namely, that words 

are mere symbols and the world created with them is only the 

man-made image of the actual world. Thus what he gave his readers 

was not a transparent sheet of glass but a dazzling but opaque 

glasswork which, when it revealed anything, revealed the 

reflection of the author's mind. Bold and colourful imagination 

was allowed to supplant reality by the man who wished to make his 

own art the servant of reality. 

Fantasy is not without its advantages, however. It can 

apply a uniformly high dose of anaesthetic over every aspect of 

uncomfortable reality that rears its head, it helps the godlike 

man to believe in man's unconditional victory over pain and death. 

The germination of such fantasy is only possible in a mind that 

has ceased to be illuminated by religion. The splintered mind is a 

mind aligned against itself. The polarised parts of the 

once-integrated self fasten upon corresponding parts of reT'lity, 
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but are out of touch with the rest of the self, of which it was 

once an integral part. When dissociation between feeling and 

intellect proceeds apace, the symbolic world — that gossamer web 

of superfine rhetoric — called upon to stand in for the actual 

one by every user of verbal language moves further away from 

reality. The fracturing of perception results from cognitive 

failure : the fractured reality moves in a vicious circle by 

fracturing reality further to work out a satisfactory relationship 

with it : under the circumstances it leads to the intensification 

of fantasy to contain overt anxiety. 

Perhaps there cannot be a more telling example ofgthis 

phenomenon than Shaw's strange behaviour in connexion with the 

illness and death of Jane Wells. When Jane, the wife of H.G.Wells, 

was dying of cancer, Shaw insisted, according to Wells, "that she 

would be much to blame if she died. There was no such thing as 

lis 

cancer...". When Jane died and Shaw attended the cremation his 

behaviour was grotesque in its inappropriateness as he set on the 

mourners with joke after joke. 

This may be one of the most startling examples of 

intelligence violently wrenched away from feeling but the incident 

also encapsulates a trait that has alienated many readers the 

fissure between thought and feeling in its turn crea'ted a fissure 

between Shaw's self and reality that his perception failed to 

bridge. His intelligence saw man as Lamarck's giraffe that had 

only to will a longer neck to get one. A woman had only to will to 

get rid of cancer, pain and death and these would vanish. Shaw 
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could blame Jane for lacking the will to live. When the 

metaphysics failed to deliver the panacea he could laugh it off as 

he laughed off his father's drunkenness. 

Shaw's responses, however, were not freakish even when they 

seemed so. His objection to cancer was at bottom the same as his 

objection to tragedy. An individual's death from cancer may not be 

tragic in any but a loose journalistic sense, but it clearly 

reveals man's essential kinship with the tragic, it stiows man as a 

finite being with limited power, it shows him as a suffering 

being, and it reveals suffering and death as unassailable 

realities. The spectacle of one's power being overtaken by fate 

produces pity and terror. Though the mechanism is widely different 

and artistic necessity is replaced by sheer chance, cancer 

generates both pity and terror. The fanciful picture of Shaw's 

shadowy immortals shrivel up and crumble before the force of pain. 

Shaw had to deny cancer because the suffering that swallowed up 

Jane's life had jaws large enough to swallow up Lamarck's 

giraffes. The bonds of pain are even stronger than the bonds of 

happiness. In the shadow of suffering and death we realize our 

common fate and our common helplessness before that fate. The 

basis of religious democracy is the brotherhood of man revealed 

through the mystery of suffering. Nothing binds men together as 

pity and terror, and cancer reveals that tĥ e age of pity and 

terror is not past. Shaw had to deny the existence of pain because 

pain, like love, threatened to deny the reality of his version of 

the superman. 
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To rationalise such radical exclusivism, Shaw had to draw 

on a source beyond himself. History shows that such justification 

is always sought from extra-human sources — from the doctrine of 

predestination, from racial destiny, from the white man's burden 

or* from other such exalted sources. In his fight against Nature 

Shaw sought sustenance from the unrealized aim of Nature. Because 

it acts through trial and error, Nature often commits errors and 

reveals many imperfections, yet its aim is immutable, for it seeks 

to create a God-like being. Thus Nature is like an artist who has 

a clear idea about the kind of masterpiece he wants to produce, 

but has not yet mastered the technique to execute his plan. 

A metaphysics that not only sees man as the instrument of 

the Life Force but also insists that the Life Force sees with the 

eyes of man and thinks with his brains does have the potential to 

stress both human freedom and human responsibi1ity. But by setting 

up a dichotomy between Nature's aims and Nature itself, Shaw gives 

man full freedom with one hand only to take it away with the 

other. In effect, the only freedom granted to man is to pursue 

singlemindedly the immutable aim of the Life Force, to stress 

thought at the cost of emotion, self-sufficiency at the cost of 

love, the abstract at the cost of the concrete. 

It is a remarkable toxjur de force. Once the transcendence of 

the Life Force and its aims are granted, everything else falls 

into place. The one split in Nature becomes the mother of all 

other splits in man and sanctifies them. That is why Shaw was so 

eager to project the dichotomy between Nature's purpose and 

0 

522 



revealed Nature as an objective fact. 

It would indeed be surprising if Shaw were to succeed in 

flogging a dead horse back to life. That the epistemology is 

obsolete by nearly two centuries following the Kantian revolution 

would not be remarkable in the case of an ordinary dramatist, but 

with an artist-philosopher of encyclopaedic erudition such 

solecism provokes a suspicion that it is not philosophical naivety 

that is at issue but the age-old strategy of combating 

unassailable doubt with loud reiteration of dogmatic faith. 

Shaw's simple faith that Nature has a purpose and that 

purpose can be objectively known was wilting in his own time under 

the onslaught of Einstein and the even more radical impact of 

Quantum Physics. Shaw's generation reeled under the impact of the 

revelations made by Physics that profoundly changed men's 

orientation to reality — one more proof that Shaw's confidence, 

bordering on cocksureness, was a posture that he himself did not 

find convincing. 

In what depth of anxiety the new science plunged Shaw's 

generation can be guessed from Beatrice Webb's diary : 

It is a most disconcerting conclusion, that there is no 

absolute truth; and that the thoughts of the man are no 

more or no less valid than the analogous brain activities 

of the dog or the bee! What becomes of existing standards 

of morality or capacity? ...like so many other poor souls I 

have the consciousness of being a spiritual outcast. I have 
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no home for my religious faculty. I wander about 

disconsolate... 

The Elder in Too True to be Good wails that certainty has gone out 

of the universe: "Here was my faith : here I found my dogma of 

120 
infallibility." To his horror he discovers that "the calculable 

121 
world has become incalculable". The only thing that stood 

between him and "a perpetual headlong fall into a bottomless 

122 
abyss" was "a solid footing of dogma" and now the dogma has 

been put out of court. He even makes the unsettling discovery that 

1 23 
"the orbit of the electron obeys no law." 

Shaw was possibly the only reader of the play to discover 

124 
in it exuberant optimism. By publicly equating the Elder wi^th 

Darwinian determinism he hoped to keep the spotlight away form 

himself, for even when an exasperated St. John Ervine exclaimed, 

"What right has an old man to throw up his hands and surrender 

125 
every belief he holds ?" he could not have suspected that the 

Elder was no one but Shaw himself and that he had not surrendered 

his beliefs, but their tenability had tippn annihilated by the 

modern age. 

Too Tr-ue to be Good is a play about cataclysmic convulsions 

going on in Shaw's mind, for the determinism that Bohr, Heisenberg 

and Shrodinger destroyed was not only Darwinian but also Shavian. 

