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PREFACE
Although the problem of woman's legal emancipation 

has long since been solved, the question of woman's place 
in society today is still open to many interpretations.
Even contemporary feminine authors have mixed opinions 
about woman's role. Simone de Beauvoir, Betty Friedan, 
and Sidney Callahan have sought, to update the traditional 
concept of woman as mother and housewife in The Second Sex, 
The Feminine Mystique, and The Illusion of Eve, while 
Phyllis McGinley, on the other hand, has celebrated the 
glory of the homemaker in Sixpence in Her Shoe.

It is apparent, that in the latter part of the twentieth 
century there is still a divergence of opinions about wo
man's place in the social scheme and about the womanly 
ideal itself, just as there was in the nineteenth century 
when Bernard Shaw sought, to show his contemporaries that 
they were harboring a false concept of womanhood.

This thesis grew out of a desire to show the modernity 
of Shaw's conception of woman and the wit and wisdom behind 
his position. Since Shaw's mind is like a brilliant., many- 
faceted diamond, I am deeply grateful to Dr. Lloyd J. 
Hubenka, my advisor, for introducing me to Shaw's thought 
and then guiding me through its complexities with knowledge, 
patience, and understanding.
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INTRODUCTION

Bernard Shaw is an enigma. In his lifetime he puz
zled the critics; since his death he has continued to baf
fle them. There are virtually as many opinions of the 
real Bernard Shaw as there are critics who formulated them. 
He has been called a "Jesting Apostle" by Stephen Winsten 
and a "Playboy and Prophet" by Archibald Henderson in 
their respective biographies of him. James Huneker has 
called him a "Wagnerite, Ibsenite, jester to the cosmos, 
and the most serious man on the planet, " 1 2 while John Palmer 
believes that Shaw is not an incorrigible jester, that "he 
has taken more things seriously in his career than any 
living and notable person." Stephen Spender, in his es
say, "The Riddle of Shaw," best crystallizes the problem 
of pinpointing Shaw when he says: " . . .  Shaw is more 
than an entertainer, and that, is where the difficulty for 
the critic arises. What is the central passion of his

■'•James Huneker, "The Quintessence of Shaw" in George
Bernard Shaw,_a Critica1 Survey, ed. Louis Kronenberger
(Cleveland, 1953), p.7.

2John Palmer, "George Bernard Shaw: Harlequin or 
Patriot?" in George Bernard Shaw, a_ Critical Survey, ed. 
Louis Kronenberger (Cleveland, 1953), p.45.
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work? The answer, is, I think, a kind of fanatical good 
sense, prepared to sacrifice feeling and enjoyment to 
good sense.”^

If there is this much divergence of opinion among 
the critics on the man as a whole, it is no wonder that 
there is an equal amount of confusion about Shaw's posi
tion on specific topics. Obviously, one such topic, his 
attitude toward women and the part he felt they were to 
play in the social scheme, has also been open to many in
terpretations and an equal number of misinterpretations. 
For Shaw has been called a feminist by some, and an anti
feminist by others. Thomas Mann, in his essay, "No Use 
for Dissolute Bohemianism," says that Shaw was not a mi
sogynist. "On the contrary, like Ibsen he was an extoller 
of women. The women in his plays are generally superior 
to the men, in common sense, and sense of humour, usually 
at the expense of the men . " * 4 To Richard. Burton also,

■^Stephen Spender, "The Riddle of Shaw" in George 
Bernard Shaw, a_ Critica 1 Survey, ed. Louis Kronenberger 
(Cleveland, 1953), p.29.

4Thomas Mann, "No Use for Dissolute Bohemianism" in 
George Bernard Shaw, a_ Critical Survey, ed. Louis Kronen
berger (Cleveland, 1953), p.255.



3
Shaw is a champion of women. Burton says: "He is not a 
suffragist, as a fixed attitude, because he is so much 
more, and sees so plainly that, the ballot box is but an 
incidental step, though an important one, to full economic 
participation before the law. " 5 6 G. K. Chesterton, on the 
other hand, feels that. Shaw is "Feminist in politics, but, 
Anti-Feminist in emotion. " 5

Whatever the view point., whether Shaw is feminist, or 
anti-feminist, whether he is an "extoller of women," or a 
rude, ungallant, and unsentimental counterpart of his 
Professor Higgins, no one can deny that women are one of 
his favorite topics. Throughout, his plays there are more 
strong and memorable women characters than men. Although 
at times Shaw seems sharply satirical toward the female 
of the species, he actually admired women and spent much 
of his time trying to convince them by his wit and wisdom 
that they have an important role to play in the universe. 
Keeping in mind that. Shaw believed in Creative Evolution

^Richard Burton, Bernard Shaw, The Man and the Mask 
(New York, 1916), p.55.

6G. K. Chesterton, George Bernard Shaw, (New York,
1909), p.144.
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and saw woman as the primary instrument of the Life Force, 
not only in the propagation of the human race, but also in 
its improvement, it is not unusual that he should devote 
much of his attention to her. Since Shaw was a social 
critic as well as dramatist and race futurist, it. is also 
not unnatural that, he should examine the position of women 
in nineteenth-century society and find it. an ambivalent 
one at best,, with idealization on the one hand, and sub
jugation on the other. Seeing the underlying hypocrisy 
behind the relations between the sexes, Shaw sought, to ex
pose the sham and reveal the true nature of woman.

The purpose of this thesis is to examine Shaw's views 
of woman and her role in life, after having first, observed 
the historical, environmental, sociological, and philoso
phical backgrounds which influenced him. Having done this, 
it will be possible to see that Shaw, like a Colossus, 
strides two centuries, and thus helps to interpret, the 
"new woman" of the nineteenth century to the modern woman 
of the twentieth. It. will also be possible to see that 
his "first, notable innovation in art.," according to Eric 
Bentley, "was his creation of 'unwomanly' heroines. " 7 For

7Eric Bentley, Bernard Shaw (Norfolk, Connecticut, 
1947), p.151.



in his fight against the romantic love of Victorian fiction 
and drama, Shaw reversed the roles of the womanly and the 
unwomanly woman, and in so doing, anticipated the woman

5

of today.



CHAPTER I
SHAW AND THE CONVENTIONAL IDEAL OF WOMAN

To understand the daring innovation of Shaw's atti
tude toward the "womanly" versus the "unwomanly” woman 
it is necessary to have some knowledge of woman's position 
in nineteenth-century England. It is also necessary to 
have some knowledge of the contemporary notion of what 
constituted woman's role in society and what in the eyes 
of the Victorians made a woman "womanly." The purpose of 
this chapter, therefore, is to examine the conventional 
ideal of womanhood, to show the sources from which it was 
derived, to indicate some of its manifestations in nine
teenth century literature, and to show that woman occupied 
an ambivalent position at best. The concepts of love, 
marriage, home, and woman's sphere will serve as touch
stones by which to judge the difference between the "woman
ly" and the "unwomanly" woman. They will serve also to 
show why Shaw attacked the conventional ideal, and why he 
thought as he did.

Bernard Shaw was very much a man of his age, yet he 
was also a man very much ahead of his time, and the "woman 
question," the problem of woman's emancipation, was part
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of his Zeitgeist.. Throughout the nineteenth century there 
were conflicting views concerning woman's role in society. 
One group, and it was by far the majority, felt that, woman 
should be idealized in art and literature yet subjugated 
in civil law. They regarded woman as a special creature 
whose sole function in life was to be pleasing and sub
missive to the male, to be completely under his protection 
and totally removed from the currents of life in the world 
outside the home. Another group advocated the emancipation 
Of woman from what they considered a vestige of feudal 
slavery. They proposed that she be granted equal oppor
tunities for an education, a career, the franchise, not 
because they regarded her as a special creature but rather 
because they considered woman as one half of the human 
race, with equal rights and duties as man. Her subjection, 
they felt, was an impediment to the development and pro
gress of humanity in general. It was to this second group 
that. Shaw belonged. Since he looked at the issues of his 
time as a socio-economist, a eugenist., and a creative ar
tist, it is no wonder that he regarded woman’s position 
in society from these three aspects.

Actually, the "woman question," incongruous as it,



8
may seem today, was one of the key social issues of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a time when 
Shaw was writing his most effective plays. When one turns 
to history and sees the role women have played in various 
ages and cultures, it becomes clear why the women of the 
late nineteenth century revolted against the social, po
litical, and economic conditions which were impeding their 
development as human beings. To the modern American woman 
who enjoys health, longevity, and education, who has the 
fight to vote, to own property, to have a career, to choose 
or not to choose her own marriage partner, the disabilities 
under which women labored during the nineteenth century are 
incomprehensible. For in that, era women enjoyed none of 
these rights and privileges. It was the concept of what 
makes a woman "womanly" that hindered the cause of feminine 
freedom, and it was Shaw's reversal of the notions of "wo
manliness" and "unwomanliness" that exposed the fallacy 
and hypocrisy behind the traditional attitude and helped 
to sound the death knell to the old Victorian ideal of 
womanhood.

The conventional feminine ideal in the nineteenth

century was, to an extent, a man-made ideal. It was a
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concept of woman according to the way man wanted her to 
he, not as she really was. However, while the conventional 
ideal of womanhood in the Victorian Age was itself going 
through a gradual evolution, several basic characteristics 
prevailed. The Victorians believed that woman as the 
weaker sex must remain under the protection of the male 
and must, therefore, be ever docile and submissive to him. 
Woman as the less intelligent, sex, they believed, needs 
no education except in the art of being pleasing and at
tractive to men. Woman was the symbol of love and beauty 
to the Victorians and her place in life was to serve as 
the moral and spiritual inspiration for the male. The 
conventional Victorian male thought that it was an intrin
sic part, of woman's nature to be ever ready to sacrifice 
herself at all costs for the sake of husband and child.
This was the generally accepted image of the "womanly" 
woman by the nineteenth-century man because it was the 
conventional ideal as he saw it. The Victorian male had 
convinced himself that women were what, he thought they 
were, not. what, they really were, and the Victorian woman 
suffered it because she feared that she would be looked 
upon as "unwomanly" if she objected to the image.
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While this was the more or less conventional view 
of woman, there were actually three current concepts of 
woman in the Victorian Age. First there was the conser
vative view already described which saw woman as the sub
missive wife whose only raison d'etre was to love, honor, 
obey, and please her lord and master, to raise his child
ren, and to run his household. Supporter of this view 
was Coventry Patmore who wrote in The Angel in the House: 
“Man must be pleased, but him to please / Is woman's 
pleasure. " 1 He believed in the natural subjection of 
women and agreed heartily with his queen that the pro
ponents of women's rights deserved a whipping. He wrote: 
"No right-minded woman would care a straw for her lover's 
adoration if she did not know that he knew that after all 
he was the true divinity. " 2 In the role of submissive 
wife, therefore, woman's life and character were completely

^Coventry Patmore, The Angel in the House, Poems, ed. 
Frederick Page (London and New York, 1949), p.lll. All 
subsequent, references to Patmore's poetry will be to this 
edition.

John Wilson Bowyer and John Lee Brooks, eds., The 
Victorian Age (New York, 1941), p.608.
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distinct from her husband's, yet her personality was wholly 
submerged into his. Tennyson was to express this view in 
The Princess when the Prince's father says:

Man for the field, and woman for the hearth;
Man for the sword, and for the needle she;
Man with the head, and woman with the heart;
Man to command, and woman to obey;
All else confusion.^
Opposed to this conservative view, which was the one 

most widely held, was the advanced view, that of the "new 
woman" who was in revolt against, the social, legal, and 
economic bondage enforced upon her, and who also objected 
to the bondage of boredom enforced upon the wealthy lei
sured woman who dared not perform household tasks lest, 
she be considered declassee. Tennyson's Princess Ida 
represents the "new woman" seeking equal rights with men: 
the same right to an education, the same right to vote, 
the same opportunity for a career in the world of politics 
or the professions. She pleads for:

Two heads in council, two beside the hearth,

-^Alfred Lord Tennyson, The Princess, The Poetic and 
Dramatic Works of Alfred Lord Tennyson, ed. W. J. Rolfe, 
Cambridge Edition (Boston and New York, 1898), p.148.
All subsequent references to Tennyson's poetry will be 
to this edition.
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Two in the tangled business of the world.
Two in the liberal offices of life . . . 4 5

Somewhere between these two poles of thought lay the 
middle position, that of "distinctive womanhood," a po
sition characteristic of an age which sought compromise 
between radical and conservative thinking. This view held 
that woman's legal disabilities should be removed but that 
she not be granted higher education, the franchise, or the 
right to a professional career lest she imperil her "woman
hood." Since her chief function in life is to guide and 
inspire her more worldly mate, she should be ever watchful 
that, nothing be allowed to "drag her down." Therefore,

. . . let. her make herself her own
To give or keep, to live and learn and be
All that harms not distinctive womanhood.
For woman is not undevelopt man,
But. diverse.^
This view, that woman is "different.," not an equal 

member of the human race, but rather, a second class citi
zen who must, live by a double standard of ethics, Tennyson 
shared with many of his contemporaries, and is expressed 
by the Prince when he says:

4 Ibid., p.124.
5Ibid, p.159.
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. . . and this proud watchword rest 
Of equal; seeing either sex alone 
Is half itself, and in true marriage lies 
No equal, nor unequal; each fulfils 
Defect in each . .

That the average Victorian marriage was not based on such 
an ideal of partnership is only too evident from the re
cords of history, but the basic fear of being considered 
"unwomanly" prompted the Victorian woman to conform to 
the norm whether she approved of it or not.

In reality, the feminine ideal of the nineteenth 
Century which was a false ideal, one basically untrue to 
human nature, was an outgrowth of Romanticism, for with 
the advent of the Romantic Age woman was glorified to 
the point of an unattainable ideal. Such a glorification 
was, to a certain extent., only natural. For the Romantics, 
living as they did in a time of great political and social 
ferment coupled with industrial and psychological revolu
tion, were witnesses to the end of 1 'ancienne regime. 
Stirred by the ideals of the French Revolution, the in
tellectuals of the day, both in England and on the conti
nent, were possessed of a tide of liberal thought and re- 5

5Ibid.
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forming zeal which was to produce the modern world as we 
know it. The English Romantic poets were to glorify the 
ideals of progress, freedom, brotherhood, and the common 
man. Yet on the other hand, something else was missing: 
the real or apparent stability of the old regime, which, 
according to Jacques Barzun, was "lost between 1750 and 
1850 when we were catapulted into the modern modern world, 
for whose disturbances we blame the revolutionary Romantic 
spirit." Gone was the orderly universe of Paley's watch
maker. Gone was faith in organized religion and the in
stitution which represented it. It was only natural, 
therefore, that the Romantics in their reaction to the 
skepticism and sterile emphasis on reason produced by the 
Age of Enlightenment, and stirred by their new-found feel
ings of oneness with nature and their fellowman, should 
seek some vital principle to cling to. In many cases, 
therefore, the religious principle became replaced by the 
feminine ideal as a guiding force of the universe, and 
woman became the symbol of life and love.

7Jacques Barzun, "Introduction" to Faust., Part. One 
by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, trans. Alice Raphael (New 
York, 1963), p.vii.
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Two of the greatest of the Romantic poets, Goethe 
and Shelley, looked upon woman as the symbol of love and 
beauty and the pervading spirit of the universe- Both 
poets were to have a profound effect on Bernard Shaw’s 
thinking. For Shaw accepted the notion of Goethe's 
"Eternal Feminine" and Shelley's ’Epipsyche" (two con
cepts that are both similar and dissimilar), so long as 
they represented woman as the symbol of a force leading 
mankind to higher levels of life, but he rejected the 
¡romantic notion of woman as love incarnate and ridiculed 
the deterioration of this notion into the "love panacea" of 
Wagner. Paradoxically, Goethe, Shelley, and Wagner, all 
of whom Shaw chides on occasion for excessive romanticism, 
nonetheless, contributed to his position on woman, and, 
therefore, a brief discussion of their relationship to 
Shaw is in order.

It is important to note that Shaw, who denounced 
"romance as the great heresy to be swept off from art 
and life, " 8 was in many ways influenced by both Goethe

OBernard Shaw, Preface to Plays Pleasant and Unpleas
ant (London, 1931), II, p.xiii. All subsequent, references 
to Shaw's works will be to this Constable edition unless 
otherwise noted.
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and Shelley. For Shaw, as Julian B. Kaye says in Bernard 
Shaw and the Nineteenth Century Tradition, "despite his 
repeated attacks on romanticism, is essentially a romantic 
and . . . the rebellion against mid-nineteenth century
mechanism, in which he may be seen as the central figure, 
is fundamentally an attempt to reassert the values of 
evolutionary romanticism. 1,9 Thus Shaw believed himself 
to be carrying on the tradition of Goethe, which he felt 
had "rescued us from this horror (the pessimism born of 
mechanistic materialism) with his 'Eternal Feminine that 
draws us forward and upward' which was the first modern 
manifesto of the mysterious force in creative evolution. " - 1-0 
Shaw can accept Goethe's feminine ideal because it. means 
a great deal more than the cliche that 'love makes the 
world go round' or the religious definition of God as 
love. For to Goethe, as Barzun indicates, "The Eternal 
Feminine is nothing less than the symbol of life, the ir
rational ground and irresistible force which is prior to 
all else, reason included. And Goethe's phrase does but 9 *

9Julian B. Kaye, Bernard Shaw and the Nineteenth 
Century Tradition (Norman, Oklahoma, 1955), p.109.

■*-°Shaw, Postscript to Back to Methuselah, (London, 
1949), p .271.
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sum up what is shown throughout the entire poem, that 
nature is alive - an organism, not a machine; that all
things are linked with one another by a genetic bond 
(that, is, productive and reproductive), as against the 
formal or generic bond that we perceive when we merely 
classify and fail to see life unfolding in Time."1'1' The 
"Eternal Feminine" of Goethe, therefore, becomes the sym
bol of the Life Force to Shaw, whether it be Ann in Man 
and Superman or Lilith in Back to Methuselah. But the 
feminine ideal in each of these cases was not. the pretty 
brainless doll of the eighteenth-century salon nor the 
complacent self-sacrificing Victorian mother. With Goethe 
and with Shaw woman has a vital and ennobling role to play 
in the universal scheme, because, since she represents the 
creative principle, she has the task of leading mankind to 
higher and better forms of life. Yet paradoxically, Shaw, 
as Kaye suggests, "usually seems unaware that, he is part 
of the nineteenth-century tradition in which romantic love

12is the method by which creative evolution attains its ends." 
Shaw is to object continually to the identification of ro
manticism and creative evolution because he fears that, faith 11

1 1Barzun, p.xviii.
"^Kaye, p.6 8 .
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in love will lead to eroticism and the glorification of the 
"self," which in turn will lead lovers to ignore the ba
sic demand of the Life Force: the rejection of "self" 
for the good of the race. Thus, Tanner, in Man and Super
man./ expresses Shaw's views when upon receiving the con
gratulations of the group on his impending marriage to 
Ann, says:

I solemnly say that, I am not a happy man. Ann 
looks happy; but she is only triumphant., success
ful, victorious. That is not happiness, but. the 
price for which the strong sell their happiness, 
renounce freedom, renounce tranquility, above 
all, renounce the romantic possibilities of an 
unknown future, for the cares of a household and 
a family. 13

Therefore, Shaw, as much as he appreciates Goethe as a 
poet, as an early evolutionist, as a universal genius; 
as much as he will accept the concept, of the "Eternal 
Feminine" as the symbol of the Life Force, nevertheless 
opposes the idea of this feminine symbol as love, that, 
is, physical love, rather than as life. In keeping with 
Shaw's attitude toward love as "romance," Don Juan in 
the third act of Man and Superman refers to Hell as a 
"perpetual romance . . .  As our German friend put. it in

13Shaw, Man and Superman (London, 1931), pp.165-166.
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his poem, 'the poetically nonsensical here is good sense; 
and the Eternal Feminine draws us ever upward and on' —  

without getting us a step farther."-1-4 Shaw again rejects 
the identification of romanticism and creative evolution 
in "The Perfect Wagnerite": "The only faith which any 
reasonable disciple can gain from The Ring is not in love, 
but in life itself as a tireless power which is continually 
driving onward and upward —  not, please observe, being 
beckoned or drawn by Das ewig Weibliche or any other ex
ternal sentimentality, but growing from within, by its 
own inexplicable energy."14 15 Shaw accepts, therefore, the 
feminine symbol as the primary instrument of the Life Force 
but he flatly rejects it as an "external sentimentality," 
a symbol of the "love panacea." He was, however, to rec
tify his error, as Kaye points out, "in interpreting das 
Ewiq-Weibliche as 'an external sentimentality'"16 in the 
Postscript to Back to Methuselah, written in 1944, when 
he stated that Goethe's "Eternal Feminine" was the first

14Ibid., p.100.
15Shaw, "The Perfect Wagnerite" in Major Critical Es

says (London, 1932), pp.221-222.
16Kaye, p.69.
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modern manifesto of the mysterious force in Creative Evo
lution. As an octogenarian, Shaw had come to realize, as 
he says in his Postscript, that, "the history of modern 
thought now teaches us that when we are forced to give 
up the creeds by their childishness and their conflicts 
with science we must either embrace Creative Evolution 
or fall into the bottomless pit of an utterly discourag
ing pessimism . . . Discouragement does in fact mean
death; and it is better to cling to the hoariest of the 
savage old creator-idols, however diabolically vindictive,
than to abandon hope in a world of 'angry apes, 1 and per-

17ish in despair like Shakespear1s Timon." The aged Shaw 
is saying, therefore, that man needs something to believe 
in, in a world of doubt and despair, but an "external sen
timentality" such as the glorified, unrealistic ideal of 
womanhood envisioned by the conventional Victorians was 
not the answer to man's problems. It was merely an illu
sion and an example of the "love panacea." As Shaw and 
Goethe saw the "Eternal Feminine," there is an answer to 
this discouraging pessimism: it lies in Creative Evolution,

l^Shaw, Postscript to Back to Methuselah, p.271.
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man's ability to change and to rise on the stepping stones 
of his dead self, to produce a better race, and in this 
process, woman as the creative principle, as the primary 
biological principle, is of great importance. Only then, 
as a means of evolutionary progress, can Shaw accept the 
concept of the "Eternal Feminine."

To Shelley, however, the feminine ideal was almost 
a spiritual panacea. For Shelley, atheist, exponent of 
free love, arch-rebel against conventions and institutions, 
came to find in the feminine ideal the closest thing to a 
Supreme Being he was ever to acknowledge. Yet it was not 
woman as woman but. it was rather woman as ideal that he 
sought —  not Aphrodite Pandemos, but Aphrodite Urania. 
Thus, Shelley who glorifies woman is not. of the sensual 
poets precisely because the woman is not. an object in her
self, but is merely a symbol, a symbol of that eternal 
beautiful and good toward which he is striving and which 
he hopes to find in the world around him. However, even 
though Shelley read of Plato's concept of incorporeal, 
intellectual love in The Symposium, he turned for poetic 
inspiration to the Neo-Platonic tradition of the Middle
Ages and to Dante and Petrarch who personalized Platonic
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love in the form of a woman. For the Medieval poets saw 
woman as the intermediary which links the two worlds of 
flesh and spirit. As James A. Notopoulos indicates in 
The Platonism of Shelley:

The conception of woman both as an immanent and as 
a transcendent force, as 'light intellectual, re
plete with love,' marks the point where Platonism 
becomes the most important source of poetic inspi
ration in European literature. In this respect 
Dante is the father of that aspect of Shelley's 
Platonism which looks upon woman as the inter
mediate spirit which links two worlds . . . Dante's
Beatrice is different from Shelley's Cythna or Asia, 
but both poets find in woman a spiritual and in
tellectual symbol. Love for such a woman is an 
enlightening experience, a medium through which 
they see the Ideal . . . Love for Petrarch is a
force which leads to Heaven and gives glimpses of 
it only to those who can see woman as a veil of 
the spirit . . . He is close to Shelley in his ex
pression of Platonic Love, and Laura is in many 
ways the counterpart of Shelley's women who are 
unearthly visions of Heaven.^
Thus the poetic tradition of woman as intermediary 

between man and God was as old as the Middle Ages, an 
outgrowth of chivalry and courtly love, and was to flour
ish through the Renaissance down to the Romantic poets, 
who, in their reaction to the cold intellectualism of the 
eighteenth century, turned to the world of emotion and 18

18James A. Notopoulos, The Platonism of Shelley 
(Durham, N.C., 1949), pp.95-96.
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idealism. Even the great Goethe, who perhaps best per
sonifies the spirit of Romanticism, it has been noted, 
was to shake off the shackles of the Enlightenment and 
its quest for purely scientific knowledge -- as his hero 
Faust does -- for the ecstatic moment of communion with 
the universe through the mediation of Life and Love as 
symbolized by the "Eternal Feminine." It is evident., 
therefore, that. Shelley was firmly within the poetic tra
dition of his time when he employed the woman symbol as 
the link between the two worlds of flesh and spirit.. As 
his thought, progresses, the feminine symbol develops from 
the concept of Intellectual Beauty ("The awful shadow of 
some unseen P o w e r " t o  the pervading spirit of the uni
verse, the "Great. Parent,," the "Mother of this unfathom
able world"2*“* in Alastor, to Asia, symbol of Intellectual 
Beauty and Love, the "light, of life, / Shadow of beauty 
unbeheld,"2-*- of Prometheus Unbound. It reaches its cul- * 20 *

■*-9Percy Bysshe Shelley, "Hymn to Intellectual Beauty, 
in Poems, ed. Roger Ingpen and Walter E. Peck (London, 
1927), II, 59. All subsequent references to Shelley's 
poetry will be to this edition.

20Shelley, Alastor, I, 177.
Shelley, Prometheus Unbound, II, 231.? 1
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mination in Epipsychidion as:
Seraph of Heaven! too gentle to be human,
Veiling beneath that, radiant form of Woman 
All that, is insupportable in thee 
Of light, and love, and immortality. 22

To Shelley, therefore, woman becomes the symbol of 
love and brotherhood as well as "Great mother of the uni
verse, " and ultimately, that part, of the inmost soul which 
participates in the world-soul. In his prose fragment,
"On Love" Shelley defined the term "epipsyche" as the 
"soul within our soul that describes a circle around its 
proper paradise, which pain, and sorrow, and evil dare 
not overleap. " 23 Although the lyrics of the Epipsychidion 
are among the most, impassioned in English literature, the 
epipsyche is a soul or self so purified that it, becomes, 
as Carlos Baker points out, "'the ideal prototype of 
everything excellent, and lovely that, we are capable of 
conceiving as belonging to the nature of man. ' It, is in 
itself as sexless as an angel, for on the spiritual plane 
where Shelley is standing, sexual distinctions are of no

22Shelley, Epipsychidion, II, 357.
23Shelley, "On Love," VI, 202.
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consequence. The feminine ideal of Shelley is, there
fore, not far removed from that of Goethe, since the fe
male principle represents life and love, but "love as 
goal rather than eros. " 24 25

It is precisely the concept, of love as eros that. 
Bernard Shaw rejected throughout his long literary career. 
He disliked the word "love” because he considered it bound 
up with false, effusive sentiment, and R. J. Campbell sug
gests in The New Theology that "Shaw preferred the word 
'life' to express what I mean by the word 'love' . " 26 Both 
Campbell and Shaw agreed that "love is too good a word 
to be given over to the sentimentalists, although Mr. Shaw 
was perfectly right as to the way in which it, has been
misused. Love is life, the life eternal, the life of 

27God." That the term "love" has been misused throughout 
the centuries cannot be denied; that the concept, itself

24Carlos Baker, Shelley1s Major Poetry (Princeton, 
1948), p.219.

2 5Ibid,. , p.2 2 1.
26R. J. Campbell, The New Theology (New York, 1907),

p.49.

24

27Ibid.
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is open to many interpretations also cannot be denied.
Most will agree that love is a complex physical experience 
accompanied by strong attraction to, intense desire for, 
vivid appreciation of, and happy interest in another per
son, group, cause, or institution. Most will also agree 
that, there are several varieties and levels of love. First 
there is the possessive or acquisitive love which seeks 
the beloved object for the self's sake, is usually one
sided in nature, and while it. may be refined, is more 
likely to be gross in character. It is usually associated 
with excessive desire for things of the flesh: food, drink, 
wealth, or sensual pleasure. The second level of love, 
contemplative love, admires and enjoys the object as some
thing intrinsically precious and worthy of appreciation 
for its own sake. Such a love is possessed by one who 
values truth, beauty, human fellowship, love of God. It 
is on the intellectual rather than the fleshly plane.
Still a third level of love is the benevolent, love which 
seeks the good of its object.. This is the love between 
husband and wife raised to its highest, plane, the love 
between parent and child, or the love between master and 
servant., to cite but a few examples. Lastly, the fourth
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level of love is sacrificial love, that which counts noth
ing too precious, not even life itself, to be given for 
the sake of its object. This is the love of which Christ 
speaks: "Greater love than this no man hath than that he 
lay down his life for a friend." Such a love is given to 
a person, group, cause, or institution, and is the stuff 
of which martyrs or heroes are made.

Bernard Shaw accepts the last three levels of love, 
but flatly rejects the first which he refers to as amorism 
because it operates for the benefit of the self, not hu
manity. He can, therefore, accept Shelley's concept of 
love to a certain extent, but he rejects Wagner's, even 
though he has great respect for him as an artist and a 
revolutionist. Shaw condemns both men, however, for 
"panacea-mongering didacticism by the holding up of Love 
as the remedy for all evils and the solution of all social 
difficulties, " 28 yet he can accept Shelley's Prometheus 
Unbound while he rejects parts of Wagner's The Ring. Shaw 
says that Shelley’s poem escapes being an example of the 
love panacea reduced to absurdity because "the love which

28Shaw, "The Perfect Wagnerite," p.219.



28
acts as a universal solvent, in his Prometheus Unbound is 
a sentiment of affectionate benevolence which has nothing 
to do with sexual passions. The words mercy and kindness 
connote it less ambiguously than the word love." Shel
ley's love, therefore, is of the spirit rather than the 
flesh, and as such appeals to Shaw. Wagner, on the other 
hand, Shaw says:

. . . always sought, for some point, of contact
between his ideas and the physical senses, so 
that people might not only think or imagine them 
in the eighteenth century fashion, but. see them 
on the stage, hear them from the orchestra, and 
feel them through the infection of passionate 
emotion . . .  on all occasions he insists on the 
need for sensuous apprehension to give reality 
to abstract, comprehension, maintaining, in fact,, 
that reality has no other meaning. Now he could 
apply this process to poetic love only by follow
ing it back to its alleged origin in sexual pas
sion, the emotional phenomena of which he has 
expressed in music with a frankness and forcible 
naturalism which would possibly have scandalized 
Shelley.30

Shaw objects, therefore, to Wagner's excessive amorism 
in parts of The Ring, in Siegfried and Die Götterdämmerung 
in particular, because it is at this point, Shaw says, 
that Wagner's "philosophy degenerates into the prescription

29Ibid., p .220.
30Ibid.
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of a romantic nostrum for all human ills. Wagner, only 
mortal after all, succumbed to the panacea mania when his

O Iphilosophy was exhaustedJ
In short., then, Shaw can accept the concept of love 

as life, as a contemplative passion, and as an ideal of 
brotherhood and race betterment. He agrees with Goethe's 
and Shelley's idea of love because it is spiritual and 
because it seeks the improvement of mankind. He commends 
Ibsen in "Little Eyolf" in "The Quintessence of Ibsenism" 
for showing that "we are members of one another, and that 
though the strongest man is he who stands alone, the man
who is standing alone for his own sake is literally an

o 2 3 3idiot..' Love to Shaw is "the divine spark within us."
It is of key importance, but it is always to be viewed 
within proper perspective, an emotion felt by a human be
ing with mens sana in corpore sano, not an overwhelming * 33

•̂ Ibid. , p. 218 .
3 2Shaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism" in Major 

Critical Essays, p.101.
33Shaw, "Christianity and Equality," The Religious 

Speeches of Bernard Shaw, ed. Warren Sylvester Smith 
(University Park, 1963), p.58. This lecture was delivered 
on October 30, 1913.
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physical passion such as Wagner depicts in the later works 
of The Ring. Yet Shaw, who has frequently been branded 
as an unemotional Puritan, recognized the need for the 
physical expression of love. In "Christianity and Equal
ity, " one of his Religious Speeches, he says:

Love is the only mortal thing we have to trust, to 
in breeding the human race —  that curious, in
stinctive, singular preferance, that, exception 
from the rule of social indifference. Nothing 
is more false than the notion that love is indis- 
criminating; it is a most, fastidious thing. The 
only hope for improving the human race is by 
widening the area of sexual selection, so that 
every young man and maid will be able to go over 
the length and breadth of the land, and, when 
they fall in love, will be able to marry —  this 
again points to the need for equality of income.̂

Shaw is not rejecting physical love, the natural attrac
tion between the sexes: he is suggesting, as a socialist, 
economist, and a eugenist, that it be used for the bet
terment of the human race. Therefore, love must, be re
garded in its proper light. It must be used for a worthy 
purpose —  and to Shaw this means cooperation with the 
Life Force -- not. for selfish ends. Love on the higher 
levels must be used for the benefit of mankind; on the 
physical level it. must, be used for the good of the race,

34Ibid., pp.58-59.
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not for the selfish pleasure of the individual, Shaw, 
therefore, attacks the excessive amorism of Wagner and 
many of his contemporaries and the excessively emotional 
idealism of the Romantics not so much because his moral 
scruples are offended as because he considers it a ques
tion of putting undue emphasis on the wrong aspect of the 
very ideal of love itself. He defends his position on 
Wagner when he says: "However offensive and inhuman may 
be the superstition which brands such exaltations of nat
ural passion as shameful and indecorous, there is at least
as much common sense in disparaging love as in setting it

35up as a panacea."
However, that is precisely what the conventional Vic

torians did. They set up love as the spiritual panacea, 
the goal of life itself. In fact, closely bound up with 
the Victorian concept of the feminine ideal was the con
cept of love and its attendant relationship to the notions 
of marriage, home, and children. Thus, perfect love be
tween man and woman became to the Victorians the symbol 
of peace and security, the one remaining value in a world

35Shaw, "The Perfect Wagnerite," p.220.
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that was rapidly losing its values. It was only natural,
then, that the Victorians idealized woman as wife and
mother beyond all reasonable conditions, and marriage,
home, and love itself were glorified to such an extent.
that all other phases of life were colored by them. As
Walter E. Houghton says in his excellent summary to the
chapter on "Love" in The Victorian Frame of Mind:

That Victorian ideas about religion or politics 
or education should have been closely related to 
the environment is only what we should expect.
But offhand, we might, not, have supposed that such 
personal and elemental feelings as those about 
love and women would have been so strongly in
fluenced by the hard competitive world of busi
ness or by the pressures of intellection and 
doubt. The Industrial Revolution creates the 
large, impersonal city and makes considerable wealth 
a requirement as well as a sanction for marriage. 
These factors contribute to an alarming increase 
of prostitution; a fact which in turn, contributes 
to a strong protective movement in morals, (a code 
of purity, censorship, and prudery) and an effort, 
to idealize love and woman, including the mother, 
in the cause of purer conduct. And that is only 
one pattern, and an oversimplified one. It is 
equally true that, the Industrial Revolution cre
ated a psychological and amoral atmosphere for 
which an idealized home with its high priestess 
offered a compensating sense of humanity and moral 
direction. And still, to all that. must, be added 
the parallel impulse to exalt, feminine nature and 
find a "divinity" in love which sprang from the 
needs of a baffled intellect. 3

3^Walter E. Houghton, The Victorian Frame of Mind 
(New Haven, 1957), p.393.



33

No less an artist than Matthew Arnold was to relate 
the problem of doubt and loss of traditional faith with 
the cult of love and the idealization of woman. In "Dover 
Beach" he says:

Ah, love, let us be true
To one another! for the world, which seems 
To lie before us like a land of dreams,
So various, so beautiful, so new,
Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,
Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain:
And we are here as on a darkling plain
Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,
Where ignorant armies clash by night.37
With Arnold the feminine symbol became the refuge

sorely needed in an age of intellection and doubt. Some
years earlier, Thomas Carlyle, in the person of

• ITeufelsdrockh, had tried to free himself from the prison 
of a material universe from which God and human values 
had been banished by falling in love with a beautiful 
maiden, Blumine. As he says in Sartor Resartus: "Did not 
her presence bring with it airs from Heaven? As from 
Aeolian Harps in the breath of dawn . . . unearthly music
was around him, and lapped him into untired balmy rest.

37Matthew Arnold, "Dover Beach," Poetical Works, ed. 
C. B. Tinker and H. F. Lowry (London and New York, 1950),
pp. 211-212.
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Pale Doubt fled away into the distance; Life bloomed up 
with happiness and hope."* 39 That Blumine did not provide 
the perpetual haven of peace, and that, Jane Welsh, whom 
Carlyle married, proved no substitute, is a matter of his
tory. That Carlyle, Arnold, and many of their contem
poraries sought in love a haven from confusion, despair, 
and skepticism is but a natural outgrowth of the turbulent 
conflicts coursing throughout the nineteenth century. For 
with the loss of belief in traditional Christianity, and 
with the increased urbanization and mechanization of so
ciety, the average Victorian felt himself adrift in "the 
unplumbed, salt, estranging sea"39 of life.

Love, therefore, became for the conventional Victorian 
the summum bonum, and the idealization of woman was its 
natural concomitant. Browning was to equate his highest 
good, his summum bonum, with the love of a woman, yet it 
is love in its broadest sense, a type of the divine, a 
Shelleyan type of love that transcends the sensual. In

39Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus. The Life and 
Opinions of Herr Teufelsdrockh, ed. C. F. Harrold (New 
York, 1937), p.143.

39Arnold, "To Marguerite, Continued," Poetical Works,
p.182.
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his poem, "Summum Bonum," Browning says that "Brightest
truth, purest trust in the universe -- all were for me/
In the kiss of one girl."40 *

Love was, therefore, the supreme experience of life,
its end and object, the very means by which the soul is
saved. Browning, the great exponent of the "infinite
moment." —  that critical split-second when the lover meets
and either accepts or rejects his soul mate -- was to
voice this concept over and over again. He wrote in
’̂Cristina" long before he even met Elizabeth Barrett.:

Doubt you, if, in some such moment.,
As she fixed me, she felt, clearly,

Ages past the soul existed,
Here an age 1 tis resting merely,

And hence fleets again for ages,
While the true end, sole and single 

It, stops here for is, this love-way,
With some other soul to mingle?

Else it lose what it lived for41And eternally must lose it.
Patmore also, of whom Ruskin had said in "Of Queen's 

Gardens": "You cannot, read him too often or too carefully,

Robert Browning, "Summum Bonum," Complete Poetic 
and Dramatic Works, Cambridge Edition (Boston and New York, 
1895), p.988.

4^Browning, "Cristina," Complete Poetic and Dramatic 
Works, p.170.

40
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as far as I know he is the only living poet who always
42strengthens and purifies," was to continue to be the

popular exponent of the Victorian ideal of love. He was
to write in "The Lover": "He meets, by heavenly chance 

/ 43express, / The destined maid," and again, in "Love's 
Immortality":

Doubts of eternity ne'er cross 
The Lover's mind divinely clear:

For ever is the gain or loss
Which maddens him with hope or fear.

So trifles serve for his relief,
And yet his pleasure and his grief 
Are both on a majestic scale.

The chance, indefinitely small,
Of issue infinitely great,

Eclipses finite interest all,
And has the dignity of fate.
Patmore was also to continue in poetry the popular 

conception of womanhood as saintly ideal and self-sacri
ficing wife. In "The Married Lover" he writes:

Why having won her, do I woo? 42 43 44

42John Ruskin, "Sesame and Lilies," The Complete Works 
of John Ruskin, ed. E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn 
(London, 1905), XVIII, 120. All subsequent references to 
Ruskins' works will be to this edition.

43Pat.more, "The Lover," The Angel in the House, p.77.
44Ibid., "Love's Immortality," p.100.
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Because her spirit's vestal grace
Provokes me always to pursue,

But spirit-like, eludes embrace;
Because her womanhood is such

That., as on court-days subjects kiss
The Queen's hand, yet so near a touch. , . 45Affirms no mean familiarness.
Since the concept of love in general, and married 

love in particular, was to be so glorified and idealized, 
and since the home was the very center of Victorian life, 
in which the mistress of the house became a kind of high 
priestess within its walls, it was not unnatural that 
young women should yearn for marriage and the establish
ment of their "havens of peace." The unmarried female, 
therefore, became a subject for pity or ridicule. Uned
ucated as she was to earn her own living, she was forced 
either to serve as one of the much maligned and abused 
"body of governesses" or to be dependent upon the charity 
of married sisters and brothers, where she became the old- 
maid aunt, the unpaid household slave, and worst of all, 
the social failure. To be unmarried was considered "un
womanly" and a fate worse than death. Brainwashed by the 
masculine attitude toward women, by the conventional lit—

45Ibid • / "The Married Lover," p.201.
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erature of the day which extolled wifehood and motherhood 
and stressed feminine duty and self-sacrifice, and ham
pered by her lack of education, the average English woman 
of the Victorian Age accepted marriage with its fetters 
rather than spinsterhood with its ridicule. Jane Austen 
had stated the case in Pride and Prejudice some forty 
years before Victoria came to the throne when she gave 
the reasons for Charlotte Lucas' acceptance of Mr. Collins: 
"Marriage had always been her object; it was the only 
honourable provision for well-educated women of small 
fortune, and however uncertain of giving happiness, must 
be their pleasantest preservative from want,."4 1̂ This at
titude, therefore, was the prevailing one, and as Janet 
Dunbar points out in The Early Victorian Woman: "The fact 
that marriage, besides being a pleasant, preservative from
want., also brought, with it. the most astounding disabili-

47ties, was taken for granted, or at least accepted."
Women continued to sign away their individual existence, 46 47

46Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Complete Novels 
(New York, n.d.) p.306.

47Janet Dunbar, The Early Victorian Woman (London, 
1953), p .17.
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their right to their inherited property or their own 
earnings, and above all, the right to the guardianship 
of their own children in exchange for the status of wife.

Since getting a husband was the only way of becoming 
respectably settled in life, the girl of the early nine
teenth century had to try to reach an ideal of feminine 
perfection. It was ideal laid down by men, and it was 
one which was to provide Bernard Shaw with ample material 
for his characterization of the "womanly" woman. What 
was demanded was: " . . .  softness and weakness, delicacy 
and modesty, a small waist and curving shoulders, an en
dearing ignorance of everything that went on beyond house
hold and social life. Husbands did not as a rule require 
brains in their wives; They demanded charm, a high sense 
of domestic duty, admiration for and submission to them
selves, and the usual accomplishments necessary for enter-

4 gtaming friends."
Since the Victorian girl was at heart a realist, she 

satisfied her romantic longings by reading the primly 
passionate novels of the time, but she married suitably, 48

48Ibid., p.20.
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either a man of her own choice, or more likely, one of 
her parents' choice. She made the most of her charms and 
learned how to "deal with a husband." She read the chap
ter entitled "Dealing with a Husband," in Mrs. Ellis' 
book, The Women of England, which told the young wife 
how to resort to a series of subterfuges and railleries 
to keep her husband from going out in the evening without 
her. Such tricks were necessary since many girls were 
incapable of carrying on an intelligent conversation with 
a man and were forced to resort to coquettry. Shaw notes 
this in his Sixteen Self-Sketches, in the chapter entitled 
"Biographers' Blunders Corrected," and defends his char
acter, Gregory Lunn in Overruled, for saying that men have 
to make love to women because it is impossible to talk to 
them. As Lunn says:

It's because they have nothing else to do, and 
no other way of entertaining each other. You 
dont know what it is to be alone with a woman 
who has little beauty and less conversation.
What is a man to do? She cant talk interest
ingly; and if he talks that, way himself she 
doesnt. understand him. He cant look at her: 
if he does, he only finds out that, she isnt beau
tiful. Before the end of five minutes they are 
both hideously bored. Theres only one thing that 
can save the situation; and thats what, you call
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being horrid.
Shaw upholds Lunn and says: " . . .  he is telling truth; 
but this does not save him when the woman is good company 
as well as seductive." Shaw is well aware of the basic 
attraction between the sexes, and he is equally aware of 
the fascination of a beautiful woman, but he views love 
always as a recreative experience, never as an all con
suming passion. He therefore chides Alice Lockett, sup
posedly his first love, in a letter dated October 8, 1885, 
for being the kind of woman Lunn criticizes:

Love making grows tedious to me —  and the emo
tion has evaporated from it. This is your fault.: 
since your return I have seen you twice, and both 
times you have been lazy and unintelligently lux
urious. I will not spend such evenings except 
when I am for a moment tired and brutish. Even 
then I will turn with relief and gratitude from 
moral death with you to moral life and activity 
with other woman —  with men —  with the Fabians 
even —  with my work —  anywhere where all my 
faculties and sympathies are awake and active.
The Victorian girl, however, clung to the traditional

image of womanhood which required helplessness and weak- * 50

49

^Shaw, Overruled (London, 1931), p.170.
50Shaw, "Biographers' Blunders Corrected," Sixteen 

Self-Sketches (London, 1949), p.100.
~’̂ Shaw, Collected Letters 1874-1897, ed. Dan H. 