By undermining the objective reality of a transcendental Life 

Force — an unrevealed purpose of Life over and above the purpose 

of the living — it also subverted the tyranny of the Life Force, 
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its right to dictate the ends to be pursued by man. It is no 

longer possible to justify the belief, as Don Juan does with a 

mere reference to the Life Force's authority, that love is a 

trifle, for what has become doubtful is not only the Life Force's 

authority but also as the possibility of the knowledge of such 

authori ty. 

The play snatches away "the solid footing of dogma"; but 

does the unpredictability of the sub-atomic particle, with all its 

implications, necessarily induce despair? Modern science has moved 

closer to the religious point of view with its findings which 

reveal the limitations of traditional science with its tendency to 

separate the subjective from the objective and its propensity to 

promote the analytic method over the synthetic. In its tendency to 

abstract, separate and objectify, traditional science has sought 

complete impersonality whereas religion has always stressed the 

subjective, underscored the centrality of consciousness and hailed 

the synthetic and the integrative over the abstract, the objective 

and the impersonal. 

All this has changed with Quantum Mechanics. Borrowing the 

metaphor of the theatre, Bohr said that in the drama of existence 

we are both players and spectators; in other words the distinction 

between subject and object is no longer tenable. Eugene Wigner, 

another distinguished physicist, suggested that "human 

consciousness might have to be explicitly included as an essential 

feature of the future theories of matter." ^ 

The discovery that subject and object are inextricably 
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linked to each other deals a severe blow to the Shavian version of 

Platonism that is responsible for the rule of the Life Force; but 

if God or Nature or the Life Force ceases to rule from the sky, 

the consequence need not be chaos on earth. If pathetic fallacy is 

to be allowed at all, there is no reason why one should see, like 

the Elder, caprice and not freedom in the unpredictable behaviour 

of the electron. Even after the impersonal law of Nature has lost 

its sheen, the personal aspirations of millions of men and women 

remain. In fact, a despairing Shaw fails to notice that the 

devaluation of objectivity by modern science leads to a 

corresponding gain of the human element. The essence of science 

was possibly never as close to the essence of religion as it is 

today. Too True to be Good might have been a cathartic experience 

for Shaw — an opportunity to turn the corner. At any rate it made 

it impossible for him to continue his old faith in the Life Ftirce 

without drastically modifying the nature of the latter. However, 

he proceeded in the direction of The Simpleton of the Unexpected 

Isles and Far/etched Fables as if Too True was no more than a 

dream during a brief afternoon siesta. 

VII I 

The discussion preceding this section will help us to see 

why Shaw failed to reveal the final society of comedy; for comedy, 

when it is more than satire, burlesque, farce or irony — when it 

is high comedy ending in a kind of communion — begins by 
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challenging the feasibility of love in the actual or non-idealised 

world but ends by overcoming its own challenge. It ends by 

reconciling opposites through the transcendence of reason. We 

shall see that this transcendence affirms love in the sense we 

have used the term. The best way of studying this transcendence is 

to focus on the psycho-technical aspect of comedy with special 

reference to Shaw. 

Whatever else his readers may disagree about, they all 

agree that Shaw was a great jester, perhaps the greatest of his 

time. An identical view of Shaw was possibly the only opinion that 

Churchill and Gandhi held in common. To Churchill, Shaw was a 

127 
"brilliant intellectual clown." To Gandhi he was "the Arch 

Jester of Europe." Shaw himself was in complete agreement. He 

claimed for himself a place in the apostolic succession that ran 

from the Bible through Ibsen to the infinite future, but saw 

himself as a jesting apostle in whose hands laughter became an 

instrument of conversion. According to him pity and fear lead to 

the tumescence of feeling and the sinking of the heart 

respectively. Such manipulation of feeling is the prerogative of 

the magician and the hypnotist and cannot therefore reveal the 

untrammelled and dispassionate face of truth. Only laughter can 

purify the mind, cleanse it of turgidity, "destroy evil without 

1 29 malice and affirm good fellowship without mawkishness." 

Thus Shaw is in implicit agreement with Henri Eergson that 

laughter is the natural response of intelligence to the 

inappropriate and the mechanical. As Bergson said: "Any 
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arrangement of acts and events is comic which gives us, in a 

single combination, the illusion of life and the distinct 

impression of mechanical arrangements." In Shaw's Geneva, the 

death of the Bishop extracts howls of laughter from the audience 

because no one can believe that he was ever alive. It also 

explains why the Shavian laughter does not give way to tears or 

even sighs at the mass liquidation of "unsuitables" by Hitler and 

Stalin or at the playful representation of such liquidation in his 

own plays. To the superman most men are like Pygmalion's dolls as 

they are presented in Back to M&thus&lah : though they talk and 

behave like men they are only ill-made machines. 

There is no doubt that Shaw wished to harness laughter to 

high seriousness. As a cure for folly laughter is indispensable 

because nothing else has a comparable medicinal effect : 

If I make you laugh at yourself, remember that my business 

as a classic writer of comedies is to "chasten morals with 

ridicule", and if I sometimes make you feel like a fool, 

remember that I have by the samp action cured your folly; 

just as the dentist cures your toothache by pulling out 

your tooth. And I never do it without giving you plenty of 

, . . 131 
laughing gas. 

O'h^ ii** finds Moliere expressing remarkably similar views on 

the aims of comedy and laughter : 

If the function of comedy is to correct man's vices, I do 
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not see why any should be exempt. Such a condition in our 

society would be much more dangerous than the thing itsjelf, 

and we have seen that the theatre is admirably suited to 

provide correction. The most forceful lines of a serious 

moral statement are usually less powerful than those of 

satire; and nothing will reform most men better than the 

depiction of their faults. Criticism is taken lightly, but 

men will not tolerate satire. They are quite willing to be 

132 
mean, but they never like to be ridiculous. 

As for Shaw, he did not abandon laughter even after he had 

ceased to believe that human character is capable of reformation, 

but the laughter at the killing of Ozymandias and Cleopatra in "As 

Far As Thought Can Reach", or at the liquidation of men in The 

Simpleton of the Unexpected Isles is still Bergsonian. Bergson 

reminds us that laughter presupposes the absence of sympathy. 

By inducing laughter in the audience at the dramatic 

representation of the destruction of fellow humans, Shaw hopes to 

make men wish, even if unconsr i nu>^ 1 y, their own '̂ .upp rser.s i on by 

the coming race. Thus the intellectual aims of Shaw's comedy are 

serious and moral even when the action is bizarre. As Chesterton 

remarks : 

Bernard Shaw is never frivolous...He has no nonsensical 

second self which he can get into. ..his wit is never his 

weakness; therefore it is never a sense of humour... Humour 

is akin to agnosticism, which is only the negative side of 
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mysticism. But pure wit is akin to Puritanism; to the 

perfect and powerful consciousness of the final fact in the 

134 
Universe . 

This picture is consistent not only with Shaw's se1f-percept ion 

but also with the public posture of most other comic artists. 

Moliere professing to satirize his characters in the hope of 

making them change their ways, Ben Jonson sporting with "humane 

follies" to cure men of the excess of some "humour", Shaw playing 

the dentist to extract the bad tooth and restore his patients's 

135 
health, Chaplin telling his viewers "the plain truth of things" 

are kindred spirits, because for all of them the laughter of 

comedy is the laughter of wit and the mind that sets off this 

laughter is privileged to have a clear and dispassionate view of 

truth. The only difference between a pure satirist and such a 

comic writer is that the letter's soul is not darkened 'JifK despai r, 

and he still possesses the elan and the optimism of the social 

reformer. Both use shock therapy, but while the pain he inflicts 

on his victims is the satirist's compensation for his frustration, 

in the case of the comic writer it is the cost of the cure. Syhe 

ends differ, the means are the same. 