Laurence (New York, 1965), p.143.
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ness, ignorance and self-effacement,, and total submission 
to the male. Sir Charles Petrie echoes Shaw when he says: 
It, was little wonder that men took refuge in their clubs 

from the type of woman for whom they were largely respon— 
sible." But the Victorian female, dependent as she was 
upon the male for her very existence, conformed to the 
ideal expected of her. Therefore, she undoubtedly read 
an article entitled "The Whole Duty of a Woman" in Punch . 
but probably missed the tongue-in-cheek attitude behind 
it.:

42

Between ourselves, my dear, almost every 
young woman is either married or intends to be.
It is what we have to look to, poor things 
Now, in order to get married, my love, you must 
learn to manage yourself; and after you get mar
ried, you must learn to manage your husband; and 
together is what I call the Whole Duty of Woman.

As long as you are single and looking out, 
your first duty must be to control your inclina
tions. All of us, you know, have our little 
failings; the great thing is to conceal them.
For instance, suppose you have a hearty appetite, 
you should restrain this a little in company, as 
it is a thing that many gentlemen object to; and 
you can indemnify yourself by a nice supper in your 
own room. You will then please the kind of men who 
make the best, husbands —  those most easily managed.

-^Sir Charles Petrie, The Victorians (London, 1960),
p .206 .

^Dunbar, P-19.
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Bernard Shaw was to demolish this attitude. Realiz

ing that, marriage was a must for the Victorian girl, Shaw 
was critical, not so much of her ambition to marry as of 
her utter lack of practical preparation for her life's 
work. He was to say of his own mother: "In due time she 
was floated in Dublin society to get married . . . they
her relatives^forgot that, having never been taught what 
marriage really means, nor experienced impecuniosity, she
might marry any adventurer without knowing how much she 

54was doing." Having been brought up in the Victorian 
way, Lucinda Elizabeth Gurley Shaw had been taught music, 
French, polite decorum, and all of the necessary social 
graces. Yet as Shaw points out, " . . .  she could not 
housekeep on a small income; she had no notion of the value 
of money." She did, however, possess a managing nature, 
and luckily for Shaw and his sisters, was able to support, 
the family by her musical talents.

Not all Victorian women were so fortunate, however, 
and Shaw was well aware of this fact.. He gives a portrait * 55

^Shaw, "My Mother and Her Relatives," Sixteen Self- 
Sketches , p.10.

55Ibid.
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of a more typical Victorian woman, trained to get a hus
band yet untrained to live in the world, in his descrip
tion of Judith in The Devil1s Disciple:

Judith is more than twenty years younger than her 
husband, though she will never be as young as he 
is in vitality. She is pretty and proper and 
ladylike, and has been admired and petted into an 
opinion of herself sufficiently favorable to give 
her a self-assurance which serves her instead of 
strength. She has a pretty taste in dress, and 
in her face the pretty line of a sentimental char
acter formed by dreams. Even her little self- 
complacency is pretty, like a child's vanity.
Rather a pathetic creature to any sympathetic 
observer who knows how rough a place the world is.~^
Shaw spoofs the prevailing Victorian attitude toward 

a woman's required isolation from the rough externals of 
the world in Arms and the Man when Raina, one of his "wo
manly" women, says:

How I have envied you, Sergius! You have been 
out in the world, on the field of battle, able 
to prove yourself there worthy of any woman in 
the world; whilst I have had to sit at home in
active -- dreaming —  useless -- doing nothing 
that could give me the right to call myself wor
thy of any man.^7

The same Raina who inspires Sergius to call her "my lady

Shaw, The Devil1s Disciple in Three Plays for Puri
tans (London, 1931), p.13.

^7Shaw, Arms and the Man in Plays Pleasant (London, 
1931), p.3 2.

56
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COand my saint!" and who sits on life's sidelines like 

a being from another world, also provides Bluntschli, 
the practical soldier, with an almost empty box of choco
late creams hidden in her drawer —  perhaps the indemni
fication against hunger suggested in Punch. Shaw in 
this case deliberately satirizes the basic hypocrisy and 
subterfuge behind the Victorian notion of womanly decorum. 
Judith and Raina are but two of these "womanly" women.
Even Lady Cicely, one of Shaw's most appealing heroines, 
with her seemingly brainless exterior and her inwardly 
managing nature, follows to a certain extent the advice 
from the same article in Punch: "Never contradict him, 
dear, but fall in with all his little wishes and whims,
however unreasonable. In short, devote yourself to him

59 • -ientirely. Your turn will come." Thus, Lady Cicely, 
having in a few brief moments turned Captain Brassbound 
out of his bedroom so that the wounded Marzo might be 
placed in the only bed in the castle, and having com
pletely rearranged the living quarters —  and the lives -■

58Ibid.
59Dunbar, p.20.
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of his band of cutthroats, says guilelessly to Brassbound:
. . . And oh, while I remember it, ^coming forward
between Brassbound and Drinkwater] do please tell 
me, Captain, if I interfere with your arrangements 
in any way. If I disturb you in the least bit in 
the world, stop me at once. You have all the re
sponsibility; and your comfort and your authority 
must be the first thing. Youll tell me, wont you?

To which the helpless Brassbound, who as Shaw notes in
the stage directions, replies awkwardly, quite beaten:

60"Pray do as you please, madam."
However, for every girl who appreciated the jibing 

pen of the then radical Punch there were a hundred who 
accepted marriage as a social and economic necessity as 
well as the prevailing standard of etiquette and conven
tion set down by the young Queen, "who had absorbed her 
consort's German ideas of what a good wife should be, and 
expected others to follow her example."^ Since the pre
dominant notion of woman's place in German society was 
kirke, kinder, kuchen, the role of woman in English society 

was to run a close parallel. On the continent, Arthur 
Schopenhauer said that, woman "should be either a housewife

^Shaw, Captain Brassbound's Conversion in Three 
Plays for Puritans, p.238.

61Dunbar, p.21.
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or a girl who hopes to become one; and she should be 
brought up, not to be arrogant, but to be domestic and 
submissive."62 He agreed with Lord Byron's opinion of 
woman 1s sphere:

Women ought to mind home —  and be well fed and 
clothed —  but. not mixed in society. Well edu
cated too, in religion —  but to read neither 
poetry nor politics —  nothing but books of piety 
and cookery. Music —  drawing —  dancing —  also 
a little gardening and ploughing now and then.62
Dickens illustrates the traditional attitude toward

woman's sphere in Bleak House when Esther says:
We are not rich in the bank, but. we have always 
prospered, and we have quite enough. I never 
walk out with my husband, but I hear the people 
bless him . . . The people even praise Me as the 
doctor's wife. The people even like Me as I go 
about, and make so much of me that I am quite a- 
bashed. I owe it all to him, my love, my pride! 
They like me for his sake, as I do everything I 
do in life for his sake.

So conventional is Esther that she is confused and over
whelmed by the philanthropic activities and "rapacious 
benevolence" of Mrs. Pardiggle and Mrs. Jellyby whom
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Dickens makes particularly ludicrous in contrast to the
sweet, "womanly” Victorian woman. Esther says:

They took a multitude of titles. They were the 
Women of England, the Daughters of Britain, the 
Sisters of all the Cardinal Virtues separately, 
the Females of America, the Ladies of a hundred 
denominations. They appeared to be always ex
cited about canvassing and electing. They 
seemed to our poor wits, and according to our 
own accounts to be constantly polling people 
by tens of thousands, yet never bringing in their 
candidates for anything. It made our heads ache 
to think, on the whole, what feverish lives they 
must lead.

It is not. surprising, therefore, that the notion of 
womanly decorum as exemplified by the wife in total sub
mission to her husband was the prevailing ideal. A woman 
had to guard against being thought clever because it was 
"unwomanly." As Janet Dunbar notes:

It wasn't the business of a girl who hoped to 
marry to be 'clever.' Marriage meant exchanging 
the authority of a father for that of a husband.
How could one submit to unquestioned authority 
if one had the ability to argue rationally.66

It. was precisely this reduction of woman to the status
of nonentity that Shaw and the advanced thinkers of his

/time objected to. As Edith Batho and Bonamy Dobree say 65 66

65Ibid., p.133.
66Dunbar, p.21.
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in the Victorians and After:
The Victorians are guilty of having diminished 
woman to the lowest, level she had reached for 
centuries. Florence Nightingale's outburst, 
which Jowett thought it 'wiser' not to publish, 
makes this perfectly clear. 'Women must, have no 
passions . . . the system dooms some minds to
incurable infancy, others to silent misery . . .
marriage being their only outlet, in life, many 
women spend their lives in asking men to marry 
them, in a refined way.' . . . Women died she
suggested, from starvation, that, is, their ac
tivity expired.67
Thus arose the paradox of woman's sphere, with the 

notion of woman glorified as wife and mother on the one 
hand, and reduced to a vapid, brainless, or else, sly and 
conniving female on the other. It was a false situation 
at. best, one untrue to human nature. It. was a concept, 
that Shaw was to object to because he opposed the basic 
hypocrisy it. implied. Seeing that the clever woman who 
allowed herself to be glorified as the model of womanli
ness could actually be a tyrant if she so wished, Shaw 
was intrigued by the power wielded by a fascinating woman. 
He was particularly charmed by his sister-in-law, Mary 
Stewart. Cholmondeley, who managed her spirited husband

^7Edith Batho and Bonamy Dobree, The Victorians and 
After (New York, 1938), p.81.
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with great tact and success, and who became the model for 
his Lady Cicely in Captain Brassbound's Conversion. Af
ter his first, meeting with her, as Stephen Winsten re
ports, Shaw made these notes:

A slave state is always ruled by those who 
can get around the masters. The slavery of wo
men means the tyranny of women. No fascinating 
woman ever wants to emancipate her sex; her ob
ject is to gather power into the hands of Man 
because she knows that she can govern him.

A cunning and attractive woman disguises 
her strength as womanly timidity, her unscrupu
lousness as womanly innocence, her impunities 
as womanly defencelessness: simple men are duped 
by them.

It is only the proud, straightforward women 
who wish not to govern but. to be free.68

For the power by which the clever woman ruled her man 
(all the while he thought, he was dominating her), was 
the power of the sex attraction. To Shaw such a power 
was meant for the advancement, of mankind, not. for the 
interests of the individual. Therefore, he saw the du
plicity behind the conventional notion of the docile wo
man who, in reality, by means of her feminine charms, 
could assume the power of a ruthless tyrant..

f . auoStephen Winsten, Jesting Apostle. The Private Life 
of Bernard Shaw (New York, 1957), p.119.
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Shaw was also to object to the idleness which the 
notion of womanly decorum demanded of the conventional 
Victorian woman of the upper or middle classes. Feeling 
that "it ought to be a capital crime to be idle," Shaw 
says, "the leisured woman is not only a menace to herself 
and to everyone else, but . . . the leisured human being
who has got nothing to do at all, who is completely lei
sured . . . whether male or female, is a predestined mis
erable person and an injurious person to everybody around."69 
Thus Shaw rejected the conventional attitude toward woman 
which placed her on a pedestal on the one hand and reduced 
her to the role of brainless doll or femme fatale on the 
other, and in so doing, he revealed his modernity. To 
the twentieth-century man or woman, the clever maneuvering 
of a Becky Sharp is too obvious to be interesting and the 
ideal deportment of an Amelia Sedley or an Agnes Wickfield 
is too good to be true. Yet the cloyingly sweet heroine 
of nineteenth-century fiction continued to represent woman 
as the Victorians wished her to be, not as she really was.

69Shaw, "The Menace of the Leisured Woman," Platform 
and Pulpit, ed. Dan H. Laurence (New York, 1961), p.171.
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/And paradoxically, as Batho and Dobree say: "The worst 

side of the Victorian respect for feminine chastity and

However, the standard of chastity set by the young 
Victoria was welcome in many ways since it followed upon 
a period of thirty years which had seen family life and 
national morality sink to a low ebb. It was, therefore, 
a reaction to the licentiousness of the Hanoverian kings. 
Following the pattern set by Queen Victoria, the average 
English girl, having sought marriage for the reasons al
ready named, was prepared to settle down and become mis
tress of home and family. Her life, and that of her hus
band as well, centered around the home, which became a 
place apart, a walled garden. It. was as Ruskin said in 
"Sesame and Lilies":

This is the true nature of home —  it is the 
place of Peace; the shelter, not only from all 
injury, but from all terror, doubt, and division.
In so far as it is not this, it is not home; so 
far as the anxieties of the outer life penetrate 
into it, and the inconsistently-minded, unknown, 
unloved, or hostile society of the outer world is

7 0 /Batho and Dobree, p.80.

refinement . . . was their
7 0from the intellectual currents of the time."
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allowed by either husband or wife to cross
the threshold, it ceases to be home . . . But
so far as it is a sacred place, a vestal temple
of the hearth watched over by the Household
Gods . . .  so far as it is this, and roof and fire
are types only of a nobler shade and light, —
shade as of the rock in a weary land, and light.
as of the Pharos in the stormy sea; -- so far it
vindicates the name, and fulfils the praise, of 71Home.' x
Herein Ruskin gives the prevailing Victorian attitude 

with its idealization of love, marriage, woman, and home.
As Professor Houghton suggests, there was actually more 
to this idealization than meets the eye at first, glance.
He says:

The final metaphors of shade and light under
score the dual character of the Victorian home, 
and reflect its psychological and ethical ap
peals. It was both a shelter from the anxieties 
of modern life, a place of peace where the de
sires of the heart might be realized (if not in 
fact, in imagination), and a shelter for those 
moral and spiritual values which the commercial 
spirit and the critical spirit, were threatening 
to destroy, and therefore, also a sacred place, 
a temple.'
The Victorian home, therefore, became a refuge where 

"world-weary" men could regain the humanity they seemed 
to be losing, and women were reminded by sermons such as * 72

71-Ruskin, "Sesame and Lilies," p.122.
72Houghton, p.343.
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Baldwin Brown's that they should "pray, think, strive to 
make a home something like a bright, serene, restful, joy- 
ful nook of heaven in an unheavenly world." J The econo
mic man, floundering in the world of big business, which 
Carlyle called in Past, and Present, "a world alien, not.
your world . . . not a home at. all, of hearts and faces

74who are yours, whose you are," could renew himself as 
a human being only within the confines of his walled gar
den. In short., home became his security blanket. The 
conscious association of family life and home with secur
ity was also to take another form. The home became in 
adult life the place where one had been at peace in child
hood, as Houghton says, "a blessed time when truth was

7 5certain and doubt, with its divisive effects unknown."
It was, therefore, the kind of security that Freud would 
later identify as a regression or wish to return to the 
womb, that, preconscious state where anxiety and conflict 
were unknown. That, the Victorian home was not always this 74 75

^ Ibid. , p.345.
74Thomas Carlyle, Past, and Present (Chicago and New 

York, n.d.), IV, 264.
75Houghton, p.344.
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place of peace and childhood happiness is amply born out 
by Samuel Butler in his novel, The Way of All Flesh, and 
his lifelong attack on British family life. Bernard Shaw 
also attests to the fact that home life was often far from 
happy when he says: "The wrench from my childish faith in 
my father as perfect and omniscient to the discovery that 
he was a hypocrite and a dipsomaniac was so sudden and 
violent that it must have left its mark on me."7 Having 
suffered as he did from destroyed faith in his father, 
the young Shaw was also to experience living in a house
hold presided over by a mother who, no doubt in self-de
fense against her own shattered illusions about, marriage, 
"did not hate anybody, nor love anybody, . . . She never
made scenes, never complained, never nagged, never punished 
nor retailiated nor lost her self-control nor her superior
ity to spites and tantrums and tempers. She was neither 
weak nor submissive; but as she never revenged, so also 
she never forgave." She was, in short, living behind a 
"walled garden" of her own indifference, perhaps because

7^shaw, "My Mother and Her Relatives," Sixteen Self- 
Sketches , p.12.

77Ibid, p.13.
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that was an integral part of her own nature, perhaps be
cause it was merely her defense mechanism. At any rate, 
she certainly did not provide the haven of peace idealized 
by Ruskin or the concept of mother held by G. K. Chester
ton: "that the woman stands for the idea of Sanity; that 
intellectual home to which the mind must, return after ev- 
ery excursion on extravagance." But in spite of the 
fact that all Victorian homes were not. what they were 
idealized to be, the conventional ideal as the pastoral 
place of peace, of innocence and childhood, was to con
tinue to prevail. The picture Coventry Patmore gives in 
his poem The Angel in the House is therefore a typical 
concept of home:

For something that abode endued 
With temple-like repose, an air

Of life1s kind purposes pursued
With order'd freedom sweet, and fair,

A tent pitch'd in a world not. right 
It seem'd, whose inmates, every one.

On tranquil faces bore the light 
Of duties beautifully done. * * * 7 8

In a home so idealized and sentimentalized it is no

78G. K. Chesterton, "Feminism, or the Mistake about
Women," What.'s Wrong with the World (New York, 1910),
p. 161.

7 9Patmore, The Angel in the House, p.69.
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wonder that the wife and mother was looked upon as the 
high priestess of the temple. Even among the Victorian 
agnostics home was a sacred place, a secular temple of 
faith. With such a role to play, it is also no wonder 
that, the Victorian woman willingly signed away her rights 
as an individual to become a wife and mother.

The Victorian woman, therefore, was convinced that, 
her mission in the world was to guide and uplift, her more 
worldly and intellectual mate. As Ruskin says in "Sesame 
and Lilies":

The man's power is active, progressive, defen
sive. He is eminently the doer, the creator, the 
discoverer, the defender. His intellect is for 
speculation and invention; his energy for adven
ture, for war, and for conquest, wherever war is 
a must., wherever conquest, is necessary. But the 
woman's power is for rule not battle —  and her
intellect is not for invention or creation, but.80for sweet ordering, arrangement, and decision.

By his own admission, Ruskin has been "trying, thus far,
to show you what, should be the place, and what the power
of woman." Thus, according to him, Wordsworth gave in

81two lines "a perfect description of womanly beauty":

onRuskin, "Sesame and Lilies," pp.121-122.
O I Ibid., p .123.



A countenance in which did meet O OSweet records, promises as sweet.
"The perfect loveliness of a woman's countenance," Ruskin
continues, "can only consist in that, majestic peace, which
is founded in the memory of happy and useful years, —
full of sweet records; and from the joining of this with
that yet more majestic childishness, which is still full
of change and promise; —  opening always —  modest at once,
and bright, with hope of better things to be won, and to
be bestowed. There is no old age where there is still 

83that promise."
The view of woman held by Ruskin was also shared by 

Tennyson, Patmore, Kingsley, and to an extent., George 
Eliot.. Kingsley was to have his hero, Lancelot, Smith, in 
Yeast. —  a hero whose "only Bible as yet is Bacon" —  make 
a sketch entitled "The Triumph of Woman." In the drawing, 
Woman was shown walking across the desert. In the fore
ground, there are:

. . . scattered groups of men, in the dresses 82

82William Wordsworth, "She Was a Phantom of Delight., 11 
The Complete Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, ed. 
Henry Reed (Philadelphia, 1839), p.132.

Q ORuskin, "Sesame and Lilies," p.125.
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and insignia of every period and occupation . . .
And in front of the sun, down the path of the 
morning beams, came Woman, clothed only in the 
armor of her own loveliness. Her bearing was 
stately, and yet modest: in her face pensive ten
derness seemed wedded with earnest joy. In her 
right hand lay a cross, the emblem of self-sac
rifice . . .  As the group, one by one, caught 
sight of her, a human tenderness and intelligence 
seemed to light up every face.
This image of woman as the symbol of self-sacrifice 

is repugnant to Shaw and he often rails against it. Cer
tainly the portrait Shaw paints of Mrs. Dudgeon in The 
Devil1s Disciple is a case in point:

She is not a prepossessing woman. No woman 
looks her best after sitting up all night; and 
Mrs. Dudgeon's face, even at its best, is grim
ly trenched by the channels into which the bar
ren forms and observances of a dead Puritanism 
can pen a bitter temper and a fierce pride. She 
is an elderly matron who has worked hard and got 
nothing by it except dominion and detestation in 
her sordid home, and an unquestioned reputation 
for piety and respectability among her neighbors, 
to whom drink and debauchery are still so much 
more tempting than religion and rectitude, that 
they conceive goodness simply as self-denial, and 
finally generalized as covering anything disa
greeable. So Mrs. Dudgeon, being exceedingly 
disagreeable, is held to be exceedingly good.
Short of flat felony, she enjoys complete license 
except for amiable weaknesses of any sort, and is 
consequently, without knowing it, the most licen
tious woman in the parish on the strength of never

84Charles Kingsley, Yeast (London, 1930), p.180.
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having broken the seventh commandment or missed 
a Sunday at the Presbyterian church.
In exposing Mrs. Dudgeon for what she really is, a 

bitter, unhappy woman who married for security and not. 
love, who has made her husband and sons despise her for 
her martyr complex and has used her outward piety to 
cloak her inward frustrations and avarice, Shaw is hit
ting once more at the conventional ideal of the self- 
sacrificing woman and revealing the basic hypocrisy be
hind it. Mrs. Dudgeon, seemingly the ideal, pious mother, 
is shocked by the terms of her husband's will: "And I re
commend her for her goodness and piety to the forgiving
care of her children, having stood between them and her

86as far as I could to the best of my ability." Totally 
unaware that a self-sacrificing wife and mother is not. 
necessarily a loving or loved wife and mother, "Mrs. Dud
geon," Shaw says, "now an intruder in her own house, 
stands inert, crushed by the weight of the law on women, 
accepting it, as she has been trained to accept all mon
strous calamities, as proof of the greatness of the power

85Shaw, The Devil1s Disciple, p.3.
8^Ibid., p.21.
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that inflicts them, and of heir own wormlike insignifi
cance. ”87

Shaw was also to attack the ideal of self-sacrific
ing woman in "The Quintessence of Ibsenism." After all, 
he says: No man pretends that his soul finds its supreme 
satisfaction in self-sacrifice: such an affectation would 
stamp him as a coward and a weakling . . .  but men are 
not the less loved on this account. No one ever feels 
helpless by the side of the self-helper; whilst the self- 
sacrificer is always a drag, a reproach, an everlasting 
and unnatural trouble with whom no really strong soul can
live.„88

Yet the self-sacrificing woman was the prevailing 
Victorian ideal. Even in so great a work as Jane Eyre 
was the idea of self-sacrifice predominant, for when 
Edward Rochester, blind, crippled, and friendless, is 
reunited with Jane and she agrees to marry him, he 
queries: "Because you delight in self-sacrifice?" To 
which Jane answers:

Ibid., p.23 .
OOShaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism," pp.33-34.
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Sacrifice! What do I sacrifice? . . . To be 
privileged to put my arms around what I value —  
to press my lips to what I love —  to repose on 
what I trust: is that, to make a sacrifice? If 
so, then I certainly delight, in sacrifice . . .
I love you better now, when I can be really use
ful to you, than I did in your profound state of 
independence, when you disdained every part, but 
that, of giver and protector.89

Yet significantly, earlier in the century, long before 
she had met Mr. Lewes or had any personal prejudice, 
George Eliot had commented on the notion of self-sacri
fice and marriage as set forth in Jane Eyre: "All self- 
sacrifice is good, but. one would like it to be in a 
somewhat, nobler cause than that of a diabolical law which 
chains a man soul and body to a putrifying carcase."90

The image of the ideal Victorian "womanly" woman, 
therefore, became that, of teacher, purifier, inspiration, 
and moral guide of man. Naturally, with so lofty a mis
sion in life, no sacrifice should be deemed too great., no 
duty too repugnant,. The Victorian woman, according to 
Mrs. Ellis, whose books, Daughters of England, Wives of

O  Q  k l°^Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre, Complete Works of 
Charlotte Bronte and her Sisters (New York, 1932), p.427.

90Marjory A. Bald, Women Writers of the Nineteenth 
Century (New York, 1963), p.178.
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England, and Women of England, were the manuals of the
4

day, should "be a companion who will raise the tone of 
his mind from . . . low anxieties, and vulgar cares,"
and will "lead his thoughts to expatiate or repose on 
those subjects which convey a feeling of identity with

91a higher state of existence beyond this present life."
So completely was the moral elevation of man identified
with feminine duty that, as Houghton notes:

. . . a moralist like Baldwin Brown in his ser
mons called The Home Life was ready to blame 
women for the deterioration of men under the 
hardening influence of business. "They have 
themselves succumbed to mean desires for money 
and family position; or they have been seduced 
by the ridiculous phantom of woman's rights 
when their true power, the birthright they would
sell for a mess of pottage, is the power toQ ?love, to serve, to save.1'3
This "woman worship," as it came to be called in the 

mid-Victorian era was not universal, however, for Macaulay, 
Carlyle, Trollope, and John Stuart Mill did not hold these 
views and considered them grossly sentimental. Bernard 
Shaw shared their opinions. In his speech, "Woman —
Man in Petticoats," he chastises the Victorians for their

9-'-Houghton, p.351.
92 Ibid.
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exaggerated view of womanhood:

The Victorian Age attempted and, to an 
extraordinary extent, did actually succeed in 
one of the most amazing and grotesque enter
prises ever undertaken by mankind. The Vic
torians were romantic people. Confronted as they 
were with the real human animal, male and female, 
they said, "This is unendurable." The men looked 
at one another, and did not like each other very 
much; and that sort, of feeling that you must have 
something to lift, you up, gave them the curious 
notion that, if they took women and denied that, 
they were human beings, if they set. up a mor
ality and a convention that women were angels; 
then they would succeed in making women angels, 
and have a society in which men found happiness 
in adoring a large congregation of angels.

This was very nice for the men. Also it 
was rather flattering to the women. But, there 
were limits. It. is all very well to be re
garded as an angel up to a certain point; but 
there come moments at. which you are seriously 
inconvenienced by the fact that you are not an 
angel.
Shaw also satirizes this notion of woman's moral 

superiority in The Devil1s Disciple when he says: "This 
republican sentiment, that, men and women are all equal 
before the Throne does not please the women, who are 
convinced that the Throne is precisely the place where 
their superiority, often questioned in this world, will

Shaw, "Woman 
Pulpit., pp. 172-173.

93 —  Man in Petticoats," Platform and
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be recognized and rewarded."^

Yet in spite of the contrary opinions of many of 
the great men of the nineteenth century, the notion that 
women were something superhuman and angelic prevailed in 
the Victorian Age- And ironically, with the worship of 
woman as the great moral guide, the ethic of purity was 
to disintegrate into prudery. The boy's worship of his 
mother as the source of all goodness was to serve as a 
guide rule for his own conduct. He must never do anything 
that would offend his mother or that she would be ashamed 
of; he must be "good" for her sake. Thus, we find 
Thackeray, at the age of twenty-five, writing to his 
mother soon after his marriage: "I am sure I love you 
better since I married than before, perhaps because, be
ing so happy, I am grown a little more good. God bless

Q CZyou dearest. Mother."
However, in spite of the ideal of purity set forth 

by the mother, there were flagrant abuses. Although the 
Victorian home swarmed with children, sex was a secret,

94Shaw, The Devil's Disciple, p.17.
9 5Hester Thackeray Ritchie, Thackeray and His Daugh

ter (New York, 1924), p.3.
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something shameful to be hidden away like a skeleton in
a closet. Paradoxically, the Victorian woman who was the
moral guide, the "angel in the house," was according to
Shaw, "a masterpiece of sex appeal." He says:

She was sex appeal from the top of her head to 
the sole of her feet. She was clothed, of course, 
from head to foot.: all clothes! Every thing a- 
bout her except her cheeks and her nose was a 
guilty secret, a thing you had to guess at . . .
The result was that the Victorian Age was an ex
ceedingly immoral age.9^
Since honesty and frankness between the sexes was 

unknown to the Victorians, the ethic of purity often be
came supplanted by either prudery or prurience -- and 
indeed, Shaw makes little distinction between them. Com
menting on prudery in "The Revolutionist's Handbook,"
Shaw assails the conventional yet unwitting attitude of 
the nineteenth century that, "any attempt to deal with the
relations of the sexes from any other than the voluptuary

■ . 97or romantxc point of view must be sternly put down."
Unable to communicate with each other on any plane other 96 *

96Shaw, "Expert. Opinion in Sexual Reform," Platform 
and Pulpit., p.203.

Shaw, "The Revolutionist's Handbook"
Superman, p.186.

97 in Man and
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than the romantic one, the Victorians, according to Shaw, 
would ignore a serious social evil rather than discuss it 
"because only one in a thousand can speak of it without 
wounding our self-respect, especially the self-respect of 
women."98 Inability to speak of such evils led to in
ability to act on them. Thus, Shaw sees the Victorian 
sensibility and notion of purity as a hypocritical ideal 
and equates prudery with prurience. He says: "In short, 
popular prudery is only a mere incident of popular squalor: 
the subject which it taboos remains the most interesting 
and earnest of subjects in spite of it.."99

Thus, the Victorian boy grew up with the pure ideal 
of mother on the one hand, and the romantic, exaggerated 
notions of female beauty on the other. It was no idle 
coincidence that, as Houghton says, there were "in a single 
year (1851) 42,000 illegitimate children born in England 
and Wales; and on that basis it was estimated that 'one 
in twelve of the unmarried females in the country above

98Ibid., p.187.
99Ibid.
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the age of puberty have strayed from the path of virtue."'100 
The "fallen female" such as Hetty Sorrel in George Eliot's 
Adam Bede was, like so many of her sisters, made a social 
outcast. It was but one step from that of seduced girl 
to prostitute, and records show that "by 1850 there were 
at least 50,000 prostitutes known to the police in England 
and Scotland, 8,000 in London alone."101 Forced by the 
lack of education into a "vicious way of life," many wo
men became prostitutes out of sheer economic necessity.
Thus, under the facade of Victorian morality and respect
ability was a gnawing chancre waiting to be exposed. It. 
was with daring that Bernard Shaw wrote the play, Mrs.
Warren's Profession, as he says in his Preface, "to draw 
attention to the truth that prostitution is caused, not 
by female depravity and male licentiousness, but simply 
by underpaying, undervaluing, and overworking women so 
shamefully that the poorest of them are forced to resort 
to prostitution to keep body and soul together."102 See-

100Houghton, p.366.
101 ■ ^Ibid.
102 Shaw, Preface to Mrs. Warren's Profession in Plays 

Pleasant and Unpleasant (London, 1931), I, 147.
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ing the problem of prostitution as an economic rather 
than a moral one, Shaw pierces the veil of respectability 
as an illusion and lays the blame for this social evil 
squarely at the feet of society itself. "It is true," 
he says, "that in Mrs. Warren1s Profession. Society, and 
not any individual, is the villain of the piece."103 
Since the conventional Victorian woman was not. trained 
or educated for a career in the world outside the home, 
lest she sully her "womanliness," she was, as Shaw says, 
often forced to prostitution, although "no normal woman 
would be a professional prostitute if she could better 
herself by being respectable, nor marry for money if she 
could afford to marry for love."104 Thus, when Shaw de
fends Mrs. Warren it is not so much a vindication of her 
as an attack on the hypocrisy of the Victorian Age, an 
age which extolled womanly virtue and condemned vice, 
yet blissfully closed its eyes to the social conditions 
which were responsible for those vices. Shaw makes it 
clear whom and what he is defending and attacking when

103Ibid., p.174.
104Ibid., p.147.
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he says:

It, is no defence of an immoral life to say 
that the alternative offered by society to poor 
women is a miserable life, starved, overworked, 
fetid, ailing, ugly. Though it is quite nat
ural and right for Mrs. Warren to choose what 
is, according to her lights, the least immoral 
alternative, it is none the less infamous of 
society to offer such alternatives. For the 
alternatives offered are not morality and im
morality, but two sets of immorality. The 
man who cannot see that starvation, overwork, 
dirt., and disease are as antisocial as prosti
tution —  that they are the vices and crimes 
of a nation, and not merely its misfortunes -- 
is (to put it. as politely as possible) a hope
lessly Private Person.
However, the average Victorian was just, such a "hope

lessly Private Person." Like Mr. Podsnap, the convention
al Victorian ignored the passing world of poverty, slums, 
sweatshops, and brothels because it was unpleasant to 
think about them and because there was no room for his 
idealized woman —  his angel, his madonna, his haven of 
peace and security —  in such an environment.. Therefore, 
the conventional ideal of womanhood was to continue. 
Thackeray was to give Victorian readers the fair Amelia 
"who could not only sing like a lark . . . and embroider
beautifully . . . but. she had a kindly, smiling, tender,

105Ibid., p.166.
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gentle, generous heart of her own, as won the love of 
everyone who came near her. " Yet he was to complain
in the preface to Pendennis: "Since the author of Tom 
Jones was buried, no writer of fiction among us has been 
permitted to depict to his utmost power a Man. We must 
drape him and give him a certain conventional simper.

1 07Society will not tolerate the Natural in our art." 
Therefore, while deploring the artificial image of a 
man —  and a woman —  demanded by the age, Thackeray 
continued to give the Victorians the kind of womanly 
paragon they wanted in his portrait of Mrs. Pendennis 
with her "tranquil beauty, her natural sweetness and 
kindness, and that, simplicity and dignity which a perfect 
purity and innocence are sure to bestow upon a handsome 
w o m a n . He continues: "I think that it is not national 
prejudice which makes me believe that a high-bred English 
lady is the most complete of all Heaven's subjects in 
this world . . . almost every man who lives in the world * 107 108

 ̂̂ William Makepiece Thackeray, Vanity Fair, Works 
(New York, 1911), I, 6.

107Thackeray, Pendennis, Works, III, xv.
108Ibid., p.21.
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has the happiness, let us hope, of counting a few such
persons amongst his circle of acquaintance —  women in
whose angelical natures there is something awful, as well
as beautiful, to contemplate; at whose feet the wildest
and fiercest of us must fall down and humble ourselves,
in admiration of that adorable purity which never seems

109to do or think wrong." It was Arthur Pendennis' good
fortune to have such a mother, and it was the Victorian 
ideal of motherhood at its best —  worthy so long as it 
was a fact, but hypocritical and debasing when it was 
merely a sham, and in most cases an ideal inconsistent 
with human nature. Since ideals were to Shaw the masks 
by which man hid reality from himself, he looked upon 
the conventional image of the "womanly" woman of the 
nineteenth century as a deception and means to cover up, 
rather than improve, the social ills of the age. Seeing 
the idealist as one "who has taken refuge with the ideals 
because he hates himself and is ashamed of himself,"'*"'*'̂  

Shaw castigates his contemporaries for their conception

109Ibid.
110Shaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism, p . 31.
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of the feminine ideal because to him it is unreal, and 
hence, immoral. He says: "For as long as convention goes 
counter to reality . . . people will be led into Hedda
Gabler's error of making an ideal of vice."111 Shaw also 
satirizes idealism in general when he has Raina say to 
her mother:

Our heroic ideals, I sometimes used to doubt 
whether they were anything but. dreams. Oh, 
what faithless little creatures girls are!
When I buckled on Sergius's sword he looked 
so noble: it was treason to think of disil
lusion or humiliation or failure. And yet —  
and yet — "

As if to reassure herself, Raina continues:
Well, it came into my head just as he was 
holding me in his arms and looking into my 
eyes, that, perhaps we only had our heroic 
ideas because we were so fond of reading 
Byron and Pushkin, and because we were so 
delighted with the opera that season at 
Bucharest. Real life is so seldom like that! 
indeed never, as far as I knew it then.112
While from the fear of sex had arisen the glorifi

cation of the mother as the ideal of purity and of the 
woman in general as the symbol of love and beauty, it was 
to become only one more step to the exaltation of love

111Ibid., p .124.
112Shaw, Arms and the Man, p.5.



itself, particularly romantic and wedded love. It was 
to be love eternal, whether such a love resulted in hap
piness or not. In Vanity Fair Thackeray gives us a pic
ture of Major Dobbin who waited fifteen years without 
hope for the love of Amelia because she was the one wo
man in the world for him. Even in his personal life, 
Thackeray, whose own marriage was blighted by his wife's 
mental breakdown, was able to write to his friend, W. F. 
Synge, in 1852: "Though my marriage was a wreck I would 
do it over again, for behold love is the crown and com
pletion of all earthly good."113 114 Meredith, on the other 
hand, was to give a satirical picture of this "love is 
eternal" notion in The Egoist when Sir Willoughby says 
to Clara: “The dead husband . . . lives in the heart of 
his wife. Clara! my Clara! as I live in yours whether 
here or away; whether you are wife or widow, there is no 
distinction for love —  I am your husband —  say it —  
eternally." l1̂

Bernard Shaw was to demolish this ideal of eternal

113Ritchie, p .14.
114George Meredith, The Egoist, (New York, 1900), p.49.
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fidelity in "The Quintessence of Ibsenism." Defending 
the "unwomanly" woman who ventures to contradict this 
notion, Shaw says: "In India they carried this piece of 
idealism to the length of declaring that a wife could 
not bear to survive her husband, but. would be prompted 
by her own faithful, loving beautiful nature to offer up 
her life on the pyre which consumed his dead body. The 
astonishing thing is that women, rather than be branded 
as unsexed wretches, allowed themselves to be stupified

115with drink, and in that unwomanly condition burnt alive." 
Once again, Shaw's attack was on the false ideal of wo
manhood which was the conventional ideal of the age.

However, the idealization of love was to continue 
as the pattern of Victorian thought.. Yet such an ideal
ization of love, such "woman worship," which was original
ly meant to serve as a bulwark against religious doubt,, 
sensuality, and the influence of an increasingly mech
anized, commercial life, was by the end of the nineteenth 
century to deteriorate into the erotic romanticism of 
the Pre-Raphaelites, the Wagnerit.es, and the Aesthetic

•*--*-̂Shaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism," pp.34-35.



poets of the "Mauve Decade." What had begun early in 
Victoria's reign as a normal healthy reaction to the 
licentiousness of the preceding age and had imposed a

76

badly needed ethic of purity and respect for family life, 
had, however, turned into a religion of love which, as 
Joseph Wood Krutch says in The Modern Temper, "we must 
regard as purely a creation of the human mind so complex 
a system of emotional attitudes —  interwoven with all 
sorts of aesthetic and mystical conceptions —  as that 
which was implied in the word ' love.1 " Krutch contin
ues: "Behind the simple phrase 'love is best' lies a 
history —  half of social organization, half of human 
imagination —  which volumes could not adequately trace."

Since it. was an artificial system of values, it. was 
inevitable that it. should perish, but the death of that 
value was not to be accomplished without a last gasping 
breath. The religion of love, therefore, with its attend 
ant worship of the woman as the priestess of the temple, 
was to pass through the "romantic agony" of the fin de

116 
1929), p

117

Joseph Wood Krutch, The Modern Temper (New York, 
.89.
Ibid.
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*siecle and to the worship of the love goddess. In Ger

many, Wagner extolled love as the one great passion of 
life. Shaw, his Puritan nature offended, chides Wagner 
for his excessive amorism, and feels that "Tristan and
Isolde, wholly devoted to it is a poem of destruction and 

118death." Since love to Shaw means life, vitality, the
moral passion of a John Tanner, he is repelled by the
concept of love as physical passion. Thus, "the love
duet in the first act of The Valkyries is brought to a
point at which the conventions of our society demand the
precipitate fall of the curtain; whilst the prelude to
Tristan and Isolde is . . .  an astonishingly intense and
faithful translation into music of the emotions which ac-

119company the union of a pair of lovers." He also rebukes
Wagner for depicting the violent sensuality of Siegfried

i 3and Brunnhilde: he by "his manly transports of victory;" 
and she "by the womanly mixture of rapture and horror with 
which she abandons herself to the passion which it is much 
better, like the vast majority of us, never to have passed 1

1 18Shaw, "The Perfect Wagnerite," p.221.
119Ibid., p .220.
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through, than to allow it to play more than a recreative
12 0part in our lives." No flesh painter is Shaw; there

fore, he repeatedly rejects Wagner's animal passion.
With the advent of the image of woman changed from 

mother to love goddess, it was only natural that in the 
changing ideal there should be elements of the beautiful 
ethereal heroine on the one hand and the wicked cruel 
femme fatale on the other. One example of the former
was Rossetti's Blessed Damozel who "leaned out. / from

121the gold bar of heaven." There was also hxs picture
of the soul's beauty, disguised in the form of a woman:

This is that Lady Beauty, in whose praise 
Thy voice and hand shake still, -- long 

known to thee
By flying hair and fluttering hem. —  

and the beat
Following her daily of thy heart and feet,
How passionately and irretrievable,

In what fond flight, how many ways and days!'1'22
"True woman" was to Rossetti:

12QIbid., p.221.
•'■̂ D̂ant.e Gabriel Rossetti, "The Blessed Damozel," 

Poems by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, ed. Elisabeth Luther 
Cary (New York and London, 1903), I, 36. All subsequent 
references to Rossetti's poetry will be to this edition.

'1'22Rossetti, "Soul's Beauty," II, 255.
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To be a sweetness more desired than Spring 
A bodily beauty more acceptable 
Than the wild-rose tree's arch that 

crowns the fell;
To be an essence more environing
Than wine's drained juice . . . ^ 3
No wonder, then, that the paintings of the Pre- 

Raphaelites show woman with dreamy eyes, long flowing, 
golden hair, loose hanging garments, and a general im
pression of unreality. Rossetti's entrance into the world 
of art. under the Pre-Raphaelite banner was a painting en
titled "Ecce Ancilla Domini," now in the Tate Gallery, 
which reveals the mystic and unreal image of woman held 
by the members of the Brotherhood. Virginal white and 
intense light of morning suffice for the tonality of the 
painting. In his second period, Rossetti the artist in
troduces more color into his work, but still the image of 
woman is ethereal, unreal, at. times mystic. Thus, the 
Blessed Damozel is described as having "eyes deeper than 
the depth / Of waters stilled at even . . . Her robe un— 
girt, from clasp to hem, / No wrought flowers did adorn,
. . . Her hair that lay along her back / Was yellow like

"True Woman," p.229.
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i 24-ripe corn."1“  Shaw objects to this image of woman in 

"The Sanity of Art" because he considers it one more ex
ample of the false, unrealistic feminine ideal. He says:

Rossetti, with his Blessed Damozel leaning out 
from the gold bar of heaven; weeping though she 
is in paradise, which is a happy place; de
scribing the dead in one line as "dressed in 
white" and in another as "mounting like thin 
flames"; calculating days and years quite other
wise than commercial almanacks do, is that 
dangerous and cranky thing, a mystic; whilst 
Goethe (the author of the second part of Faust, 
if you please) is a hard-headed, accurate, sound, 
scientific poet.-^-’

Shaw is merely repeating once more that the concept of wo
man as the "Eternal Feminine" is valid only if she is seen 
as a creative principle with an important task to perform, 
not as an unreal symbol or an artificial, stylized por
trait. Thus Shaw, who admired the Pre-Raphaelites be
cause they dared to break away from the conventional 
Victorian attitude in art and poetry and return to the 
simplicity of the Medieval period, was, on the other 
hand, repelled by them because they lacked an under
standing of Dante's spiritual ideal, and because the

■*-2̂ Rossett.i, "The Blessed Damozel," I, 36.
■*-̂5Shaw, “The Sanity of Art" in Major Critical Es

says , pp.319-320.
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ecstasies Rossetti and his fellow poets found in love were 
essentially sensual. They reduced, therefore, their ideal 
of woman from the level of an intellectual symbol to the 
level of the love panacea, and by their romantic concep
tion of her turned the living woman into an artificial 
portrait in a picture gallery.