If we remember that the laughter of intelligence at 

stupidity is essentially the response of maturity at prolonged 

infancy we shall grasp the close relationship between Bergsonian 

laughter and Shaw's stress on adult values. It is well to remember 

that a child of five is a miracle of vitality but a 'child' of 
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fifty is utterly ridiculous because he is an example of the 

victory of the mechanical over the vital. 

For Shaw, normalcy is synonymous with adulthood. Among 

Ibsen's plays, his favourite is the Emp&ror and Galil&an, in which 

Maximus compares the growth of civilization with ^the 

transformation of childhood into maturity. Shaw's perennial butt 

is the Englishman, who is like a child in being "wholly at the 

mercy of his imagination, having no sense of reality to check 

it." For an analogy of an adult Englishman's life, he has only 

to delve into his own childhood, which was unfettered by reality 

and filled with "duels, battles, love affairs with queens and 

all." He is dismissive of romanticism since he believes that 

romanticism is the extension of childhood beyond its legitimate 

138 
tenure and thus is responsible for all our woes. 

The teacher-pupil relationship, so common in Shaw, is 

essentially a variation of the adult-child relationship. Candida 

is the Virgin Mother and both Morel 1 and Marchbanks become, or 

Shaw intends to make them, her symbolic children. Bluntschli takes 

charge of Raina to knock romanticism out of her girlish head. 

Julius Caesar calls Britannus his son and the historical love 

affair between Caesar and Cleopatra is changed by Shaw into a 

relationship between a wise fatherly figure and an impetuous 

child. Cicely rejects the role of the lover in order to remain the 

nurse, teacher as well as Virgin Mother of the rest of the 

characters. Higgins is intended to be the creator of a new Eliza, 

hence he is conceived as her teacher as well as father. Barbara is 
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the biological daughter $^ Undershaft at the beginning of the 

play, at the end she becomes his spiritual daughter too, and 

Cusins, inspite of his irreverence, becomes more than his 

son-in-law. Both Barbara and Cusins are seen by Shaw as mere 

children, they become adults under Undershaft's tutelage. King 

Magnus manages his Cabinet as a teacher manages a group of noisy 

preparatory school children. The childish ignorance of Harry 

Trench is destroyed by the cynical wisdom of Sartorius, the 

ignorance of Vivie Warren is dispelled by the realism of her 

level-headed mother. Shotover weans El lie away from Boss Mangan 

and becomes not only her spiritual husband, but spiritual father 

as well, replacing Mazzini, who turns out to be another child in 

adult guise. 

The equation of childhood with folly becomes most 

pronounced in Back, to Methxtselah^ in which the contrast between the 

longlivers and the shortlivers becomes further magnified in the 

contrast between the Ancients and the newborn baby. In the third 

part of the cycle Confucius, who governs Englishmen, tells 

Burge-Lubin that the English face is not an adult face and the 

English mind is not an adult mind. The entire cycle seeks to t^ace 

evil to man's immaturity, contending that the tragedy of our 

civilization lies in the fact that we die just when we are about 

to outgrow our intellectual infancy. Even a man as completely 

given over to hedonistic pleasures as Burge-Lubin begins to act 

responsibly the moment he suspects that he may be destined to 

532 



live a few hundred years. 

In Thjs Simpleton of the Unexpected Isles the parents start 

the eugenic experiment involving the marriage of the East with the 

West, hoping that this marriage will be the marriage between the 

flesh and the spirit, but the prospect of the third empire is 

ruined by the children succumbing to the lure of romance in its 

various forms. But even when the children have gone to seed, it is 

Prola, the archetypal mother, who keeps alive the hopes of 

civilization by refusing to lose heart. As the critic of a society 

that appears to him to be based on notions and directed to ends 

that are thoroughly childish, Shaw sees society's only chance of 

survival in the adoption of a set of adult values in place of the 

pueri1e ones. 

Temperamentally Shaw is as fond of seeing himself as an 

adult as of viewing the rest of the world as a nursery. Thus his 

natural response is that of a wit. The superman is so vastly 

superior to the average man that he can only look down upon him 

with the same amusement with which a Brobdingnagian would have 

looked down upon Gulliver had he found him less vicious. Shaw's 

favourite device is Socratic irony rather than Swiftian 

indignation, he is a Brobdingnagian who never loses his 

equanimity. The emotional distance between Shaw — or that image 

of himself which he has foisted on the public — and the average 

man is great enough to rule out the involvement of feeling. Thus 

he confronts the world with the kind of laughter made famous by 
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Bergson's essay. Shavian characters may suffer from dearth of 

love, Shaw's audience does not suffer for want of laughter. 

Once we understand the aims of Shaw's comedy and his use of 

comic laughter we shall not be intrigued to find the highest point 

of Shaw's comedy—the point reached by "As Far As Thought Can 

Reach"—mirthless. Since laughter is a weapon to fight stupidity, 

it is bound to vanish in a world ruled by intelligence. Similarly 

Shavian comedy, with its accent on adulthood, intelligence and the 

scientific status of truth, reaches its highest point when it 

supersedes itself in a dialectic transcendence of art. Shaw's 

comedy here resembles Wagner's Wotan, who wills his own. 

supersession. Here Shaw's grasp of truth is sure, for as a writer 

of comedies which are enacted by men who pose to be different from 

themselves, and as a dramatist heartily applauded by the very 

audience he laughs at, he knows that the theatre represents the 

very principle of primitivism that he seeks to destroy. Richard 

Sterba, an expert psychologist, confirms that "the pleasure of 

acting and looking on at a theatrical performance is a very 

narcissistic one, through regression to the early childhood stage 

139 
of magic world creation." If comedy and comic laughter are 

adult art and adult response respectively, then their success must 

lead to their obsolescence. 

"Thus we see that Shaw, like the other great practitioners 

of the art of comedy, lays stress on normalcy and adulthood and 

professes to use satire and laughter as instruments of conversion. 

Yet the writer is not the best judge of his work. The unambiguous 
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moral function that Gfiaw and the othprr. claim for romfdy no doubt 

carries a high prestige. To be chosen by Nature to wage a 

ceaseless battle for truth and civilization against barbarism and 

error is an enviable lot. The knight in shining armour placed on a 

high pedestal is not likely to give away the show by probing 

deeper into his own soul. Thus great writers of comedy are content 

to reduce their complex art, while pontificating on it, into a 

simple moral statement, an instrument of apple-pie-and-motherhood 

V i rtue . 

Shaw had more than his share of such simplification. He 

often forgot that "every one of us is not a single character but a 
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bundle of characters under one hat", and while his comments on 

the use of laughter did justice to the character that elbowed his 

way through the crowd to the centre of the stage, it remained 

conspicuously silent about the others that huddled together in thjp 

shadows, taking care to avoid the public glare. And yet laughter 

had something to offer, something quite different, to those 

characters who shared the common hat with G.B.S. 