\William Morris, one of Rossetti's confreres, in his 
Address on Pre-Raphaelite Paintings, describes the orna
mental quality of their paintings as an essential ele
ment. of their art. He says: "Rossetti and Burne-Jones 
are those members of the school whose conscientious pre
sentation of events deals with romantic subjects in a 
romantic way, and consequently includes decoration as 
an essential."-*-26 Thus, Morris, too, gives in his poetry 
the typical Pre-Raphaelite image of woman —  wan, golden,
beautiful in an other-worldly sort of way. In "The Eve 

/of Crecy," Morris describes the heroine:
Gold on her head, and gold on her feet 
And gold where the hems of her kirtle meet.,
And a golden girdle round my sweet; -

Ah! qu1elle est belle La Marguerite.

May Morris, ed. William Morris ; Artist, Writer, 
Socialist (Oxford, 1936), p.304.
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Of Margaret sitting glorious there,
In glory of gold and glory of hair,
And glory of glorious face most fair; - 1 71Ah 1 ctu1elle est belle La Marguerite.

In "Old Love," Morris even describes the aging Duchess
according to the Pre-Raphaelite formula:

I saw his duchess sit by him;
And she —  she was changed more; her hair 

Before my eyes that used to swim,
And make me dizzy with great bliss

Once, when I used to watch her sit —
Her hair is bright still, yet. it is
As though some dust were thrown on it.

Her eyes are shallower, as though
Some grey glass were behind; her brow 

And cheeks the straining bones show through,
Are not so good for kissing now.-*-^

Such a formula was founded on fiction, not fact, 
however, and is, as a result, untrue to feminine nature. 
For while the Pre-Raphaelites chose to celebrate woman 
in song or on canvas as a being too beautiful, too angel
ic, too nebulous to be part of this world, they forgot 
that the average woman is nothing like that. They over
looked the women all around them, women who had no beauty 
because they were doomed by economic necessity to work 
inhuman hours, under inhuman conditions in coal mines,

l^William Morris, "The Eve of Crecy, " Collected 
Works (London and New York, 1910), I, 94.

•^^Ibid. , "Old Love," p.88.
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sweat shops, brothels, just to keep body and soul togeth
er. They forgot also to portray the exhausted mother, 
surrounded by a swarm of ill-fed, ill-clothed children, 
toiling over a hot stove, rocking a sick child, or mere
ly struggling to make ends meet on a laboring man's 
wages. These women were a Victorian reality, whereas 
the Pre-Raphaelite woman was not. Thus, the ethereal 
heroines of Rossetti, Morris, and Burne-Jones presented 
as unnatural an image of a real woman as that of Kingsley's 
woman striding across the desert.

Equally unrealistic was the image of woman held by 
the Aesthetes. Ironically, the Pre-Raphaelites, who had 
sought simplicity and honesty in art, found instead sen
suality and artificiality. Their influence was to have 
a profound effect on the Aesthetic movement at the end 
of the nineteenth century. With the rallying cry of 
11 art, pour 11 art, the Aesthetes hoped to shake off the 
shackles of staid, conventional Victorian attitudes to
ward art. Their goal was to shock the middle class; the 
result, however, was merely to produce a literature of 
decadence. Oscar Wilde, whose whole life was dedicated
to living according to the Aesthetic code, was to cele
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brate woman in exquisite lyrics and decadent imagery. 
He wrote in "Requiescat":

All her bright golden hair 
Tarnished with rust,

She that, was young and fair 
Fallen to dust.

Coffin-board, heavy stone,
Lie on her breast,

I vex my heart alone,
She is at rest.

He was also to write in "The Harlot's House":
Then turning to my love, I said,
"The dead are dancing with the dead,

The dust is whirling with the dust."
But she -- she heard the violin.
And left my side and entered in:

Love passed into the house of lust.^^^
On the other side of the ledger, in direct opposition

to the conventional Victorian image of woman as sainted
mother or the Pre-Raphaelite image of woman as celestial
spirit» was the femme fatale, the heartless sorceress who
stole men's hearts and then discarded them. This attitude
was an outgrowth of what Mario Praz calls in The Romantic

129
(New York, 1909), V, 57.

130

Oscar Wilde, "Requiescat," Complete Writings. Poems 
k, 1909), V, 57.
Ibid., "The Harlot's House," p.250.
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Agony a "frenetique Romanticism."'*'̂ '*' There was the frail, 
ethereal woman who existed either as a wraith or as a 
victim of sadistic torture in the literature of the con
tinent, on the one side, and on the other there was La 
Belle Dame sans Merci. In either case, it was an exotic 
and erotic picture of woman. Praz finds in Keats "the 
seed of various elements which were to be developed 
later by the Pre-Raphaelites and which, through them, 
were to pass into French symbolism. The idea of the 
Fatal Woman, penetrated with aestheticism and eroticism 
was a type which he says "arose with Gauthier and Flau
bert, which had its full development with Swinburne, and 
which then passed to Walter Pater, to Wilde, to D'Annun
zio. The mystical beauty which Keats found in the
nightingale's song was "applied by the aesthetes, from 
Gautier downward to female beauty . . . Keats himself
gave a hint of a similar application of it in La Belle 
Dame sans Merci, a poem which in the magical, painful 
mystery it expressed . . . contains in embryo the whole

-L3-1-Mario Praz, The Romantic Agony (New York, 1956),
p.111.

132 Ibid., pp.202-203.
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world of the Pre-Raphaelites and the Symbolists, from 
Swinburne's Laus Veneris to certain pictures by Moreau.
They were all embroidered "variations on the theme of the 
Eternal Feminine disguised as Fate,"133 134 but as such are a 
far cry from Goethe's concept of the "Eternal Feminine" 
which is "ever leading us onward and upward."

Bernard Shaw could approve of Goethe's concept as 
being in line with Creative Evolution, but he could never 
subscribe to the excessively romantic, erotic, and exotic 
image of woman held by the Aesthetes. It is significant, 
therefore, that Cleopatra, the temptress of the Nile, who 
is for Swinburne, according to Professor Praz, "the supreme 
feminine ideal," is for Shaw a young girl who learns 
from Caesar, not how to love, but how to rule as queen.
It is also significant that Shaw was not only to object 
to the unreal image of woman as expressed in the litera
ture and art of the Pre-Raphaelites, but he was also to 
condemn the effect such an image was to have on the English 
drama. He chastises the playwrights, directors, and ac

133Ibid.. p.203 .
13^Ibid., p.242.
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tresses who substitute deep personal, human emotion with
the "art of the picture gallery" as a reductio ad absurdum.
For according to Shaw, in Our Theatres in the Nineties.
"the most, advanced audiences today, taught by Wagner and
Ibsen (not to mention Ford Maddox Brown), cannot stand
the drop back into decoration after the moment of earnest. 

136life." They want the realistic drama, says Shaw, the
"slice of life" which shows human beings as they really 
are, not as author or audience would like them to be.
Thus, even though he admires her as "the only real New 
Woman, who has never been repeated afterwards," Shaw 
criticizes Ellen Terry for having "innocently created a 
whole school of such pictorial leading ladies."1-37 She 
was able to escape from the role of artist's model rather 
than dramatic actress because of the force of her talent, 
and her "charming individuality."1-38 But on the other 
hand, less talented actresses than the great Terry, seek
ing to imitate her, produced only the aesthetic actress, * 137 138

1-38Shaw, Our Theatres in the Nineties (London, 1932), 
III, 194.

137Ibid., p.193.
138Ibid., p.194.
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or living picture. Of some of these Shaw says:
Now Miss Gigia Filippi is original enough not 

to directly imitate Miss Terry or any other in
dividual artist. But I have never seen the pic
torial conception carried out with greater in
dustry and integrity. Miss Filippi was on the 
stage when the curtain went up; and before it 
was out of sight I wanted a kodak.

Every movement ended in a picture, not a 
Burne-Jones or Rossetti, but a dark-eyed, red
cheeked, full-lipped, pearly-touthed, coquettish 
Fildes or Van Haanen. The success of the exhi
bition almost justified the labor it must have1 OQcost. But that, is not acting.
It is not acting, according to Shaw, and it is not 

life either. It is merely one more manifestation of the 
unnatural, unreal, but. conventional image of woman held 
by the majority of the Victorians. Flaying the romantic 
concept of woman as presented on the stage, Shaw says:
" -- when the artist designs his heroine according to an 
artificial convention of moral and physical prettiness, 
and confessedly draws all the rest in the light of a per
ception of 'the true meaning of life, 1 the result, is the 
incongruity of comic opera without its fun and fantasy,
and the Quixotic belittlement of romance without its af-

140firmation of the worth of reality." 139 140

139Ibid., p.195.
140Ibid., p.226.



Thus Shaw berates Lena Ashwell because she placed her
part, in The Vagabond King completely on the romantic
plane and because she "allows him to ruin and degrade
himself, and to beggar her, in the true romantic manner,
so that she may be able to make a 'sacrifice! He
also criticizes Janet Achurch for "being in constant.
danger of missing the highest distinction in her art by
having, as an extra and cheaper string to her bow, an
endowment, of conventional good looks, and a large share
of that power of expressing all the common emotions with
extraordinary intensity which makes the vulgar great ac-

142tress of the Bernhardt, school." Even the "divine
Sarah" does not. escape the jibe of Shaw's pen. She has 
so mastered the art. of makeup that, "she is beautiful with 
the beauty of her school, and entirely inhuman and in
credible . . . The dress, the title of the play, the or
der of the words may vary; but. the woman is always the
same. She does not enter into the leading character:

143she substitutes herself for it,." On the other hand,

89
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Ibid. 
Shaw, Our Theatres in the Nineties, I, 146.
Ibid., pp.149-150.
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Shaw says that this is precisely what, does not happen in 
the case of Duse, "whose every part is a separate crea
tion . . . When she comes on the stage, you are quite
welcome to take your opera-glass and count whatever lines 
time and care have so far traced on her. They are the 
credentials of her humanity."144 145 Yet so great is her 
skill as an artist, as a real woman and not. an ethereal 
painting, so great is her ability to make the audience 
feel rather than see, that according to Shaw, "Duse is
not, in action five minutes before she is a quarter of a

14Scentury ahead of the handsomest, woman in the world."
Shaw was repelled by the artificial ethereal image 

of woman presented by the Pre-Raphaelites and the Aes
thetes, just, as he was repelled by the artificial image 
of maidenly modesty presented by Wagner's Brunnhilde. In 
each case he feels there is common sense in disparaging 
the feminine ideal as either the goddess of intellectual 
beauty or of physical love. Shaw rejects both concepts 
as being untrue to feminine nature and gives an unforget. -

144Ibid., p.150.
145Ibid.
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table portrait, of a realistic, "down-to-earth" woman in 
Candida who is far from prosaic. She is charming, attrac
tive, "with the double charm of youth and motherhood.
Her ways are those of a woman who has found that she can 
always manage people by engaging their affections, and 
yet who does so frankly and instinctively without the 
smallest scruple. So far, she is like any other pretty 
woman who is just clever enough to make the most of her 
sexual attractions for trivially selfish ends; but Can
dida's serene brow, courageous eyes, and well set mouth 
and chin signify largeness of mind and dignity of charac
ter to ennoble her cunning in the affections."146

One instinctively feels Shaw's approval of Candida, 
not so much because of her charm as because she uses her 
charm for higher purposes. It is she in her womanly wis
dom who guides the two men in her life to the full under
standing of their own manhood. Morrell, in coming to the 
realization that, Candida "belongs to herself" understands 
the real meaning and depth of her love for him when she 
freely chooses him over Marchbanks. The young poet, on

146Shaw, Candida in Plays Pleasant, p.89.



92
the other hand, that "strange, shy youth of eighteen, 
slight, effeminate, with a delicate childish voice, and 
a hunted tormented expression and shrinking manner that 
show the painful sensitiveness of very swift, and acute 
apprehensiveness in youth before the character has grown 
to its full strength, also achieves manhood through
the influence and guidance of Candida. For in Marchbanks, 
Shaw presents the typical Shelleyan hero, "girt round 
with weakness," dependent for self-realization upon the 
guiding feminine symbol of Love. Yet with the typical 
Shavian twist, he shows that. Candida, whose spiritual re
semblance to Titian's Virgin of the Assumption had im
pressed Marchbanks, and whose prosaic tasks of filling 
the lamps and slicing of onions, "not even Spanish ones: 
nasty little red onions," had horrified him, is the 
means by which the young dreamer learns the mysteries of 
life and love, and also gains his own independence. He 
goes out. into the night with a secret in his heart; he 
knows now that, he has "learnt to live without happiness * 148

•*-47Ibid. , p. 91.
148Ibid., p.112.



93

. . . lxfe is nobler than that." He has more important,
things to do than to spend his time pursuing his own 
pleasure. He has become a man.

The Shavian concepts of love and womanliness were not 
to be accepted, however, until well into the twentieth 
century. Meanwhile, the idealization of woman was to 
continue and to flourish, yet her position in society re
mained an ambivalent one at best. As Arthur H. Nethercot 
says :

149

Victorian society as a whole was a paternal 
society, centered on the authority of the man 
as husband and father and holding a relatively 
low opinion of the status of woman. It ideal
ized her in poetry and romances, without, recog
nizing her existence as an individual in real
ity. When problems arose -- domestic as well 
as social and political —  it. solved them by
conventional and traditional rather than pro-1 SOgressxve standards.

Thus arose the paradox of woman's position, for it. is 
ironic that while woman had been raised to such a lofty, 
idealistic pinnacle by the Romantic poets, she had been 
subjected, on the other hand, to legal disabilities that

-^^Ibid. , p.140.
I SOArthur H. Nethercot., The First, Fxve Lxves of 

Annie Besant (London, 1961), p.153.
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had reduced her to little more than a slave.

In 1766 Sir William Blackstone published his famous 
Commentaries on the Laws of England which was to become 
the standard textbook for lawyers in Great Britain and 
the United States for nearly a hundred years. His work 
was to have two important, effects on the position of wo
men: first, it literally extinguished the married woman's 
personality and ultimately provided the animus for the 
Women's Movement., and secondly, it set. the attitude for 
the relationship between the sexes which was to pervade 
the Victorian Age. In his chapter, "Of Husband and Wife," 
Blackstone said: "By marriage, the husband and wife are 
one person in law; that, is, the very being or legal exis
tence of the woman is suspended during the marriage, or 
at. least is incorporated and consolidated into that of
the husband: under whose wing, protection, and cover, she

151performs everything." By declaring that, husband and
wife are one person in law, Blackstone completely anni
hilated the individuality of the woman and made her sub-

151Sir William Blackstone, "Of Husband and Wife," 
Commentaries on the Laws of England (Philadelphia, 1859), 
Vol.I, Bk.I, Chap.XV, Sec.4, p.44.
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ject. to all sorts of abuses from her spouse. She became
reduced to the status of animal or plaything, with no
right to her own opinions or choice of actions, and even
worse, no right to the possession of her own inherited,
or earned, property. Still worse, she had no right to
the guardianship of her own children. Mary R. Beard points
out in Woman as Force in History: "So completely was the
wife reduced to the place of chattel that her whole moral
responsibility was lost . . . The ignoble woman found in
this a means of escape. The noble saw in it the degra-

152dation of wxfe and motherhood."
One of the most celebrated cases of the nineteenth 

century —  and one in which Bernard Shaw was to become 
involved —  was the long, bitter, drawn-out divorce suit 
between Annie and Frank Besant over the custody of their 
children. Although by this time (1876), some intellec
tuals and avant garde thinkers were beginning to question 
the lack of personal rights granted to a married woman ac
cording to Blackstone's laws, the old customs still pre
vailed. Annie Besant, whose unconventional, radical be- 152

152Mary R. Beard, Woman as Force In History (New York, 
1946), pp.78-79.
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havior as an atheist, associate of Charles Bradlaugh, 
and advocate of birth control, certainly had not helped 
her image as a mother, lost the custody of her children 
to her husband, who unfortunately could instill love in 
no one, and who was so inferior to Annie both intellectual
ly and emotionally that the children were bound to suffer 
from being in his custody. The case was a tragic chap
ter in Annie Besant's life, yet it was not without some 
significant results for society. As Nethercot, indicates: 
"Never again would the government take a child from a 
parent under similar circumstances, for it came to realize 
that giving a father absolute rights over his children 
meant essentially, as Mrs. Besant put it, 'If you are 
legally your husband's wife you can have no claim to your 
children; if legally you are your husband's mistress, your 
rights as mother are secure.'" Annie Besant lost her
case, but the stirrings of unrest with the prevailing 
situation became stronger and stronger. During the win
ter of 1879 many British intellectuals, both men and women, 
took part in the debates of the Zetetical Society. Bernard 153

153Nethercot, p.153.



97
Shaw was among them. As he told Archibald Henderson:
"The tone was strongly individualistic, atheistic, Mal
thusian, evolutionary, Ingersollian, Darwinian, Herbert 
Spencerian . . . Championship of the Married Women's 
Property Act had hardly been silenced even by the Act 
itself. Indignation at prosecutions for 'blasphemy,' 
at. Mrs. Besant’s children being torn from her like Shel
ley’s were de rigeur."154 Yet here paradoxically, Shaw 
the free-thinker, the champion of a woman's right to be 
an individual and not a mere possession of her husband, 
took the side of the State against Mrs. Besant, saying 
that, "even then I was Socialist enough to defend the ac
tion of the State . . . for I have always been somewhat,
of William Morris' opinion that 'There may be some doubt 
as to who are the best people to have charge of children; 
but there can be no doubt that the parents are the worst.'"155 
Certainly this seems a strange position for a man who was 
later to work as closely as Shaw did with Mrs. Besant., 
but. at the time it. was neither inconsistent with his po-

154Archibald Henderson, George Bernard Shaw, Man of 
the Century (New York, 1956), p.136.
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litical philosophy, nor, as a product of a broken home, 
his own personal philosophy. Remembering as he did his 
own mother's lack of interest in her children's upbring
ing and her wholehearted interest in her own affairs,
Shaw undoubtedly felt that Mrs. Besant, who was always 
involved in some cause entailing her absence from home, 
ought not to be intrusted with her own children.

In spite of occasional pleas for realism in litera
ture and drama and sporadic agitation for reform in legis
lation, the position of woman in Victorian society re
mained ambivalent; idealized on the one hand, tyrannized 
on the other. For the conventional ideal of the “womanly" 
woman was to persist throughout the nineteenth century. 
Even the great feminine novelists of the nineteenth cen
tury had mixed emotions about "womanliness." Marjory A. 
Bald, in her chapter, "The Woman's Point, of View," in 
Women Writers of the Nineteenth Century, indicates that 
they were torn between the conventional image of womanhood 
and the claims of genius. She says that Mrs. Gaskell,

r§"when dealing with Charlotte Bronte fully recognized and 
stated the exceptional problem set before the woman of
genius. There is always 'something else' in the woman's
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sphere of responsibility, some human tie which she dare 
not sacrifice to any other claims. At the same time she 
dare not renounce her genius; she has to keep the balance 
between both obligations.11 Here an interesting con
trast. may be made between Mrs. Gaskell's attitude and 
Shaw's notion of the artist-man and the mother-woman, 
each with a purpose that is both impersonal and irresis
tible, and whose "clash is sometimes tragic. When it is 
complicated by the genius being a woman, then the game 
is one for a king of critics; your George Sand becomes a 
mother to gain experience for the novelist and to develop 
her, and gobbles up men of genius, Chopins, Mussets and 
the lxke, as mere hors d'oeuvres." Yet Shaw, on the
other hand, complains that Madame Backer-Grondahl, a tal
ented pianist, sublimated her genius for the sake of her 
family and the necessary cares of a household. He says:
"I rise up in wrath to protest against this house, these 
children, these pupils swallowing up the ministrations 
that were meant for mankind; but she adds . . . that it 156 157

156Bald, p .136.
157 ,Shaw, Epistle Dedicatory to Arthur Bingham Walkley 

in Man and Superman, p.xx.
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is as wife and mother that she gets the experience that.
makes her an artist. I collapse. Bassetto is silenced.

158He can only bow to the eternal truth." Here perhaps
in a nutshell is presented the basic intellectual and 
emotional differences between the sexes: woman as the 
primary source of life cannot turn her back on it —  

anything that she does over and above the giving and 
preserving of life is secondary; on the other hand, the 
man of genius considers his talent all-important and 
anything in conflict with it is to be relegated to a 
secondary position.

Mrs. Gaskell herself seems to have found the happy 
medium and was little concerned about the contrast between 
men and women. She could appreciate men for their manli
ness, and rarely, if ever, seemed to feel that her sex 
should assume an attitude of defense. Like Shaw, Mrs. 
Gaskell could satirize both sexes as the need arose, and 
actually found dullness in neither. With George Eliot it 
was a different matter, however. As a woman of marked 
opinions it was only natural that she would have definite *

^^®Shaw, London Music in 1888-89 (London, 1937),p.163.
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theories of womanhood. She approved of the higher educa
tion of women but was afraid that their rapid emancipation 
would endanger the closeness of family ties. Although 
her own married life was unconventional, she echoed the 
conventional Victorian attitude toward woman's sphere when 
she wrote in "Amos Barton": "A loving woman's world lies 
within the four walls of her own home; and it is only 
through her husband that, she is in any electric communi
cation with the world beyond."159 Like many other intel
ligent women of the nineteenth century, Mrs. Humphrey 
Ward, Mrs. Lynn Linton, Beatrice Potter Webb, to name 
only a few, George Eliot regarded with apprehension any 
emancipation of women which would weaken their moral in
fluence over men or coarsen feminine nature itself.