We have already seen that laughter was the young Shaw's 

last defence against shame and the fear of disintegration. It was 

not always the sign of amusement of a god-like being at the 

contretemps of ridiculous creatures, nor was it the response of 

the adult mind to people clinging like children to the world of 

make-believe, it was precisely the opposite — the bid to assail 

reality when it became unbearably painful. Shaw's collaboration 

with his father and Uncle Walter in turning everything, however 
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sacred, into a joke was his method of survival, and in :^his 

struggle for survival he often found himself aligned with wild 

fancy against sober reality. The shame-stricken child who laughed 

at his drunken father's faxoc pas never left Shaw. In a letter to 

Janet Achurch, referring to her alcoholism, he wrote : 

When I was a child of less than Nora's age, I saw the 

process Cof alcoholism] in my father, and I have never felt 

anything since. I learnt soon to laugh at it, and I have 

laughed at everything since. Presently, no doubt, I shall 

141 
learn to laugh at you. What else a^n I do *> 

It is a surprising confession from the greatest wit of the 

twentieth century, especially because the more familiar view — a 

view he took great care to nurture — is presented in John Bull's 

Oth&r Island.^ in which Keegan says : "My way of joking is to tell 
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the truth. It's the funniest joke in the world." 

Perhaps the most glaring example of the breach between the 

professed aim of laughter and the actual u'̂.e to which it had been 

put by Shaw was an incident that was as absurd as it was pathetic. 

Matthew Edward McNulty, a boyhood friend, wrote to Shaw about the 

fate of his comrades who were all elderly men like him and formed 

Dublin's Reserve Guards. During a training session they were 

marching with rifles that had no ammunition and were sprayed with 

bullets by the rebel forces of the Rising, of which the marchers 

were unaware. Shaw's reaction was typical : "McN's letter made me 

shriek with 1aughter...One has to learn to laugh at such things in 
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war or else go mad-

In intimate talks and letters Shaw would from time to time 

let out the truth about laughter, but these remained isolated 

remarks, never quite integrated into the main body of his works, 

never quite grasped by Shaw in their entire significance. 

Historically, the study of comedy has too often faced the 

danger of being reduced to a study of laughter. Perhaps nothing is 

more indicative of the unsure status of the study of comedy than 

the fact that the two most influential works on the subject, by 

Bergson and Freud, are both treatises on laughter. The question, 

"What IS comedy ?" has been modified into " How does comedy affect 

its audience ?". Instead of judging laughter as a concomitant of 

comedy, critics have viewed it as its direct product. From there 

it is just another step to reverse the relationship between cause 

and effect and to let the study of comedy be shaped by the study 

of laughter. It is salutary to remember that the proper sphere of 

the study of laughter is psychology and perhaps neurology, for 

laughter can be induced by a wide range of things from a physical 

tickle to nitrous oxide, and most of these have nothing to do even 

remotely with comedy, 

Having said this one must add that the historical 

relationship between comedy and laughter has not been totally 

unfruitful because comic laughter (as distinct from laughter which 

is merely a nervous tic) has a duality that lies at the base of 

comedy itself, and the understanding of its dual nature 

illuminates our understanding of comedy. 
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Shaw's major sin against comedy was that in seeking to 

highlight its adult character, he completely ignored its 

primitivism. Like Jonson, Moliere, Meredith and Bergson he 

stressed the moral and social characters of comedy and of 

laughter, its main instrument. We have seen that in Shaw's plays 

adulthood provides the standard by which the value of an action is 

judged. However, in his psychoanalytic studies Freud made the 

startling discovery that the anchor of the comxc is the infantile 

mind. He found the closest resemblance between the comic process 

and dreams: 

CThe comic accomplishes! the same effect by plunging 

thought into the unconscious. For the infantile is the 

source of the unconscious and the unconscious 

thought-processes are none other than those...produced in 

early childhood. The thought which, with the intention of 

constructing a joke, plunges into the unconscious is merely 

seeking these for the ancient dwelling place of its former 

1 44 
play with word's. 

In comic laughter thought "is put back for a moment to the ancient 

stage of childhood so as once more to gain possession of the 

1 45 childish source of pleasure." 

The findings of Freud were corroborated by Ernst Kris, who, 

more than anyone else, brought an expert knowledge of 

psychoanalysis to bear upon art. As Kris contended : 
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If we consider its frequency in psychic life the most 

important or rather the clearest relation of the comic to 

childhood is what we might call the regressive character of 

the comic. Under the influence of the comic, we returo to 

the happiness of childhood. We can throw off the fetters of 

146 
logical thought and revel in a long-forgotten freedom. 

Perhaps no other division of comedy brings out its 

regressive character more prominently than farce, where events and 

characters are completely free from all fetters of adult 

behaviour. Very few dramatist's ur.e farcical e;ituations more 

extensively than Shaw. Henry Straker dropping his h's not 

because of his inability to pronounce the words correctly but 

because of his cockney snobbery, Tanner telling him that between 

employer and engineer he will know his place {Man ap.d Sxjip&rma.n) , 

the white race being governed by the Chinese Confucius {Back to 

H&th'us&laK) , Epifania throwing her husband down the stairs (Tfxe 

Millionair&ss), the female patient knocking out the hard-bitten 

burglar and the nurse (Too TruG to be Good), the veteran soldier 

distinguishing himself from a greenhorn by carrying chocolate 

instead of ammunition during the war {Arms and th.& Man), a 

terrified O'Flaherty running away from his home to the trenches 

for the sake of peace and quietness (OTio^ierty, /. C. ) , 

Ermyntrude, the overbearing maid, ordering about the princess and 

giving permission to the Inca or Kaiser to sit down and humbugging 

him completely {Th& Inca of Perusal^m.) , a drunken Patiomkin 
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carrying the English Captain off on his back and dumping him on 

the bed of Empress Catherine (Great Catherine), the charwoman 

condescendingly accepting the hand of the General, the Prime 

Minister entering the chamber of the General in a woman's dress, a 

member of the army being thrown down the stairs by Mrs Banger 

(.Pr&ss Cuttings) ^ Reginald having a secret longing since childhood 

to be mercilessly beaten by a strong, beautiful woman (The Mxisic 

Cure)^ Gateways, the Zulu King, despising Englishmen for the 

colour of their skin (The Admirable Bash&xjille), the rascally 

Alfred Doolittle winning a prestigious award for his original 

morality (Pygmalion) all these are parts of a large farcical 

pattern that is almost ubiquitous in Shaw. Clearly the pleasure 

that such scenes afford is the pleasure of throwing off the yoke 

of responsibility, the pleasure of taking a holiday from all 

pressures of reality. Farce would not be farce without its kinship 

with nonsense. 

There is an interesting passage in Shaw that expresses a 

strong revulsion against farce : 

To laugh without sympathy is a ruinous abuse of a noble 

function; and the degradation of any race may be measured 

by the degree of their addiction to it. In subtler forms it 

is dying very hard; for instance, we find people who would 

not join in the laughter of a crowd of peasants at a 

village idiot, or tolerate the public flogging or 

pillorying of a criminal, booking seats to shout with 
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laughter at a farcical comedy, which is at bottom the same 

thing namely, the deliberate indulgence of that 

horrible, derisive joy in humiliation and suffering which 

is the beastliest element in human nature...To produce high 

art in the theatre the author must create persons whose 

fortunes we can follow as those of a friend or enemy : to 

produce base laughter it is only necessary to turn human 

beings on the stage as rats are turned into a pit, that 

they may be worried for the entertainment of the 

spectators. 