Whatever the attitude toward woman's role, it was, 
therefore, an ambivalent one at best, with women themselves 
divided as to what was "womanly" and what was woman's 
sphere. Mrs. Hugo Reid as early as 1843 had castigated 
her contemporaries for their attitude towards women's 
rights and women's sphere: "There is a class of writers,

159George Eliot, "Amos Barton," Scenes of Clerical 
Life (New York, n.d.), p.65.
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mostly feminine, who use this phrase (woman's sphere) 
very frequently; they are in general of the number of those 
who have escaped in great measure from the thralldom of 
old prejudices with regard to women."160 Perhaps, though 
right, she was unduly harsh, for ancient superstitions 
and prejudices die hard. Yet toward the latter part of 
the nineteenth century, there was still an area of con
fusion as to woman's role in society even among the intel
lectual women of the day. Elizabeth Barrett Browning is 
representative of her age. Compelled by her talent to 
write, she was often depressed by the loneliness and dif
ficulty of her position. On the one side we find her 
struggling against the current opinion that an artistic 
vocation robs a woman of her "womanliness," and yet at the 
same time, we find her disapproving of Florence Nightingale 
who rejected marriage for a "cause." Oddly enough, many 
of the traits which we find distasteful in Mrs. Browning 
today were the very things that endeared her to her public 
and made her typically Victorian: her sensibility, docility, 
and attitude of wifely subjection. In other words, like

160
p. 20. Mrs. Hugo Reid, A Plea for Women (Edinburgh, 1843),
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Amelia Sedley and Agnes Wickfield, Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning represented the conventional Victorian ideal 
of womanhood.

While Mrs. Browning worried about, the "woman question" 
and fretted about the world's estimate of the literary 
woman, Christina Rossetti, on the other hand, had nothing 
to say on the subject. If she knew that, it was considered 
unseemly for a woman to be a writer she gave no indication. 
Removed and self-isolated from the world, she either ig
nored or was unaware of the world's opinion. Like one of 
the beautiful, fragile, and ethereal heroines of a Pre- 
Raphaelite poem or painting, she was in the world but not 
of it.. The problem of woman's sphere was solved, there
fore, by neither the Brontes, the Gaskells, and the 
Eliots on the one hand, nor by the Brownings and the 
Rossettis on the other.

The problem of woman's sphere, her role in society, 
was to be solved only after many long, hard-fought legal 
battles in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen
turies. But before the fight could be won, before woman 
could take her rightful place as half of the human race, 
the very concept of womanhood —  the basic feminine ideal —
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had t.o be altered. And here is where Bernard Shaw enters 
the picture. How he arrived at his concept of true woman
liness will be discussed in the following chapter when 
the impact of the unconventional, advanced philosophies 
of the age are examined, and how he illustrated his ideas 
of womanliness in the plays will also be studied. For 
now, attention has been focused on the Victorian ideal 
of the "womanly" woman, the better to illustrate Shaw’s 
contribution to the ideal. For it is in reversing the 
ideals of the "womanly" and the "unwomanly" woman that. 
Shaw attempted to show his contemporaries that they had 
been harboring a false ideal of woman all along and that 
they had been imposing that, ideal upon her, to her own 
harm, and ultimately to the harm of the whole race. He 
was able to say in 1913 in his Preface to a later edition 
of "The Quintessence of Ibsenism" that, times were finally 
changing and bringing a changing ideal with them: "Men 
are waking up to the perception that in killing women's 
souls they have killed their own."’*-6 -̂ But the change was 
not to come quickly or easily. It could only come when 
the false ideal was destroyed.

161Shaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism," p.8.



CHAPTER II

SHAW AND THE ADVANCED THOUGHT OF THE CENTURY

When Bernard Shaw wrote ,lThe Quintessence of Ibsen- 
ism, " a work which might as well be called the quintes
sence of Shaw, he daringly reversed the positions of the 
"womanly" and the "unwomanly" woman and set forth his 
basic ideals of womanliness, ideals which he felt were 
essential to human nature. Since the very core of Shaw's 
ethical position is his belief in the individual's right 
and obligation —  to be himself, he feels that, only when 
man dares to be a realist and repudiate his duty to false 
ideals, can he live according to the advice Polonius gave 
to Laertes:

This above all: to thine own self be true,
And it must follow as the night the day,
Thou canst. not then be false to any man.'*'

As the whole concept of the "womanly" woman was a false
ideal according to Shaw, in "The Quintessence of Ibsen-
ism" he makes a digression on the subject of ideals and
idealists in an attempt to show both man and woman that.,
in the interest, of self-realization and also of human

■*-William Shakespeare, Hamlet, in Shakespeare, eds. 
Thomas Marc Parrott, Edward Hubler, and Robert Stockdale 
Telfer (New York, 1938), p.682.
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progress, they must, repudiate duty or sense of conformity 
to outmoded standards. For Shaw feels that if a woman 
lives according to the conventional Victorian ideal of 
womanhood which sees her not as an individual with rights 
and responsibilities of her own, but rather as idealized 
beauty, submissive wife, or sainted mother, she is basical
ly untrue to herself and humanity. The very term "ideal" 
is offensive to Shaw, for like Ibsen he saw his life's 
work as an attack on ideals and idealism, and like him 
considered that an ideal is more properly called an il
lusion. Thus, as the foe of romance —  "that heresy to 
swept, from art and life" —  Shaw is equally the foe of 
illusion. The icons he shatters are, in many respects, 
unreal masks, illusions, pretenses. As he says in his 
chapter, "Ideals and Idealists": "The masks were man's 
ideals, as he called them."2 One of the masks Shaw ob
jects to is that of the "womanly" woman, for bound up 
with this Victorian concept, are many other ideals as well: 
the prevailing attitudes toward woman's position in society 
in addition to the basic notion of "womanliness" itself.

Shaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism," p.25.2
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He says therefore:

In our novels and romances we see the most 
beautiful of all the masks; those devised to 
disguise the brutalities of the sexual in
stinct. in the earlier stages of its develop
ment, and to soften the rigourous aspect of 
the iron laws by which Society regulates its 
gratification. When the social organism be
comes bent on civilization, it has to force 
marriage and family life on the individual, 
because it can perpetuate itself in no other 
way whilst love is still known only by fitful 
glimpses, the basis of the sexual relation
ship being in the main mere appetite.3
It is not that Shaw is against love, marriage, sex, 

woman per pe; it is that he is wholly and vehemently op
posed to the false ideals, the illusions, the delusions 
harbored by most of his contemporaries concerning these 
aspects of life. Shaw's attempt to destroy the conventional 
ideal of womanhood was, therefore, only one phase of his 
attack on the basic sham and hypocrisy underlying most of 
the social attitudes of the era.

Thus when Shaw was to take up the cause of the "un
womanly" woman in the late nineteenth century, his attitude 
was a product of his own originality plus the influences 
of the historical tide for reform as exemplified by the

3Ibid., pp.25-26.
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early champions of woman's equality, John Stuart Mill 
among them, and the literary espousal of woman's eman
cipation as exemplified by Henrik Ibsen. Add to those 
two forces the influence of the German philosophers, 
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, with their stress on the fem
inine role in race perpetuation and the philosophic con
cept, of Creative Evolution for which Shaw was indebted to 
Lamarck, Bergson, and Samuel Butler, and it becomes clear 
that Shaw’s position on woman is a synthesis derived from 
the welter of conflicting ideas swirling through the tur
bulent nineteenth century. To understand Shaw, one must, 
first examine these various influences that affected his 
outlook, and, therefore, this chapter will deal with the 
advanced, unconventional thinkers of the era and their 
impact on Shaw.

Actually, the "woman question," as the problem of 
woman's emancipation came to be known in the early nine
teenth century, was in reality, a serious social problem, 
involving society as a whole, and not merely one sex or 
one small advanced segment of that sex. With the dawn 
of the nineteenth century, the tempo of woman's emanci
pation was to be accelerated, but it was still a slow,
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crablike process and was to be accomplished only after
the combined historical, philosophical, literary, and
economic forces of the day were sufficient to bring about
a change. As Lady Stenton suggests:

If the emancipation of women from the last traces 
of their feudal subjection seems to have been 
achieved slowly, it. should be remembered that, 
it was but one aspect of the great movement for 
reform which swept majestically, but. with ir
regular momentum, through the nineteenth cen
tury. Those aspects of the reforming movement, 
which specifically concerned the welfare of 
women advanced more surely as an ever increas
ing number of well-educated woman came forward 
to share in the work.4
Unfortunately, the nineteenth century, which idealized 

woman on the one hand and subjugated her on the other, 
tried to solve its problems by conventional means rather 
than progressive. And such problems, social, political, 
and domestic, were not. only current in the Victorian Age 
but. had been present for centuries, seething as an under
current in the relations between men and women. But. wo
men —  at least, some women —  were beginning to rebel 
against the legal and social restrictions of the time.
It. was Bernard Shaw's task to be part, of this rebellion

Doris Mary Stenton, 
(London, 1957), p.345.

4 The English Woman in History
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by tearing the mask from the image of the "'womanly" woman, 
by exposing her for what she really was, a false ideal 
and illusion, and by pointing the way to a realistic con
cept of womanliness.

Historically, the first stirrings of woman's emanci
pation from the legal and social bondage enforced upon 
her had come from France in the wake of the French Revo
lution with its ideas of liberty, equality, and fraternity 
for both sexes. The first woman who was to link the new 
democracy with feminism was Mary Wollstonecraft, who in 
1792,after a stay in revolutionary Paris, returned to 
England with many of the new ideals. Angered by Burke's 
Reflections on the French Revolution, she wrote a treatise, 
— Vindication of the Rights of Man, which became an im
passioned plea for human rights in general. This was fol
lowed by A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792 which 
through the years remained the textbook of the women's 
movement. Although the claim for education, for political 
enfranchisement, for social and industrial freedom is con
sidered essentially modern, all of these issues were 
treated by Mary Wollstonecraft. She was also to attack 
the double standard of morality and to condemn the 'live
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by pleasing' system which was the common practice of the 
so-called womanly woman, and which was to make parasites 
of a large class of women. In her dedication to "M. 
Talleyrand-Perigord, late bishop of Autun" (whom she be
lieved to be sincere in his desire to improve the lot of 
women), Mary Wollstonecraft says: "Contending for the 
rights of woman, my main argument is built on this simple 
principle, that if she be not prepared by education to 
become the companion of man, she will stop the progress 
of knowledge and virtue; for truth must be common to all, 
or it. will be inefficacious with respect to its influence 
on general practice."5

That Mary herself was sincere cannot be denied. As 
William Godwin, later to be her husband, says in his Memoirs 
ojE Mary Wo 1 Istonecraft: Never did any author enter into 
a cause, with a more ardent desire to be found, not a 
flourishing and empty declaimer, but an effectual champion. 
She considered herself as standing forth in defence of 
one half of the human species, labouring under a yoke 
which, through all the records of time, had degraded them

5Mary Wollstonecraf t,, The Rights of Woman (London, 
1955), p.10.
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from the station of rational beings, and had almost sunk
f .them to the level of the brutes." In carrying out. her 

argument Mary used plain, direct language, and unfortunate
ly for her, it was this clarity and simplicity that, pro
voked the great hue and cry. Although she repelled with 
great firmness and strength the opinions of Rousseau, Dr. 
George Gregory, and Dr. James Fordyce (two eminent, 
eighteenth-century divines) respecting the position of 
women, the public at large denounced her. As Shaw, who 
admired her courage, points out in "The Two Pioneers,"
Mary Wollstonecraft as a reformer, a pioneer who dared
to defy convention in the name of progress, was branded

7by her contemporaries as "an unwomanly virago." Yet, 
according to Shaw, such is the price of courage, "of the 
defiance of duty by the reformer: every step of progress 
means a duty repudiated, and a scripture torn up. And

Qevery reformer is denounced accordingly . . . "
Although Mary Wollstonecraft met. with opposition to

^William Godwin, Memoirs of Mary Wollstonecraft, 
(London, 1927), pp.53-54.

7Shaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism," p.18.
g
Ibid., p.17.
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her views from both sexes because they violated the tra
ditional concept of woman's role, and although there was 
little more propaganda for the emancipation of women, 
still the seed for the women's rights movement had been 
sown. Mary Hays, another writer of this era who may have 
influenced Shaw, wrote An Anonymous Appeal to the Men of 
Great Britain in 1799 which was followed by Mary Anne 
Radcliffe's The Female Advocate or an Attempt to recover 
the Rights of_ Women from Male Usurpation. In the latter 
work, the author was to point out that, since the advantages 
for education in Britain were "monopolized by the male 
sex, it was surely the duty of men to protect women."9 
She also went on to demonstrate that since a large number 
of women, uneducated for earning their own living, were 
often driven to poverty by the deaths of husbands or fath
ers, and since begging was forbidden by law, they were 
forced into a vicious way of life. "It is a sign of de
veloping social conscience that one of their own sex has 
at last come forward to take up the cause of the unfor
tunate women who have not been trained for the honest

Stenton, p.320.9



114
labour market and therefore have been forced into the
market for vice."10 A century later, in Mrs. Warren1s
Profession, Shaw deals with the problem of the uneducated
woman forced to earn her living in a world she was not
prepared to enter on an equal basis, and therefore was
reduced to the world of prostitution. Able to pierce
the facade of conventional morality and its attendant
image of womanliness, Shaw not only indicts society for
its attitude toward respectability, but also for its
economic restrictions as well. When Mrs. Warren defends
her profession to Vivie she explains why she and her
sister Liz chose a life of prostitution rather than the
"respectability" of their two half-sisters:

They were the respectable ones. Well, what did 
they get by their respectability. I'll tell you.
One of them worked in a whitelead factory twelve 
hours a day for nine shillings a week until she 
died of lead poisoning. She only expected to 
get her hands a little paralyzed; but she died.
The other was always held up to us as a model 
because she married a Government labourer in the 
Deptford victualling yard, and kept his room and 
the three children neat and tidy on eighteen 
shillxngs a week —  until he took to drink. That 
was worth being respectable for, wasn't it.?11

10Ibid.
11Shaw, Mrs. Warren's Profession, p.209.
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When Vivie admits that her mother's choice of profession 
was justified —  from the business point, of view -- Mrs. 
Warren replies:

Yes; or any other point of view. What is any 
respectable girl brought up to do but catch 
some rich man's fancy and get the benefit of 
his money by marrying him? -- as if a marriage 
ceremony could make any difference in the 
right or wrong of the thing I Oh, the hypo
crisy of the world makes me sickl^
The hypocrisy of the world made Bernard Shaw sick 

as well. Since the conventional Victorian woman was ex
pected to marry and be fitted for no other occupation in 
life than that of wife and mother, the respectable girl 
with suitable prospects and a decent dowry fared not too 
badly —  at least on the economic level. But the poor 
laboring class girl, with no education and no dowry, 
forced to work in the mines or the sweatshops under in
human conditions, was doomed to either a life of slavery 
or of vice. In short, respectability was only purse deep. 
Thus, Mrs. Warren speaks from her own worldly experience 
when she says: "Dont you be led astray by people who dont. 
know the world, my girl. The only way for a woman to 
provide for herself decently is for her to be good to some

12Ibid., p.211.
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man that, can afford to be good to her. If she's in his
own station of life, let her make him marry her; but if
she s far beneath him she cant expect it..11 Is Mrs.
Warren ashamed of her life, Vivie wonders, fascinated by
her mother's disclosures? "Well, of course, dearie,"
Mrs. Warren says, "it's only good manners to be ashamed
of it: it's expected from a woman. Women have to pretend
to feel a great deal that they dont. feel."14 Shaw shows
Mrs. Warren for the pragmatist that she really is; she
can feign compunction because it is expected of her, yet
after all, she "never was a bit ashamed really . . .
Whats the use in such hypocrisy? If people arrange the
world that way for women, there's no good pretending it's

15arranged the other way."
In this instance, Shaw is not defending prostitution, 

nor is he saying that there is no use fighting city hall. 
He is merely attempting to tear one more mask away from 
the conventional attitude toward women and expose its un-

13
14
15

Ibid., 
Ibid., 
Ibid.

pp.212-213. 
p. 213 .
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derlying hypocrisy. Although he blames society for ig
noring the social ills which lead some women into a life 
of vice, Shaw does not defend Mrs. Warren as a poor inno
cent victim of society nor does he depict, her as a wicked 
monster. She becomes, in Shaw's hands, simply a human 
being with all the faults and virtues that implies. As 
Shaw says:

My old Independent Theatre manager Mr Grein, 
besides that, reproach to me for shattering his 
ideals, complains that Mrs Warren is not wicked 
enough, and names several romancers who would 
have clothed her black soul with all the terrors 
of tragedy. I have no doubt they would; but. 
that is just, what I did not. want to do. Nothing 
would please our sanctimonious British public 
more than to throw the whole guilt of Mrs Warren's 
profession on Mrs Warren herself. Now the whole 
aim of my play is to throw that, guilt, on the 
British public itself.-*-̂

Shaw therefore looks at, both sides of the coin. He con
siders society at. fault, because it, does nothing to improve 
the social evils of its time; it prefers to look the other 
way. Mrs. Warren, on the other hand, adjusts to the sit
uation, and capitalizes on it.. Therefore, Shaw says that 
"Mrs. Warren's defence of herself is not. only bold and 
specious, but valid and unanswerable. But it is no defence

16Shaw, Preface to Mrs. Warren's Profession, p.165.
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at all of the vice which she organizes."17 She is in her 
own way no better nor worse than the "reputable daughter 
who cannot endure her. Her indifference to the ultimate 
social consequences of her means of making money, and her 
discovery of that means by the ordinary method of taking 
the line of least resistance to getting it, are too com
mon in English society to call for any special remark."18 19 
After all, the vitality, thrift, managing ability which 
enabled Mrs. Warren and her sister to leave the fish 
shop and rise to the ownership of the establishments of
which she boasts are all, according to Shaw, "high English

19social virtues."
Society, however, was to continue to extol the con

ventional image of womanhood throughout the nineteenth 
century; consequently, although there was a gradual change 
of opinion about woman's status, there were few changes 
in the actual conditions of their lives. Women themselves 
were slow to demand reform because they dreaded being

18Ibid., pp.165-166.
19Ibid., p .166.
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considered "unwomanly," and because, according to Black- 
stone's interpretation of common law, they were without 
any individual rights or legal existence. The result was, 
as Mary R. Beard notes, that "Blackstone deceived genera
tions of lawyers and laymen of both sexes by the manner
in which he treated the disabilities of married women

2 0and pronounced their 'civil death' at law." Through 
his selective jurisprudence and his almost summary dis
missal of equity, therefore, untold numbers of men and 
women "were led to accept the idea of women's historic
'subjection' into 'civil death' as the whole truth. That

21is, they adopted a fiction about human behavior."
It is precisely because it was a fiction and not an 

actual trait of human behavior that, Shaw and many of his 
contemporary intellectuals were to object to the reduction 
of a married woman to the status of a nonentity. Shaw 
was to illustrate this in Candida when the heroine, 
though charming and womanly in other respects, recoils 
at the thought of being a mere pawn caught between two * 21

2(-)Beard, p.87.
21Ibid., p .92.
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men, and when faced with the choice between Morrell and 
Marchbanks, says with indignation: "OhI I am to choose, 
am I? I suppose it is quite settled that I must belong

agrees, but the poet. Eugene sees her inner meaning and 
says: "Morrell: you dont understand. She means that she

woman could belong to herself, to have any rights, wheth
er they be political, economic, civil, or just purely 
emotional and personal, was a revolutionary concept in 
Victorian England -- so deeply rooted was the notion of 
wifely subservience and nothingness in the name of wo
manliness .

Ironically enough, the real champion of women's 
rights was a man, John Stuart. Mill, the son of James Mill 
who had written the article for the Encyclopedia Brittanica 
of 1820 which had resulted in women's being officially 
and legally denied the franchise granted to all free men 
by the Reform Bill of 1832. Tutored by his father, young

22Shaw, Candida, p.137.

to one or the other."22 Her obtuse Philistine husband

belongs to herself." 23 The mere thought that, a married
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Mill had grown up in the advanced intellectual atmosphere
of the age. Influenced also by his wife's views, as well
as the dictates of his own conscience, Mill wrote The
Subiection of Women in 1869 in which he argues against
the exclusion of women from the franchise, the very thing
for which his father had contended. In The Subjection of
Women Mill follows much the same lines used forty years
before by his father's opponents, but he does so with
calmness and dignity, in contrast to the fervid rhetoric
of an earlier work, James Thompson's Appeal. His purpose
in writing the essay, Mill declares, is to show "that, the
principle which regulates the existing social relations
between the two sexes —  the legal subordination of one
sex to the other —  is wrong in itself, and now one of
the chief hindrances to human improvement.; and that it
ought to be replaced by a principle of perfect equality,
admitting no power or privilege on the one side, nor dis-

24ability on the other." The task he knows is "arduous" 
because there "is a mass of strong feeling to be contended 
against.,' the objections to granting women equality be
ing based not on argument, but rooted in prejudice and

24John Stuart. Mill, The Subjection of Women (London, 
1955), p.219.

25Ibid.
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universal customs —  customs that are, however, founded 
on the worst parts of human nature.

In a lucid, rational, impassionate manner, Mill seeks 
to prove that, the legal subordination of women was adop
ted: not because it was proved right or best, but because 
man's superior physical strength converted it into a legal 
right, and since no one questioned this right, thus caused 
it to be sanctioned by society. The subjection of women, 
Mill further demonstrates, gratifies the pride, love of 
power, and personal interest of the male sex; hence, al
though many women do complain about the injustice done 
them, there is little likelihood of a collective rebellion 
because women are taught that their chief goal in life, 
the main object of their education, is to be attractive 
to men. As Mill says:

All women are brought up from the very earliest 
years in the belief that, their ideal of charac
ter is the very opposite to that of men; not 
self-will, and government by self-control, but 
submission, and yielding to the control of others.
All the moralities tell them that it is their 
nature, to live for others; to make complete ab
negation of themselves, and to have no life but 
in their affections. And by their affections 
are meant the only ones they are allowed to 
have —  those to the men with whom they are con
nected, or to the children who constitute an 
additional and indefeasible tie between them and
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a man. When we put together three things —  
first, the natural attraction between oppo
site sexes; secondly, the wife's entire de
pendence on the husband, every privilege or 
pleasure she has being either his gift, or 
depending entirely on his will; and lastly, 
that the principal object, of human pursuit, 
consideration, and all objects of social am
bition, can in general be sought or obtained 
by her only through him, it would be a miracle 
if the object of being attractive to men had 
not become the polar star of feminine educa
tion and formation of character.2^
Echoing Mary Wollstonecraft's objection to the 'live 

by pleasing' system, Mill attempts to show that, such a 
system is based on a false principle and is ultimately 
harmful to the welfare of the entire race. Men fear to 
grant equality to women because they fear that, if women 
were free they would shun marriage and motherhood. Thus, 
by creating a false image of womanliness, men have succeeded 
in brainwashing women into believing that, it is a true one. 
Mill continues:

. . . And, this great means of influence over 
the minds of women having been acquired, an 
instinct of selfishness made men avail them
selves of it to the utmost as a means of hold
ing women in subjection, by presenting to them 
meekness, submissiveness, and resignation of 
all individual will into the hands of a man,

26Ibid., pp.232-233.
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as an essential part of sexual attractiveness.27 
The very notion of self-sacrifice, submissiveness, 

and resignation is so repugnant to Shaw that he speaks 
out again and again against it. In "The Quintessence of 
Ibsenism" he says: "Now of all the idealist abominations 
that make society pestiferous, I doubt if there be any 
so mean as that of forcing self-sacrifice on a woman
under the pretence that, she likes it; and if she ventures

. oto contradict, the pretence, declaring her no true woman."
It is also because he finds that this ideal of self-sac
rifice is in reality merely an illusion that Shaw objects 
over and over again to the setting up of love and ideal 
womanhood as panaceas. In "The Perfect Wagnerite," he 
calls it "panacea quackery, otherwise idealism," and says:

. . . we cannot be cured of running after panaceas,
or as they are called in the sphere of morals, 
ideals. One generation sets up duty, renuncia
tion, self-sacrifice as a panacea. The next gen
eration, especially the women, wake up at the 
age of forty or thereabouts to the fact that, 
their lives have been wasted in the worship of 
this ideal, and what, is still more aggravating 
that, the elders who imposed it on them did so in

27Ibid., p.233.
2 QShaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism," p.32.
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a fit. of satiety with their own experiment 
in the other direction. Then this defrauded 
generation foams at the mouth at the very 
mention of duty, and sets up the alternative 
panacea of love, their deprivation of which 
seems to them to have been the most cruel and. 9 Qmischievous feature of their slavery to duty.
Seeing the subjection of women as a form of sex 

slavery founded on economic dependence on the one hand 
and on the false ideal of womanliness imposed by men on 
the other hand, Shaw says in his Preface to Getting Mar
ried: “Meanwhile, as women are dragged down by their 
oriental servitude to our men, and as further, women 
drag down those who degrade them quite as effectually 
as men do, there are moments when it is difficult to see 
anything in our sex institutions except a police des
moeurs keeping the field for a competition as to which

30sex shall corrupt the other most." In reality, there
fore, Shaw feels that the centuries-old concept of woman's 
natural subjection to man and her total dependence —  

civil and economic —  on him, supposedly disguised under 
the ideal of womanliness and sanctified by Christian

29Shaw, "The Perfect Wagnerite," p.216.
2®Shaw, Preface to Getting Married (London, 1932), 

p.233.
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marriage, merely resulted in one more idealistic “con
fusion." He says: "At the point at which it. Cthe ChurchJ 
took up marriage and endeavored to make it holy, marriage
was, as it still is, largely a survival of the custom of

31selling women to men."
Moreover, the conformity of woman to the ideal ex

pected of her makes her a "voluptuary," according to 
Shaw, since "romantic idealists generally insist on self
surrender as an indispensible element in true womanly 

32love," and as a consequence, because of the convention
al image of the "womanly" woman, Shaw says:

. . . it is not surprising that our society,
being directly dominated by men, comes to re
gard Woman, not as an end in herself like Man, 
but solely as a means of ministering to his 
appetite. The ideal wife is one who does ev
erything that the ideal husband likes, and 
nothing else. Now to treat a person as a means 
instead of an end is to deny that, person's 
right to live. And to be used to such an end 
as sexual intercourse with those who deny one's 
right to live is insufferable to any human be
ing. Woman, if she dares face the fact that
she is being so treated, must either loathe3 3herself or else rebel. * 32 33

3-*-Ibid. , p.246.
32Shaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism," p.34.
33Ibid., pp.36-37.
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Since the civil and economic restrictions placed 

upon women were so rigid, Victorian women usually dared 
not. rebel; their only solace could be found in deluding 
themselves, in hiding behind the mask of the conventional 
ideal, in imagining that they were truly "womanly."

Thanks to Mill in the latter part of the nineteenth 
century men and women did come to realize that the sub
jection of women to men was but an outgrowth of sex slav
ery, and some women did have the courage to rebel. In 
his famous treatise, Mill pointed out many of the reasons 
why women were the legal and actual bondservants of their 
husbands. He says in The Subjection of Women:

. . . the wife is the actual bondservant of her
husband: no less so, as far as the legal obli
gation goes, than slaves commonly so called.
She vows a lifelong obedience to him at the al
tar, and is held to it all through her life by 
law . . . She can do no act whatever but by his
permission, at least tacit,. She can acquire no 
property but for him; the instant it. becomes hers, 
even if by inheritance, it. becomes ipso facto his.
In this respect the wife's position under the com
mon law of England is worse than that of slaves in 
the laws of many countries . . . and the absorp
tion of all rights, all property as well as all 
freedom of action, is complete. The two are 
called "one person in law," for the purpose of 
inferring that, whatever is hers is his, but. the 
parallel of inference is never drawn that what
ever is his is hers; the maxim is not, applied 
against the man, except to make him responsible
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to third parties for her acts, as a master 
is for the acts of his slaves or of his cat
tle. I am far from pretending that wives 
are in general no better treated than slaves; 
but no slave is a slave to the same lengths, 
and in so full a sense of the word, as a wife

To further add to the bondage under which the English 
wife was compelled to live, Mill also points out that 
there is no adequate legal way out for the wife caught 
in an intolerable situation with a brutish husband. He 
says:

While she is held in this worst description 
of slavery as to her own person, what is her 
position in regard to the children of whom 
she and her master have a joint interest?
They are by law his children. He alone has 
any legal rights over them. Not one act can 
she do towards or in relation to them, except, 
by delegation from him. Even after he is 
dead she is not. their legal guardian, unless 
he by will has made her so . . . This is her
legal state. And from this state she has no 
means of withdrawing herself. If she leaves 
her husband, she can take nothing with her, 
neither her children nor anything that is 
rightfully her own. If he chooses, he can 
compel her to return, by law, or by physical 
force; or he may content himself with seizing 
for his own use anything which she may earn, or 
which may be given to her by her relations. 34 35

34Mill, pp.247-248.
35Ibid., p .248.
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Legal separation by a decree of a court of justice, which
entitles a wife to live apart from her husband, was until
recently, Mill notes, obtained only at such high expense
as to be accessible to only the very wealthy. Even at
the time of writing, he adds, such a decree can be given
solely in cases of desertion. As to divorce with the
liberty to remarry, Mill considers it a topic foreign to
his purpose in this essay, and does not discuss it per se.

All I can now say is, that to those to whom 
nothing but servitude is allowed, the free 
choice of servitude is the only, though a 
most insufficient, alleviation. Its refusal 
completes the assimilation of the wife to the 
slave —  and the slave under not the mildest 
form of slavery; for in some slave codes the 
slave could, under certain circumstances of 
ill usage legally compel the master to sell 
him. But no amount of ill usage, without 
adultery superadded, will in England free a 
wife from her tormentor.^
Seeing that the civil and economic degradation of 

woman, her reduction to the status of slave, leads ul
timately to the degradation of the race, Mill pleads for 
a change in public opinion as well as in law. "Thus far," 
he says, "the benefits which it has appeared the world 
would gain by ceasing to make sex a disqualification for

36Ibid., p .249.
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privileges and a badge of subjection, are social rather 
than individual; consisting in an increase of the general 
fund of thinking and acting power, and an improvement in 
the general conditions of the association of men with 
w o m e n . O f  course, personal happiness is important too, 
Mill argues, and the ideal marriage is a union in which 
each partner can both lead and follow: in short, one based 
on intellectual equality and sympathy. Such a marriage, 
however, can be attained only when society no longer makes 
a woman's life a sacrifice to social consideration —  to 
the dictates of Mrs. Grundy —  and grants her full equal
ity with man.

Shaw, in his Preface to Getting Married, gives a 
lengthy exposition of his fundamental beliefs concerning 
marriage and woman's position in marriage. He echoes Mill's 
opinion that woman is not free but is rather the bondser
vant of her husband. Shaw sees this situation as the re
sult of two things; the conventional attitude toward wo
man's sphere in itself and the laws regulating her position 
in marriage, and, of course, behind both looms the tra-

37Ibid., p .311.
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ditional concept of the "womanly" woman. He feels, there
fore, that the notion that there are two completely diverse 
and separate spheres for the sexes is wrong and merely 
one more example of the romantic attitude toward women 
which results in the fact that married people "never get 
to know one another at all."38 Consequently, "there can 
be no companionship between men and women because the 
woman has a sphere of her own, that of housekeeping, in 
which the man must not. meddle, whilst he has all the rest 
of human activity for his sphere: the only point at which
the two spheres touch being that of replenishing the popu- 

39lation.” Thus, since Shaw regards the nineteenth-cen
tury woman's position in marriage as a form of sex slavery 
compounded by economic slavery, he feels, as Mill did, 
that the marriage laws themselves must be revised before 
any improvement in woman's lot can be achieved. Shaw 
says: " . . .  we have seen that, our marriage laws will 
not. stand criticism, and that they are so worked as to 
fit. roughly our state of society, in which women are * 3

38Shaw, Preface to Getting Married, p.199.
3^Ibid., p.232.
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neither politically nor personally free, in which indeed 
women are called womanly only when they regard themselves 
as existing solely for the use of men."40 41 Therefore, the 
concept of the "womanly" woman, in total submission to 
and in economic dependence on the male, must be abolished, 
according to Shaw, because "until the economic independ
ence of women is achieved, we shall have to maintain . . .

41marriage as a slavery."
Seeing that the marriage laws as they existed in 

nineteenth-century England led to all sorts of outrages 
committed against women, Shaw, like Mill, attacks the 
double standard of morality, and sees the emancipation 
of woman as a remedy for many of the social ills of the 
time. He says:

The political emancipation of women is likely to 
lead to a comparatively stringent enforcement, 
by law of sexual morality (that is why so many 
of us dread it); and this will soon compel us 
to consider what our sexual morality shall be.
At present a ridiculous distinction is made be
tween vice and crime, in order that, men may be 
vicious with impunity. Adultery, for instance, 
though it is sometimes fiercely punished by giv
ing an injured husband crushing damages in a

40Ibid., pp.227-228.
41Ibid., p.235.
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divorce suit, (injured wives are not. considered 
this way), is not. now directly prosecuted; . . .
There are other matters, such as solicitation, 
in which the hand of the law had been brought down 
on one sex only. Outrages which were capital of
fences within the memory of persons still living 
when committed on women outside marriage, can
still be inflicted by men on their wives without 42legal remedy.

The remedy for woman's position, as Shaw sees it., is a 
change in the conditions of marriage itself, as well as 
a change in public opinion concerning the relationship 
between men and women«. Mill had attempted to show in 
The Subj ection of Women that man's dominance had been 
achieved by force rather than right; Shaw agrees with 
this view, but. also seeks to show that woman's present 
position is caused by adherence to a false ideal, a ro
mantic illusion. Mill's solution is to change both the 
legal structure and public opinion regarding the status 
of women for the benefit of woman in particular and so
ciety in general. Shaw concurs with Mill, but goes a 
step farther. For while Mill regards woman's subjection 
as a philosophical, social, and legal injustice, he does 
not look at it with the eyes of a race futurist as Shaw

42Ibid., p .227.
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does. Shaw, however, sees woman as the principal means 
by which a better race may be produced; hence, any im
pediments placed upon her in the realms of law, economics, 
education, political or personal freedom which hamper her 
development as an individual will hinder the advancement 
of present and future generations. He seeks, therefore, 
to expose the fallacy behind the idealistic concept of 
woman and marriage and to show society that it must change 
the existing framework of its laws and attitudes. For 
only by being honest with itself and recognizing that, 
the subjection of women is founded on a false premise to 
begin with, can society hope to advance.

Shaw, therefore, goes farther than Mill does and 
discusses the question of divorce as a means of improving 
not only the lot of women in marriage but also of cor
recting many of the evils of marriage itself. Since love 
to Shaw is not love unless it is freely given, he feels 
that when love ceases to exist between husband and wife 
divorce should be made easy. He defends his position by 
saying: "To impose marriage on two unmarried people who 
do not desire to marry one another would be admittedly 
an act of enslavement. But it is no worse than to impose
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a continuation of marriage on people who have ceased to

43desire to be married." Such a restriction is a vio
lation of one's right to be an individual, as Shaw sees 
it. Since he maintains that economic slavery is at the 
root of the marriage question and women endure marital 
misery out of necessity, "with economic dependence the 
only compulsion sufficiently stringent to force her to 
endure such unhappiness," Shaw feels that, "unless divorce 
is made as easy as the dissolution of a business partner
ship, the practice of dispensing with marriage will pre
sently become so common that conventional couples will 
be ashamed to get married."43 44 45 46 For Shaw believes that. 
"Divorce, in fact, is not the destruction of marriage, 
but the first, condition of its maintainence.1,45 Divorce, 
therefore, must, be made available to all, for "until di
vorce is as cheap as marriage, marriage will remain indis
soluble for all except the handful of people to whom a

43Ibid., p.235.
44 , .Ibid.. pp.236-237.
45Ibid.. p.237.
46Ibid., p.253.
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$100 is a procurable sum . . .  Divorce is the one thing 
you may not sue for in forma pauperis.1,46 Shaw also feels 
that divorce should be granted at the request of either 
party, whether the other consents or not, and admit to 
no other ground than the request, which should be made 
without stating any reasons. He also recommends that, 
it be made impossible for marriage to be used as a pun
ishment, as it is at the time of his writing, by sending 
husband and wife "back to perpetual wedlock."46 47 One 
other remedy for the marriage question, Shaw contends, 
is to "place the work of a wife and mother on the same 
footing as other work: that is, on the footing of labor 
worthy of its hire; and to provide for unemployment in 
it exactly as for unemployment in shipbuilding or any 
other recognised bread-winning trade."48 Certainly,
Shaw's views were regarded as radical by the conventional 
Victorians, yet they are not inconsistent with his social 
and economic philosophy for which he was partially in-

46Ibid.. p.253.
47Ibid.. p.254.
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debted to Mill, nor are they inconsistent with his re
ligious philosophy of Creative Evolution, in which woman 
figures too prominently to be reduced to the bondage of 
the conventional nineteenth-century ideal.

Because of the eloquence of Mill's plea, and because 
of the integrity of his character and the prominent posi
tion he occupied in the hearts of his countrymen, his 
advocacy of women's emancipation was to have far reaching 
historical effects. Many aspects of the legal position 
of women changed due to The Subj ection of Women. Among 
the most important of these was the Married Women Act. of 
1886 which permitted a deserted wife to get support from 
her husband for herself and her children, and the Married 
Women Act of 1895 which allowed a woman to live apart, 
from an abusive husband and be supported by him. This 
law also granted the mother the legal custody of the child
ren under sixteen. Equally important were the Married 
Women's Property Act of 1882 which gave women the rights 
of acquiring and exercising ordinary rights of ownership, 
and the Guardianship of Infants Act of 1886 which declared 
that the mother was entitled to the custody of her children 
"by nature" and was therefore enabled to act as guardian
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or appoint, a guardian in case of her death. Such legal 
changes were revolutionary, considering the disabilities 
under which women had lived for so long. These changes 
were due in great measure to the efforts of Mill who had 
shown his countrymen the legal and philosophical injustice 
of the prevailing attitude toward women, efforts which 
paved the way for the work of Charles Bradlaugh, Annie 
Besant, and their fellow members of the National Secular 
Society.

One thing, however, that was to change far more slow
ly than the outward forms of legal bills was the basic 
attitude toward women held by the majority of the conven
tional people of the nineteenth century. Women were in
debted to Mill, therefore, for exposing the hardships un
der which they labored and for championing their cause in 
Parliament.. But for the change in attitude, which was 
ultimately to do more to change their position in society 
than legal agitation could ever do, they owed a large 
debt to the advanced" playwrights of the late nineteenth 
century, Ibsen and Shaw.

Henrik Ibsen was responsible not only for establish
ing realism and social criticism as the ruling principle
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of the dramatic art but also for exploding many outmoded 
conventions and thereby advancing the cause of women1s 
freedom. For it was by showing that, women had a right 
to be themselves, to be individuals, that Ibsen shattered 
the conventional ideal of womanhood and pioneered the 
way for the twentieth-century advanced woman. It was al
so this very exposition of false ideals that was to affect 
and influence Shaw in his literary iconoclasm. A Doll1s 
House was the first of Ibsen's plays to expose the basic 
hypocrisy and sham behind the prevailing ideal of woman
liness, and the uproar that, followed in its wake can 
scarcely be imagined. The furor Ibsen's play created may 
seem incredible today, but in conservative, conventional 
Victorian England, the demolishment of the traditional 
ideals of feminine dependency and the sanctity of marriage 
could only be interpreted as the work of the devil him
self. For when Ibsen took the offensive and exposed mar
riage for what it. really was, he stripped masculine ego
tism to the bone and removed from the conventional "doll's 
house" type of marriage all of its romantic and sentimental 
frills. Therefore, when Nora left, home and husband in 
search of self-development,, she closed the door on all
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of the traditional Victorian ideals as well.

Since the conventional Victorian attitude toward 
the "womanly" woman absolutely precluded any repudiation 
of husband, home, or marriage by a decent woman, no mat
ter what the cause, one can see why Ibsen's play provoked 
a storm of protest and why as Archibald Henderson says, 
"In A Doll1s House, Ibsen first definitely sounded the 
trumpet-call of woman's freedom . . . Here, in advanced
maturity of technique, we behold the struggle of the 
modern woman against the vitiating influence of her en
vironment, her heredity, and the social conventions which 
retarded her development as an individual and as human 
b e i n g . T h e  story of A Doll's House is too familiar 
to require recital in this thesis. The real significance 
of Ibsen's play lies not only in Nora's daring solution 
of her problem but also in the author’s attitude toward 
the "woman question" per se. For it is important to note 
that, as Henderson says:

Ibsen entered the lists as woman's champion, 
not in a partisan spirit, but because he rea
lized that the cause of woman was the cause of

Archibald Henderson, Int.erpret.ors of Life and the 
Modern Spirit, (New York, 1911), p.208.

49
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humanity . . . The "Woman Question" with Ibsen 
was not merely a question of the vote —  al
though he wished woman to secure such repre
sentation whenever her talents and sense of 
responsibility entitled her thereto. But to 
Ibsen, the "Woman Question" meant primarily 
the question as to the position of woman in 
marriage —  as exemplified in A Doll’s House 
and Ghosts. Even in the preliminary draft 
for A Doll1s House, Nora observed that the 
laws are made by man, and that contemporary 
society means a society for men, not a socie
ty for human beings.
Since in the conventional society of the late nine

teenth century the wife had to conform to the feminine 
ideal according to man, the modernity of Ibsen's views 
as expressed in his notes to the preliminary draft of 
A Do11's House, dated Rome, 1878, is self-evident:

There are two kinds of spiritual law, 
two kinds of conscience, one in man and 
another, altogether different, in woman. They 
do not understand each other; but in practical 
life the woman is judged by man's law, as 
though she were not a woman but a man.

A woman cannot be herself in the society 
of the present day, which is an exclusively mas
culine society, with laws framed by men and

50Ibid., p.262.
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with a judicial system that judges feminine 
conduct from a masculine point, of view.^
It was society, therefore, that, was at fault for the

subjection of women, and, paradoxically, it was society
that, would benefit from the emancipation of woman. Thus,
when Ibsen had Nora repudiate her duty to her husband and
family he sought not. to undermine the sanctity of the
home but. rather to expose that home for the house of
cards it. really was. Nora, at play's end, has come to
realize the sham behind the life she has been leading
when she tells her husband:

. . . I have had great injustice done me, Tor-
vald, first by my father and then by you. . . .
You have never loved me. You only thought, it 
amusing to be in love with me. . . . 1  lived
by performing tricks for you, Torvald. But, you 
would have it. so. You and father have done me 
a great wrong. It's Your fault that, my life 
has been wasted.

Suddenly aware that she has been living a lie, living for 
eight years with a man whom she now realizes has actually * 3

C IJJ-Hennk Ibsen, "From Ibsen's Workshop, Notes, Scen
arios, and Drafts of the Modern Plays" in The Collected 
Works of Henrik Ibsen, trans. A. G. Chater with Introduc
tion by William Archer (New York, 1929), p.9.

c o3^Henrik Ibsen, A Doll's House in Prose Dramas, trans. 
William Archer (New York, 1890), pp.116-117.
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been a stranger to her, Nora says:

Here I have been your doll-wife, just, as at 
home I was papa's doll-child. And the child
ren in their turn have been my dolls. I 
thought, it. fun when you played with me, just, 
as the children did when I played with them.
That has been our marriage, Torvald.33

The marriage between Nora and Hellmer, based as it, was 
on the conventional attitude toward woman in total sub
mission to her husband, has resulted in Nora's reduction 
to a nonentity, and ultimately to the collapse of the 
union itself. For when Nora realizes that she as a human 
being has rights also —  chief among them, the right to 
be herself —  and when she realizes that she has sacri
ficed her individuality and integrity in the name of 
womanly submission, she can no longer remain in that
role. Thus, as Shaw notes, "the sweet home, the womanly

54woman, the happy family of the idealist's dream" sud
denly is destroyed in a moment, of truth.

All her illusions about herself are now shat
tered. She sees herself as an ignorant and 
silly woman, a dangerous mother, and a wife 
kept, for her husband's pleasure merely; but.