The unmistakable presence of the puritan with a very demanding 

moral standard is evident here. Shaw's conscience does not allow 

him to be at peace with "galvanic substitutes for genuine 

vivacity,^^^ and he is right in maintaining that the joy that 

farce generates is a "horrible derisive joy in humiliation and 

suffering", for there is no denying the fact that farce, and the 

farcical element in serious literature, feeds on the cruelty and 

destructiveness that is an undeniable part of human nature. The 

laughter of Aristophanes at the humiliation of Socrates and the 

burning down of the Academy in the Clovids, the laughter of the 

audience as Dionysus subjects himself to whipping in the Frogs to 

prove his divinity by his insensitivity to pain, Shakespeare 

indulging in his audience's pleasure in Jew-baiting in The 

li&rchant of V&ntce^ Moliere's audience roaring with laughter at 

the ruin that Orgon brings upon himself by his blind trust of 
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Tartuffe, the Restoration audience laughing alike at syphilis, the 

seducer, the seduced and the cuckold, and today^s audience, 

confronted with their own world, guffawing at the fossi1ization of 

language and the alienation of man from man in lonesco's Th& Bald 

Prima. Donna provide some of the innumerable instances that reveal 

the seamy underside of the comic element in literature. 

One of the functions of laughter is to blunt the edge of 

naked aggressiveness by giving it a presentable guise. In the 

language of psychoanalysis it is the result of the conflict 

between the id and the superego, that is, between instinct and 

conscience : 

CIt] originates in the conflict between instinctual trends 

and the superego's repudiation of them, and to grasp its 

position midway between pleasure and unplasure. These are 

the roots of its double-edged character... The claims of 

instinctual life are satisfied by its content, the 

objections of the superego by the manner of its 

149 
disguise. 

One does not have to go the whole length with the 

psychoanalysts, and Freud probably erred in insisting that all 

laughter is tendentious. However, our own experience of comedy 

tells us that though it is the most social of all art forms, a 

significant part of it comprises the amoral, even anti-social 

tendencies of man. The first thing a child would notice in the 

films of Chaplin and the Marx Brothers is their extreme violence, 

542 



made bearable by its ingen iousness and the comic context. The 

first thing one notices in Congreve or Wycherley or Labiche is the 

theme of adultery. And yet even the most faithful spouse intensely 

enjoys the infraction of the sexual code depicted in these plays. 

Shaw himself, despite denouncing farce as "an unsympathetic 

enjoyment, and therefore an abuse of nature", was capable of 

being less squeamish and enjoying "that fantastic atmosphere of 

moral irresponsibility in which alone the hero of farcical 

151 
comedy...can realize himself fully." Z 

We look into the comic mirror and discover the image of an 

ape, but the discovery leads to laughter because we not only 

tolerate the ape but also enjoy its company. That is the paradox 

of comedy. That is also the paradox of comic laughter. Baudelaire, 

who compared the child's laughter to the blossoming of a flower, 

also knew that man's laughter rises from pride and consciousness 

of evil, that it is "one of the clearest tokens of the Satanic in 

152 
man." The same sentiment is echoed by Shaw when he says that 

without the "proximity of emotion...1auqhter...is destructive and 
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sinister." It is left to comedy to narrow the gap between the 

laughter of the child and the proud laughter of sinful man, to 

transform the Satanic into the human. 

One suspects that Shaw was so upset by low comedy because 

it revealed the inadequacy of his concept of comedy. Were it 

capable of producing nothing but galvanic laughter, farce would be 

no more than a minor irritant. What is more disturbing is its 

power to capture the sympathy of the audience. The audience is not 
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tortured into laughing, as Shaw suggests, it suddenly finds an 

exhilarating release from the restrictive power of society. Farce 

is deeply satisfying because it gratifies one's unmentionable 

desires without forcing one to pay a heavy price for it. In farce, 

as in a dream, one can live briefly in a world not yet invaded by 

the thought police. 

It is well to remember that it is only the comic climate 

that makes the world of farce risible and innocuous. A mere change 

of climate would reveal its destructiveness and its power to 

threaten civilization, for the forces depicted therein are far 

from innocuous. It is not surprising then that in Shaw's plays the 

comic climate disguises the "destructive and sinister" elements 

that he is so critical of. Not only are such elements abundant in 

farcical pieces like Great Catherine, Press Cut tings. O'Flaherty 

V.C. or The Six of Calais but more important plays such as 

Misalliance, Too Tme to be Good, On the Rocks, The Simpleton of 

the Unexpected Isles and The Millionairess are also seething with 

just the kind of destructiveness denounced by Shaw. Quick to spot 

this inconsistency, Vivien Mercier speaks of the Janus-faced Shaw, 

who exploits macabre humour in John BxiLL's Othe^r Island and 

gallows humour in the trial scene of The Devil's Disciple while 

denouncing such humour through several characters, as a part of 

the Irish comic tradition stretching from Dion Boucicault to 

J.M.Synge that excels in exploiting macabre humour. But surely 

the double-facedness of comedy, the co-existence of the moral tone 

with the amoral enjoyment of forbidden pleasures is found inOall 
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comic writers. 

Ideologically Shaw is an evanagelist and revolutionary 

whose aim is the complete transformation of man's character and 

his metamorphosis into the superman. He maintains that man's 

need to surpass himself is not a subjective spiritual aspiration 

on man's part, but a bare necessity for survival. The animal 

nature of man fills him with unconcealed disgust. Low comedy and 

farce, on the other hand, depicts that side of man which is akin 

to the fox or the crow, the wolf or the ape. Expectedly then, the 

tone of Shaw's comedy is as moralistic as that of Jonson or 

Moliere. Thus when low life is presented it is done with the 

intention of depicting it as ridiculous. Yet Shaw had the 

disconcerting habit of occasionally shooting from the hip and 

coming out with statements that strike at the root of the familiar 

moral posture. For example, he wrote to William Archer : 

You cannot absolve Shakespear from all complicity with 

Falstaff : he wallowed in Thersites. The elegant remark of 

Lucio Cin Measure for Measure! when he meets the lady of 

the pavement : "How now which of your hips has the most 

profound sciatica ?" must have amused Shakespear or he 

couldnt have written it ; he was Lucio when he wrote it. I 

believe that to people with no sense of humour & strong S< 

refined conscientiousness, there must be something hideous 

in the derision of "the comic spirit." When I wallow in 

that serious point of view I feel the horror myself. So 
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stick to your guns as to wallowing : it may be the biggest 

part of your critical function to challenge the lawfulness 

of the ecstasy of derisory blackguardism which makes comedy 

155 
so enormously amusing. 

It is a pity that he did not follow up such inspired pieces of 

observation, for such insight would break new grounds that would 

expose the naivety and crudeness of the familiar moral approach to 

comedy, of which most comedists, including Shaw, were so 

enamoured. For here the artist in Shaw directly confronts and 

defies the high-minded critic in him who deprecates "the ecstasy 

of derisory blackguardism" in the strongest possible language. 

Here he frankly admits that the forbidden pleasures of dark 

by-lanes are among the main attractions of comedy, and that the 

spirit of comedy is close to the spirit of saturnalian orgies. 

If Shaw is right here, then there is a considerable gap 

between comedy's ostensible aims and its real spirit, c^nd 

laughter, with similar discrepancy between its stated objective 

and actual function, provides the paradigm of comedy. Just as 

laughter, even while discharging a social function, must satisfy 

man's primitive impulses, so comedy, even when its aims are moral, 

must satisfy the very urges in us that we publicly condemn. 

This duality is at the heart of all comedies and lies at 

the root of the Shavian ambivalence, and the imperfect perception 

of comedy's dual nature had a baleful effect on Shaw's idea of the 

religious nature of comedy. 
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In insisting that comedy must be religious, Shaw was 

belatedly making a claim that had already been granted by history. 

Comedy has been intimately connected with religion since its 

beginning and we learn from Francis MacDonald Cornford's The 

Origin of Attic Comedy that the relation is so intimate that the 

central dogma of Christianity, that of the Resurrection, has been 

derived from the pagan fertility rituals from which comedy began. 

The relationship i <=; not limited mprply to the origin. The 

historical association of vaudeville, farce and frivolity with 

comedy sometimes obscures the fact that its main aim, like that of 

religion, has been to come to terms with the duality of human 

nature. We do not readily grasp this because in common discourse 

the "higher" side of religion is stressed at the ei<pen5e of the 

"lower" whereas in the case of comedy the opposite is done : its 

immediate association in popular perception is with an action that 

lacks seriousness. 

Great religions have understood, however, that they must 

deal with men as they are and not with ideal beings. Thus though 

the social function of religion is much less discussed than its 

spiritual function, it is the organic bond between the two that 

alone lends vitality to religion. The Sanskrit word for religion, 

DfxcLTma., explicitly recognises this, since it is derived from the 

root dhri^ which means "to hold together", but all vital religions 

implicitly recognise this. They recognise, though not necessarily 

explicitly, that the destructiveness of human nature, man's animal 

inheritance, must be satisfied or this animal energy will pull 
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down the magnificent spiritual edifice of religion. However 

repulsive simple-minded puritans find thp orgies and witchcrafts 

of primitive religions, they still survive among us in modified 

form because they are necessary for our health. It is not 

surprising, therefore, that the Roman saturnalia and the pagan 

carnival were by and large tolerated by the Church in the heyday 

of its power. The carnival still survives in Munich, in Brazil and 

in parts of India, it survives much more extensively today outside 

the sphere of religion in cocktail parties, bashes and 

get-togethers. When the influence of religion was all pervading 

the saturnalian spirit was accommodated by religious rituals, in 

the Mystery Plays of the Middle Ages the Devil was frequently 

portrayed as a jolly good fellow and the paradox of the Passion 

Plays was that they portrayed Mary as a shrew and Joseph as a 

feckless husband, and yet fortified instead of undermining 

people's piety. The Letter of Indulgence has fallen into disrepute 

since Luther but along with the Confession it was an invention of 

genius in its shrewd assessment of both human limitations and the 

human need of constant spiritual regeneration through the laving 

down of the burden of sin. 

Sin does not play as central a part in classical Hinduism 

as it does in Christianity. Yet its polymorphousness easily 

accommodates the concept of atonement through ritualistic Yajruisi 

In folk-Hinduism, practised by the vast majority, holy dips and 

ritualistic cleansing play the same role as the confession. The 

spirit of the carnival has found itself comfortably ensconced in 
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popular religious festivals like Hoii and Dussera. 

What is interesting in these examples is that religion 

does not refuse to recognize the frequent bouts of impiety in men, 

on the contrary it regulates them through an inbuilt system of 

rites that provides scope for controlled indulgence of the 

impulses that would otherwise threaten religion. Its function is 

cathartic, it accepts impiety to prevent it from getting out of 

hand. It does so not because it is not particular about ethical 

and spiritual values but because it believes that the health of a 

single sheep can take care of itself if the health of the flock is 

taken care of. It recognizes that only the greatest minds — 

saints,poets and philosophers — can remain in constant contact 

with their spiritual aspirations: others, who cannot claim such 

exaltation as their habitual state of experience, come into 

intermittent contact with it — a large part of their existence 

stands between them and the epiphany point. Man has the divine 

breath in him but God has put this breath in a mould of clay. 

Evil, like good, is not alien to man, it IB an esnpntial part of 

him. Evil and aggressiveness must be resolved without letting them 

blow man to pieces. Evil must be recognised as a permanent part of 

man, but if it cannot be rooted out, it must be tamed and its 

energies harnessed and made to serve a force higher than itself. 

Religion recognizes that man's quest for perfection is as evident 

as his inability to attain that perfection. It must therefore 

allow the occasional infraction of its own code, nay, must make 

provisions for the discharge of dangerous impulses and stave off 
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neurosis by occasional letting-off of pent-up steam. 

Comedy is the celebration of the same duality of human 

nature. We have seen that laughter is double-faced in actually 

indulging in the same qualities that it sets out to criticize. The 

avowed aims of comedy are in general moralistic; it is merciless 

towards the freak and the deviant, yet its great paradox is that 

it celebrates at the same time the life that defies the norms of 

civilization. Shakespeare's Falstaff and Parolles would make any 

civilization despair, but though Falstaff defies every standard of 

civilized behaviour, he is the meat of romrdy not it'-, scum. This 

is true inspite of the fact that of all art forms comedy is the 

most distinctly social, and most intimately connected with the 

norms of society. 

Then why is Falstaff beaten in Th& Aferry Wi-ue^s of Windsor 

and why do we encounter in comedy a strong undercurrent of 

violence often reflected in obscenity, satire, or in the abuse and 

humiliation of certain characters ? It is so because comedy still 

retains the spirit of carnival, with its simultaneous invocation 

of darkness and light without which the marriage of heaven and 

hell is not consummated. 

This becomes clearer if one harks back to the primitive 

religious rituals for a parallel process. The compulsions behind 

these rituals were much greater than the mere invocation of "̂ the 

power of fertility; one of the compulsions, the reconciliation of 

the Apollonian and the Dionysiac impulses in each of us, has 

survived the period separating us from our primitive ancestors. 
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Cornford says that in these rituals the new year spirit was 

welcomed and the spirit of fertility invoked, but the rites had a 

darker counterpart in which men representing scapegoats or 

pharmaXoi were driven out of the city and ceremonially beaten on 
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the genital organs, and abused. 

One of the advantages that these people enjoyed over us was 

that they could frankly satisfy their basic needs without recourse 

to rational discourse. Our comparative disadvantage becomes 

evident when the tyranny of rationality compels us to justify the 

action of comedy in terms oi contemporary morality even when we 
0 

know that magic and not rationality comes nearer to the 

understanding of its mystery. The mystery of evil that comedy 

deals with becomes clearer with reference to the magical 

processions from which comedy originated : 

Besides the distribution of benign influence... these 

processions have also the converse magical intent of 

defeating and driving away bad influences of every kind. 

The phallus itself is no less a negative charm against evil 

spirits than a positive agent of fertilization. But the 

simplest of all methods expelling ?̂ uch malign influences of 

any kind is to abuse them with the most violent language. 

No distinction is drawn between this and the custom of 

abusing, and even beating, the person or thing which are to 

be rid of them, as a carpet is beaten for no fault of its 

I C O 

own but to get the dust out of it. 
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It does not take an expert psychologist to see that in such 

elaborately organized rites of expulsion, the evil that is 

expelled does not merely lie in the object but also in the 

subject, not only in the abused but also in the abuser. The chorus 

of Greek drama had its origin in the violently abusive and obscene 

Attic processions celebrating the carnival, and it is not at all 

surprising that the violent slanging matches ended in 

conviviality. Nor should a modern reader capable of grasping the 

spirit of comedy wonder at the evidence of Plato's Symposixim that 

Socrates, so savagely attacked by Aristophanes in the Clouds, was 

a close associate of the dramatist. 

If the fertility rituals did not ignore evil, they also 

demonstrated the remarkable ability of the ancients to grasp the 

abstract quality of evil, which was not confused with the person 

tainted with it. The person afflicted with evil was abused to rid 

him of the taint. This was related to the resurrection theme. The 

candidate for tribal initiation enacted the theme of rejuvenation 

central to both religion and comedy through mock-death and 

resurrection. In one variation of the ritual it was the good 

principle that was slain so that it could be resurrected through 

the conquest of death. Similarly, evil was driven out like death 

and just as the candidate undergoing initiation was first "killed" 

and then "resurrected" and readmitted to the fold, so also a 

person was readmitted after the evil in him had been ritually 

exorcised. The proximity between good and evil and the need to 

forge a non-antagonistic bond between the two comes out in the 

552 



following passage : 

In the dying representative of fertility and life, who 

bears upon his head, as a Scapegoat, the sins and evils of 

his people, we have throughout had before us the same 

fundamental combination of ideas — induction of good and 

expulsion of evil — that lie at the root of comedy with 

its two elements of invocation and invective, already 
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implicit in the phallic song. 

It is useful to remember that it is the representative of 

life and not death who is slain, and the fact that he dies for the 

sin of others makes his death auspicious, since in the wake of his 

resurrection follows the revival of the entire society. ^The 

parallel with Jesus is too obvious to need elaboration, but it 

should be noted that the passion of Christ loses none of its 

significance even when transported into an entirely different 

context. The analogue of Jusus undergoes the same fate and for the 

same reasons. Even outside the context of Christianity, Good 

Friday — or its equivalent — is auspicious because the act of 

martyrdom actual or symbolic drainn men's de«3tructive energy 

that led them in the first place to slay the pharn\a.hos. In other 

words society recognizes that from time to time it needs to enact, 

even if only symbolically, the dark deed in order to be 

rejuvenated. It also recognizes that the deed is no€ prompted by 

considerations of justice, and the action has nothing to do with 

the pharmahos deserving the fate. The deed is done to expel sin. 



In other words, it is done to placate the Dionysiac forces within 

onese1f . 

The recognition of the destructive, recalcitrant forces in 

oneself is tied intimately to the theme of resurrection. The stain 

being washed away, the aggressor and the victim — both 

transformed — can reunite in a rejuvenated society. This is what 

sets the society of comedy apart from the society of satire : in 

the latter ridicule is a weapon to hurt and exclude, in the former 

aggression may be a weapon to hurt, but not to exclude. The 

process of resurrection is witnessed in comedy when the 

characters, reviled and punished, and shown to be worthless by our 

criterion of rationality, are suddenly resurrected by an act oi 

grace. Northrop Frye finds this fundamental process of comedy most 

clearly enunciated in Shakespeare : 

When we find Falstaff invited to the final feast in The 

Merry Wives, Caliban reprieved, attempts made to mollify 

Malvolio, and Angelo and Parolles allowed to live down 

their disgrace, uip arp •-. epinrj •* fundamental principle of 

comedy at work. The tendency of the comic society to 

include rather than exclude is the reason for the 

traditional importance of the parasite, who has no business 

to be at the final festival but is nevertheless there. The 

word "grace" with all its Renaissance overtones from the 

graceful courtier of Castiglione to the gracious God of 

Christianity, is a most important thematic word in 
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Shakespearean comedy. 

Frye finds the theme of redemption even in the crudest Plautine 

comedy in which the son appeases the wrath of the father and 

redeems the bride. 

Shaw's theatrical diatribe against Shakespeare has the 

effect of concealing the similarity between the two men. 

Shakespeare could not have agreed more with Shaw's reasoned 

judgement on love. Helena says in A Midsumrruer Night's Dream : 

Things base and vile, holding no quality 

Love can transpose to form and dignity. 

Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind; 

And therefore is wing'd Cupid painted blind. 

Nor hath Love's mind of any judgment taste; 

Wings and no eyes figure unheedy haste; 

And therefore is Love said to be a child 

1 6)2 
Because in choice he is so oft beguil'd. 

No amount of philosophising about the aims of the Life Force 

succeeds more than these lines in showing love to be a 

ridiculously irrational passion. Titania falling in love g<jith 

Bottom's ass-head is qualitatively not different from Demetrius 

falling alternately in and out of love with Helena and Hermia with 

equal alacrity. Shakespeare's equation of the madman, the lover 

and the poet has been endlessly quoted by all s e n ous-minded 

people throughout the world, but what is often overlooked is that 
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Shakespeare the poet finds both himself and the lover in the grip 

of a common daemonic power that is far more potent than reason, 

and he also knows that this power, which manifests it'self not only 

in love but also in war, can undermine reason from below but it 

can also lift reason from above. The first principle is seen in 

tragedy, the second in all great comedies. 

We can now connect our observations about love with the 

religious mystery of comedy. Comedy grapples with tfie obstacles to 

love, obstacles lying both in the self and outside, but in the end 

upholds love not necessarily in the rcimantic senne but in the 

sense Eric Fromm uses the word — because it realises that love is 

the only solvent that dissolves all contradictions and that 

society is bound to disintegrate under the pressure of its own 

contradictions unless it is rejuvenated through love. 

The sudden change of heart of Oliver in As You Like I t , the 

conversion of the Duke in The Tempest, or the transformation of 

Angela in Measxire for Measure are not evidences of Shakespeare's 

slipshod workmanship, but the signs of his profound understanding 

of both grace and resurrection. That is why Shaw's assertion that 

Shakespeare lacked religion was a serious mistake. Few people 

understood the mystery of religion and its transcendence of reason 

better than Shakespeare. 

This fundamental religious principle is equally evider^t in 

Moliere's greatest play. The Misanthrope, The similarity between 

Alceste and Timon or Lear is almost obvious : in his compulsive 

sincerity, capacity for suffering and inability to compromise 
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Alceste shows almost tragic grandeur. Yet in the larger comic 

pattern of the play it is Philinte, the compromising worldling not 

averse to occasional chicanery and simulation, who embodies the 

spirit of comedy and is rewarded with the hand of Eliante, while 

Alceste is isolated and becomes the equivalent of the pharnuxhos of 

the ancient carnival, because inspite of being more virtuous than 

others he lacks the supreme virtue — charity. Lack of charity 

makes Alceste resist integration, so he is pushed out of the final 

comi c soc i e ty. 

Precisely because they possess the very qualities that 

Alceste lacks, Mirabel 1 and Mil lament fashion in The Way of The 

World a genuine comic world out of the raw material of dreary 

satire. They learn to outgrow not only barren philandering, but 

also fashionable cynicism by forging an alliance of mutual 

sympathy and tolerance. Their somewhat disreputable past is not 

merely lived down, it becomes transmuted as the lovers build their 

wisdom on their experience of gallantry. 

Even in the sterner vision of Jonson social grace scores 

higher than moral rectitude. Volpone deserves punishment not 

because of his vice but tapcau-^ie h i <̂  v i r p makes him '̂.n pathological 

that he disrupts social integration. Volpone is a rascal, Morose 

is not, but both are left to stew in their own juice because both 

are incapable of understanding the most fundamental principle of 

society -— the principle of fellowship. The one thing that Measure 

for Measure, The Misanthrope, The Way of the World, A Sleep of 

Prisoners and The Rose Tattoo have in common is that they stress 

557 



the transformation of an antagonistic relationship into a 

symbiotic one. 

This process of transformation is often embedded in the 

plot, but even when it is not as obvious as in the plays of 

Shakespeare or Moliere, it is an essential part of the audience's 

understanding of comedy since the aesthetic experience of comedy 

plainly contradicts the explicit moral concern. Both farce and 

satire are free from this contradiction because the first 

repudiates every moral design and the second sets up a gulf 

between the audience and the subject that cannot be bridged 

because of the absence of sympathy. Comedy, on the other hand, has 

to resolve the contradiction lying at its heart and this it does 

by a new synthesis. This synthesis being the essence of religion, 

comedy reveals even more clearly than tragedy the living link 

between primitive man and modern man. With the dwindling influence 

of institutional religion in our age, it has fallen to the lot of 

art to bear the primary responsibility of keeping alive the 

universal and non-dogmatic element of religion. 

Shaw himself felt that art is a dead thing without 

religion. He also knew that the religion of art must not be 

parochial. He had no use for a "religion that is not universal" 

and said that the truly religious person "must not nationalize 

Cthe creative factor] as Jehovah or Allah, Buddha or Brahma." 

Yet Shaw allowed himself to forget that a truly universal religion 

must be capable of integrating the world not only horizontally but 

also vertically. This aspect of the universal religion comes out 

558 



most clearly in the words of Vivekananda, an Indian contemporary 

of Shaw. Speaking in Chicago at the World's Parliament of 

Religions, Vivekananda 

repeated...his thesis of a universal religion without limit 

of time or space uniting the whole credo of the human 

spirit, from the enslaved fetishism of the savage to the 

most liberal creative affirmations of modern science. He 

harmonized them into a magnificent synthesis, which far 

from extinguishing the hope of a single one, helped all 

hopes to grow and flourish according to their own proper 

nature. There was to be no other dogma but the divinity 

inherent in man and the capacity for indefinite 

evolution. 

To pin one's faith on the potential divinity of man and his 

capacity for endless evolution is not enough — this was done by 

Shaw in a remarkably similar language — one must insist on the 

power of religion to simultaneously accommodate the "enslaved 

fetishism" and the "most liberal creative affirmation of modern 

science", and to reserve a place for the savage in us as well as 

for the abstract thinker in us. Obviously Shaw's Creative 

Evolution, in which the spirit exists independently of matter .-̂nd 

the mind is divorced from the body, does not meet the requirement 

of the universal religion. 

I have argued that the spirit of comedy is deeply religious 

and like religion comedy seeks an equilibrium between the 
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conflicting forces in man. Comedy demands the marriage between 

heaven and hell, but it is a marriage that has to be renewed every 

moment. This is possible when the forces symbolised by heaven and 

those symbolised by hell are in constant contact. This is much 

more difficult than a one time transcendence in which heaven and 

hell interact momentarily and then lose contact with each other. 

Unlike in tragedy, the whole of society and not an 

individual person is the hero of comedy. The chronology of events 

unfolded during enactment produces in a sense an illusory image of 

time, for just as the whole of the comic society is the 

protagonist of comedy, so also the whole of the action is 

simultaneous : Prospero and Caliban, the first act and the fifth 

act are frozen in a single frame of time. This is another way of 

saying that Prospero's victory over Caliban is not a one-time 

victory; his spirit must transcend Caliban now and again, but 

never lose touch with him. This is not to say that the sense of 

linearity produced in the theatre is totally false. Comedy coming 

to an end in the final act is symbolic of the cardinal fact that 

the liberation of society through an act of grace is the final 

truth of the world. Not that it is easy. The final religious act, 

that of forgiveness, is made challenging by the fact that 

forgiving an Angelo or a Caliban is difficult. There is nothing in 

mere justice that can compel us to love them- Calling comedy "a 

narrow escape into faith" a distinguished writer points to this 

di fficulty : 
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Somehow the characters have to unmortify themselves : to 

affirm life and assimilate death and preserve in joy. Their 

hearts must be as determined as the phoenix; what burns 

must also light and renew : not by a vulnerable optimism 

but by a hard-won maturity of delight, by the intuition of 

comedy, an active patience declaring the solvency^ of 

^ 166 
good . 

But why is this escape narrow in the first place ? Why must 

their hearts be like the phoenix unless from time to time these 

hearts are burnt to ashes ? That is the mystery of comedy. It 

recognizes the angry ape in man, is fully aware of the angry ape's 

capacity for mischief, even disaster, and yet expects man to 

respond to the call of divinity. This difficulty is compounded by 

comedy's insistence that the ape in man be given elbow room. If 

comedy ends with deliverance, it does not fail to note that the 

deliverance is a miracle. 

In his last years Shaw's equation of man with the ape and 

his reasoned judgment that the ape was not worth preserving was 

not totally unconvincing as an intellectual f'=»at but it was 

artistically unsatisfactory because he allowed himself to forget 

the truth to which Jesus draws Pilate's attention in the preface 

to On th& Rocks, namely that a matter of faith cannot be solved by 

reason and that reason is often a self-serving deceiver in the 

hands of the reasoner, it is what Coleridge called "the hired 

advocate of the passions." 
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As a young man Shaw discovered that he was born in a prison 

and that his imagination was the only window through which he 

could escape. By an unhappy paradox the road to freedom ended in a 

prison of his own making, for the artist found it hard to break 

free from the role of the messiah. Occasionally, when he succeeded 

in seeing through his own messianism, he was able to peep out of 

his new prison and realize the poverty of his disintegrative 

philosophy. Much as he would like to become a loveless messiah, he 

was not, as we have seen, incapable of calling his own bluff. 

In Shaw's last phase, the Dionysian energy in him became 

separated from the embrace of life. The destructive energy, not 

being allowed to wear itself out in the service of the pleasure 

principle, and denied outlet through ritualised expression of 

lawlessness, wreaked vengeance on life as it assumed the disguise 

of sp i ri tuali ty. 

In The QvLirxt&ssBrxce of Ibsenism Shaw approvingly quotes 

Maximus that the third empire "will be ruled by the God-Emperor, 

1 ̂ 0 
by Logos in Pan, Pan in Logos." Yet he himself moved comedy out 

of the realm of Pan, who, being part god and part animal, embodies 

the true spirit of comedy. Comedy is created by the intersection 

of the animal world with the divine order because inspite of the 

Dionysiac orgies that lie at its core — orgies that reveal man's 

naked animality — comedy generally ends by affirming the 

principle of grace. 

All his life Shaw hungered for a life with a blessing, but 

he could not believe that living men and women could be worthy of 
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that blessing. I have argued that in the final analysis comedy is 

the victory of faith over experience and reason. Because this 

faith failed him in the final phase, Shaw's cosmic comedy had no 

place for man in it. Like Nfefetzsche's Zarathustra he saw man as a 

bridge that had to be crossed and in a number of plays his 

imagination crossed that bridge but unlike Zarathustra he not only 

crossed the bridge but burnt it as well, foreclosing the return to 

humanity. Thus as the architect of his transcendental comedyO he 

could find no human material to build upon. In this he resembled 

the hero of Ibsen's Th.& Masttsr Bxiildi^r. Like Solne<5s he resolved 

to build his magnificent castle in the air and though he himself 

was spared Solness's tragedy, his vision met the fate of the 

master builder as the cosmic comedy came crashing down on earth. 

That is the price he had to pay for failing to learn Prospero's 

secret that the superman must break his staff, "bury it certain 

fathoms in the earth", before he can enter the final society of 

comedy. The alternative to the renunciation of magic 

invulnerability is pprmaripnt pxt lusion f i o m that '^oripty. 
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