53Ibid., p.117.
54Shaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism," p.64.
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she clings all the harder to her illusion 
about him: he is still the ideal husband who 
would make any sacrifice to rescue her from 
ruin. She resolves to kill herself rather 
than allow him to destroy his own career by 
taking the forgery on himself to save her repu
tation. The final disillusion comes when he, 
instead of at once proposing to pursue the 
ideal line of conduct when he hears of the for
gery, naturally enough flies into a vulgar 
rage and heaps invective on her for disgracing 
him. Then she sees that their whole family 
life has been a fiction: their home a mere 
doll's house in which they have been playing 
at ideal husband and father, wife and mother.
So she leaves him then and there and goes out 
into the real world to find out its reality 
for herself, and to gain some position not 
fundamentally false, refusing to see her child
ren again until she is fit to be in charge of 
them, or to live with him until she and he be
come capable of a more honorable relation to 
one another.
The furor raised by A Doll1s House was equalled only 

by that, attendant upon the publication of Ibsen's Ghosts. 
Whereas Nora, in her quest for self-identity and its 
ultimate notion of responsibility to both self and socie
ty, repudiated her marriage as a living lie, Mrs. Alving, 
on the other hand, sacrificed herself in true Victorian 
fashion and preferred to live a hideous lie, in marriage, 
with the most horrible consequences to her only son. Thus,

55Ibid., p.65.
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Ibsen gives a terrible answer to the question, "Do the 
children really benefit by the mother's living a lie in 
marriage?" Henderson points out that "it is perfectly 
clear that Helen Alving, by remaining in the hideous 
bonds of a bargain-and-sale marriage forced upon her by 
the pressure of her mother, her two aunts and her minis
ter, committed a great wrong. And her final revolt was 
so subversive, so wide of the pendulum from the mark of 
sanity as to accentuate her feminine extravagance to the 
detriment of the purposed import of the play." Whether 
or not one agrees with Henderson, it would seem obvious 
that Ibsen wanted to show the fearful consequences that, 
could arise from a woman's repudiation of self and re
sponsibility to society in favor of living according to 
the accepted code of Victorian morality and its notions 
of womanly self-sacrifice.

Since Shaw was so bitterly opposed to this concept 
of conventional womanliness, it. was only natural that he 
should defend Ibsen, and since he was equally opposed to 
false idealism, it. was equally natural that he should 56

56’Henderson, p.214.



146

approve of Ibsen's attempt to tear away the masks of il
lusion. "Ibsen," Shaw says, "appealed to the rising en
ergy of the revolt of women against, idealism," yet .
A Doll's House did not dispose of the question, it only 
brought on the stage the endless recriminations of ideal- 
istic marriage." Since the basic evil at work in the 
play was the false ideal of marriage itself, and the po
sition of woman in marriage, Shaw feels that only by de
stroying the ideal and substituting a newer and more rea
listic one, can society hope to improve. For as Shaw 
indicated in his 1913 Preface to "The Quintessence," 
women are not the only victims of these ideals: "In the 
plays of Gorki and Tchekov, against which all the im
becilities and outrages of the old anti-Ibsen campaign 
are being revived (for the Press never learns anything 
by experience), the men appear more tragically sacrificed
by evil social conditions and their romantic and idealis-

58tic disguises than the women." The only solution to 
the problem, therefore, according to Shaw, lies in the * *

5^Shaw, 1 9 1 3 Preface to "The Quintessence of Ibsenism,
pp.8-9.

58Ibid., p .8.
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destruction of these idealistic disguises or masks and
the exposition of them for what they really are: illusions.
For this reason, Ibsen is, in Shaw's eyes, a pioneer who
dared to rip off those masks. The lesson of Ibsen's plays,
as Shaw sees it, is that idealism must be replaced by
realism in public morals, "for as long as convention goes
counter to reality in these matters, people will be led

59into Hedda Gabier's error of making an ideal of vice."
Shaw continues:

What Ibsen insists on is that, there is no golden 
rule; that conduct must justify itself by its 
effect upon life and not by its conformity to any 
rule or ideal. And since life consists in the 
fulfilment of the will, which is constantly grow
ing, and cannot be fulfilled today under the con
ditions which secured its fulfilment yesterday, 
he claims afresh the old Protestant right of pri
vate judgment in questions of conduct as against 
all institutions, the so-called Protestant 
Churches themselves included.^9
If, therefore, the false ideal must, be replaced by 

a realistic one, how is this to be accomplished? The first 
step, according to Shaw, is to destroy the ideal of the 
"womanly" woman, because only by doing so, can the masks 59 60

59Ibid., p .124.
60Ibid., p .125.
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of unreality be pulled from the institutions of marriage, 
home, family. Shaw therefore attacks William Stead, the 
crusading editor of The Review of Reviews who had engaged 
in a campaign to establish the ideal of sexual "purity" 
as a condition of public life, and who in 1890 bitterly 
attacked Marie Bashkirtseff, a young Russian whose post
humous Journal was the literary sensation of the day.
Marie was a beautiful, aristocratic, and wealthy expatriate 
living in Paris who succeeded in a short life of twenty- 
three years in making herself an artist of high caliber, 
and through the pages of her diary, a writer of discern
ment and taste. Although possessed of the normal feminine 
interest in romance, fashion, and frivolity, Marie was 
also consumed with a burning desire for fame, for self- 
fulfillment and immortality as an artist. In her diary 
she writes: "Since I have been able to think, since I was 
three years old . . .  I have always had aspirations toward 
greatness of some kind. . . Yes, it is evident that I have
the desire, if not the hope, of living upon this earth by 
any means in my power. If I do not die young I hope to 
live as a great artist; but if I die young, I intend to 
have my journal, which cannot fail to be interesting.
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published.1,61 Another entry says: "I am of noble birth:
X have no need to make use of my talents —  my fortune 
does not exact it so I shall have the greater glory 
for elevating myself, and it will be all the easier for 
me to do so . . . 1  dream of glory, of fame, of being 
known throughout the world!"* 62

Such a disclosure was so completely opposed to the 
image of the womanly woman as Stead and the conventional 
Victorians saw her that Marie was branded as "unwomanly."
The mere fact that a young girl should long for anything 
in life other than husband and children, that she should 
desire some identity of her own, was unthinkable and 
totally incompatible with the conventional ideal of woman
hood. Bernard Shaw, ever the willing iconoclast, demolished 
Stead in his chapter, "The Womanly Woman" in "The Quintes
sence of Ibsenism." Shaw says of Stead:

Prominent among his ideals was an ideal of 
womanliness. In support of that, ideal he 
would, like all idealists, make and believe 
any statement, however obviously and gro-

^Marie Bashkirtseff, The Journal of a_ Young Artist, 
trans. Mary J. Serrano (New York, 1889), p.vi.

62Ibid., p.l.
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tesquely unreal. When he found Marie Bash- 
kirtseff's account of herself utterly incom
patible with the picture of a woman's mind 
presented to him by his ideal, he was con
fronted with the dilemma that either Marie 
was not. woman or else his ideal was false to 
nature. He actually accepted the former al
ternative. "Of the distinctively womanly," 
he says, "there is but little trace. She was 
the very antithesis of a true woman." Wil- 
liamte next difficulty was, that self-control, 
being a leading quality in his ideal, could 
not have been possessed by Marie: otherwise 
she would have been more like his ideal.
Nevertheless he had to record that she, with
out any compulsion from circumstance, made 
herself a highly skilled artist by working 
ten hours a day for six years. Let anyone 
who thinks that, this is no evidence of self- 
control just try it. for six months. William's 
verdict nevertheless was "No self-control."
However, his fundamental quarrel with Marie 
came out in the following lines. "Marie," he 
said, "was artist., musician, wit., philosopher, 
student., anything you like but a natural woman 
with a heart to love, and a soul to find its 
supreme satisfaction in sacrifice for lover 
or for child.
This was too much for Shaw. The very notion of the 

self-sacrificing drudge was abhorrent to him. Since he 
considered the idea of self-sacrifice "an idealist abom
ination, " he castigates Stead and defends Marie: "The 
young woman was positively proposing to exercise for her 
own sake all the powers that, were given to her, in Stead's *

63Shaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism," p.32.
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opinion, solely that she might sacrifice them for her 
lover or child! No wonder he was driven to exclaim 
again, 'She was very clever, no doubt; but woman she was 
not.'" Yet Shaw bids us "observe this notable result. 
Marie Bashkirtseff, instead of being a less agreeable 
person than the ordinary female conformer to the ideal 
of womanliness, was most conspicuously the reverse. Stead 
himself wrote as one infatuated with her mere diary."64 65 
Shaw is saying, therefore, that Stead's objection to 
Marie Bashkirtseff as an unwomanly woman is merely a con
crete example of the false premise upon which the ideal 
itself is founded. "The truth is," according to Shaw, 
"that, in real life a self-sacrificing woman, or as Stead 
would have put it, a womanly woman, is not. only taken ad
vantage of, but disliked as well for her pains. No man 
pretends that his soul finds its supreme satisfaction in
self-sacrifice . . . the manly man is he who takes the

65Bashkirtseff view of himself." The "womanly" woman, 
therefore, is not the clinging vine like Judith or Raina,

64Ibid., p.33.
65Ibid., p.34.
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nor the dour pious drudge like Mrs. Dudgeon, but rather 
the woman who has the courage to be herself, to stand on 
her own two feet, and in so doing, to become a source of 
strength for others. With a discerning wisdom, Shaw says: 
"Only those who have helped themselves know how to help 
others, and to respect, their right to help themselves.

Actually, such a statement was not original —  indeed, 
it is very reminiscent of the old proverb, "God helps those 
who help themselves." Yet the application of it, the very 
idea that women were a part of the human race, that, they 
too could help themselves rather than remain forever under 
the protection of father or husband, was novel. And the 
idea that, with increasing liberty went increasing respon
sibility for women was also new to the nineteenth century. 
Shortly after Shaw published the above passage, he was in
formed by a German lady that he had borrowed the idea from 
Nietzsche's Through Good and Evil and Out the Other Side.
He defends his originality as follows:

That, was the first, I had ever heard of Nietzsche.
I mention this fact, not, with the ridiculous object
of vindicating my "originality" in nineteenth cen-

66 Ibid.
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tury fashion, but because I attach great im
portance to the evidence that the movement, 
voiced by Schopenhauer, Wagner, Ibsen, Nietzsche, 
and Strindberg was a world movement, and would 
have found expression if every one of these 
writers had perished in his cradle.67
Shaw is right. Whether or not he had ever come into 

contact with the works of Ibsen, Wagner, and the German 
philosophers, his thinking would have been much the same. 
For Shaw was always in tune with the advanced thought 
of his day —  indeed, more often than not he was ahead 
of his time. And the social revolution of the nineteenth 
century, with its sweeping reforms in legislation, econo
mics, education, and its changing moral, religious, and 
social standards, might better be termed a social evolu
tion. Each of these writers, and indeed, many others as 
well, contributed to the changing pattern of thought; 
each in his own way took a good look at the existing so
cial structure, found it seriously wanting, and suggested 
remedies. Each also, despite his disclaimer, was to in
fluence Shaw, who was to take from each whatever ideas 
suited his philosophy and to reject those incompatible 
with it. The position of woman in society was, therefore,
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no exception. Ibsen had exposed a sick society. Shaw 
was to continue to do so except, that, instead of brand
ishing the big stick and roaring like John the Baptist at 
the court of Herod, as Ibsen had done, Shaw was to use 
the more subtle weapon of humor. He poked holes in the 
fabric of the existing social structure with his barbed 
wit; because of this his sincerity and earnestness were 
often mistaken for irreverence and flippancy. Like Ib
sen, Shaw believed that, woman should be released from 
her feudal subjection and be allowed to be a person in 
her own right., with an equal balance between privilege 
and responsibility. This would be good not only for her, 
but. also for society as a whole, and for the future of 
the human race. For this last, concept, Shaw is indebted 
in part to the German philosophers, Schopenhauer and 
Nietzsche.

It is a typical Shavian paradox that Shaw the op
timist should in any way have been influenced by the 
most bitter and hopeless of philosophers, Schopenhauer.
Yet ironically enough, although the German's pessimism 
is incompatible with the Irishman's optimism, it indicates 
one more instance when Shaw, the synthesist, takes the
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concepts compatible with his, rejects those unsuitable, 
and eventually comes out with something in between.
Shaw, therefore, accepted Schopenhauer's belief in the 
supremacy of the will over reason as proof of the doctrine 
of Creative Evolution. For Schopenhauer held that reason 
tells man that, life is not worth living, yet he still con
tinues to cling tenaciously to life. There must be some 
irrational force, therefore, a will to live, that, drives 
man on. With Schopenhauer, this will is a malevolent 
force and must, be curbed. With Shaw, however, the will 
becomes the Life Force, the driving principle of the uni
verse, and a benevolent, power. He says in the Preface to 
Back to Methuselah: "In 1819 Schopenhauer published his 
treatise on the World as Will, which is the metaphysical 
complement to Lamarck's natural history, as it demonstrates
that, the driving force behind evolution is a will-to-live,

■ foRand to live, as Christ said long before, more abundantly."
One of the means by which The Will operates is the sex
attraction, the means by which the continuity of the race
is preserved. Schopenhauer says in The World as Will and

Shaw, Preface to Back to Methuselah, p.xxix.68
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Idea in the chapter entitled "The Metaphysics of the 
Love of the Sexes": "That which presents itself in the 
individual consciousness as sexual impulse in general, 
without being directed towards a definite individual of 
the other sex, is in itself, and apart from the phenome-

Qnon, simply the will to live." The ultimate end of all 
love affairs, according to Schopenhauer, is the preserva
tion of the species, and thus men and women become tools 
of the Will. He says: "The collective love affairs of 
the present generation taken together are accordingly, 
of the whole human race, the serious meditatio composi-
tionis generationis futurae, e. qua iterum pendent in-

7 0numerae generationes." Love marriages, according to 
Schopenhauer, are basically unhappy because the partners 
are instruments not of their own pleasure, but are rather 
the means by which Nature provides for the next generation 
of unhappy, tormented beings. He continues: "Accordingly, 
love marriages, as a rule turn out unhappy; for through 
them the coming generation is cared for at the expense

69Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Idea, 
trans. R. B. Haldane and J. Kemp, (London, n.d.) Ill, 341.

7QIbid., p.340.
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of the present . . .  In accordance with all this, it ap
pears as if in making a marriage either the individual

7 1or the interests of the species must come off a loser."
The marriage of convenience, entered into for money or 
entered into late in life, with no prospect of progeny, 
fares slightly better in Schopenhauer's view, because only 
the happiness of the partners is involved. Therefore, 
while love marriages seem doomed to misery and unhappi
ness, Schopenhauer says that "the opposite is the case

7 2with marriages contracted for purposes of convenience."
Since the will-to-live manifests itself through the power
of the sex attraction and seeks to perpetuate the species,
it is an evil power in Schopenhauer's view because "these
lovers are the traitors who seek to perpetuate the whole

7 3want and drudgery" of life.
However, while he accepts Schopenhauer's concept of 

The Will as the principle of Creative Evolution and the 
sex attraction as the means by which the continuance of

71

72

73

Ibid.
Ibid.

p. 371.

Ibid., p.375.
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the race is assured, Shaw rejects the notion that this 
attraction is evil. Shaw always joyfully asserts the 
will to live; he wants only that man should try to live 
more purposefully and more abundantly. With Shaw, there
fore, The Will or the Life Force is always a benevolent 
power. His plays have instance after instance when the 
characters admit that the powerful surge of emotion they 
feel is the working of the Life Force within them. Val
entine in You Never Can Tell anticipates Don Juan's speech 
in the "Interlude in Hell" scene in Man and Superman when 
he says:

As if Nature, after letting us belong to our
selves and do what we judged right and reason
able for all these years, were suddenly lifting 
her great hand to take us —  her two little 
children —  by the scruffs of our little necks,
and use us, in spite of ourselves, for her own74purposes, in her own way.

Don Juan pays tribute to the power of the Life Force when
he describes his "conquests":

. . . when I stood face to face with woman every 
fibre in my clear critical brain warned me to 
spare her and save myself. My morals said no.
My prudent regard for myself said No . . .  my 74

74Shaw, You Never Can Tell in Plays Pleasant, and 
Unpleasant., (London, 1931), II, 249.
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judgment was not to be corrupted: my brain 
still said No on every issue. And whilst. I 
was in the act of framing my excuse to the 
lady, Life seized me and threw me into her 
arms as a sailor throws a scrap of fish into 
the mouth of a seabird.7~*

That is exactly what happens to Tanner in the last act 
of Man and Superman. The immovable object, Man, meets 
the irresistible force, Life, is overwhelmed by it and 
compelled to do its bidding. Here Shaw has dramatized 
Schopenhauer's belief in the power and purpose of the 
sex attraction. Don Juan continues to voice Schopen
hauer's view:

In the sex relation the universal creative energy, 
of which the parties are the helpless agents, 
overrides and sweeps away all personal consid
erations, and dispenses with all personal rela
tions. The pair may be utter strangers to one 
another, speaking different languages, differ
ing in race and color, in age and disposition, 
with no bond between them but a possibility of 
that, fecundity for the sake of which the Life 
Force throws them into one another's arms at, 
the exchange of a glance. Do we not. recognize 
this by allowing marriages to be made by parents 
without consulting the woman?^
Shaw, like Schopenhauer, is well aware of the power 

of the sex attraction, Nature's chemistry, and like him * 76

7 5Shaw, Man and Superman, p.114.
76Ibid.. , pp.119-120.
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agrees also that the happiness of the individuals is of 
less importance than the preservation of the species.
Thus, in The Philanderer, he gives an example of a mar
riage for love and one for convenience. Cuthbertson and 
Craven had fallen in love with the same woman. She loved 
Cuthbertson and married him. Unfortunately, their mar
riage was unhappy and they separated. Craven, whom she 
had rejected, married for money, and had a successful 
life with a wife of whom he became very fond. Shaw also 
echoes Schopenhauer's views that a play or novel with a 
happy ending is one in which the interest, of the individ
ual lovers is sacrificed to the interest of the species, 
which, according to Schopenhauer, "satisfies the specta
tor, because he feels that the aims of the species are 
much to be preferred to those of the individual." Thus, 
the plays Misalliance, Widower 1s Houses, and Man and Super
man all have the conventional happy ending, yet one feels 
that, the triumph of love has been more a product of blind, 
irrational will than clear-headed reason -- a triumph of 
the species rather than one of the individuals. Reason *

^Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Idea, p.366.
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does not indicate that. Joey Percival will find happiness
with Hypatia Tarleton, nor Harry Trench with Blanche
Sartorius, nor, even for that matter, John Tanner with
Ann Whitefield. In fact, Tanner seems well aware of the
grip of the Life Force, and at play's end proclaims that
he has sacrificed his own happiness for the sake of the
species. Thus personal happiness is of no importance.
Indeed, according to Schopenhauer, the happiness of the
individual requires an unhappy ending, as he suggests in
The World as Will and Idea:

It has been attempted in single, abnormal com
edies to reverse the matter and bring about 
the happiness of the individual at the cost of 
the aims of the species: but then the spectator 
feels the pain which the genius of the species 
suffered, and is not consoled by the advantages 
which are thereby assured to the individuals.78
Shaw reflects this view of Schopenhauer in Mrs. War

ren 1s Profession when Vivie rejects Frank Gardner; and, 
while the spectator knows that she will lead a happy and 
useful life without marriage, still he is left with the 
feeling that the play has an unhappy ending. Shaw again 
echoes Schopenhauer's views of the "abnormal comedy" in

78Ibid.
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Getting Married when Lesbia refuses to marry General
Bridgenorth, and Mr. Collins says to Mrs. Bridgenorth,

79“What a pity, maaiti! A fine lady wasted, maam!"
Schopenhauer's notion of the nature and function of 

the genius is also very close to Shaw's, who says in the 
Preface to Man and Superman that, men of genius are those 
"selected by Nature to carry on the work of building up 
an intellectual consciousness of her own instinctive pur
pose. Accordingly, we observe in the man of genius all
the unscrupulousness and all of the "self-sacrifice" (the

80two things are the same) of Woman." Just, as the woman
will risk all to pursue the purpose for which her genius
is suited, that of giving and preserving life, so also
will the man of genius:

. . . risk the stake and the cross; starve,
when necessary, in a garret all his life; 
study women and live on their work and care 
as Darwin studied worms and lived on sheep; 
work his nerves into rags without payment, a 
sublime altruist in his disregard of himself, 
an avaricious egotist, in his disregard of

79Shaw, Getting Married, p .346 .

Dedicatory to Arthur Bingham Walkley 
p .xx.
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others. Here Woman meets a purpose as imper
sonal, as irresistible as her own; and the 
clash is sometimes tragic.8^

For Woman is but the instrument of the Life Force. "Wo
man must marry because the race must perish without her 
travail.1,82

Shaw is well aware of the importance of woman in the
scheme of life, and he agrees with Schopenhauer's view
that "Nature has equipped woman, as she does all her
creatures with the weapons and implements requisite for

8 3the safeguarding of her existence." He would even give
qualified approval of Schopenhauer's statement:

. . . since women exist in the main solely for 
the propagation of the species, and are not 
destined for anything else, they live, as a rule, 
more for the species than for the individual, and 
in their hearts take the affairs of the species 
more seriously than those of the individual.
This gives their whole life and being a certain 
levity; the general bent of their character is 
in a direction fundamentally different from that 
of man; and it is this which produces discord in 
married life which is so frequent, and almost 
the normal state.* 82 * 84

81Ibid.
82Ibid., p.xix.
8 3Arthur Schopenhauer, "On Women," Essays, trans. 

T. Bailey Saunders (New York, n.d.), p.435.
84Ibid., p.439.
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Shaw concurs that woman does exist for the propagation 
of the species, that is her "business," that is the very 
essence of her genius. That is why, therefore, Shaw will 
accept part of Schopenhauer's view of woman. But he as
signs to woman a far loftier position than the German 
philosopher did. Perhaps this is due to the basic dif
ferences in their personalities. For Shaw was enormously 
attractive to women all his life and was often pursued 
by them. Schopenhauer, on the other hand, was a misogynist 
whose own mother —  a woman of great charm and learning —  

wrote him: "You are not without, spirit and culture, . . .
but you are an unendurable bore, and I regard it to the

8 5last, degree difficult to live with you." Shaw, there
fore, realizing that, "Woman must marry," states that con
trary to common opinion, the initiative in sex is always 
taken by the woman. His play, Man and Superman, written 
to satisfy the critic, Arthur Bingham Walkley, who had 
requested a modern Don Juan play, seeks to shatter the 
veil of conventional views on the relations between the 
sexes and was certainly received with mixed emotions.

S^Mary Whiton Calkins, "Arthur Schopenhauer and his 
Philosophy,” The German Classics (New York, 1914), XV, 4.
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Shaw defends himself in the Epistle Dedicatory with these 
words:

Among the friends to whom I have read this 
play in manuscript are some of our own sex 
who are shocked at the "unscrupulousness," 
meaning the utter disregard of masculine 
fastidiousness, with which the woman pursues 
her purpose. It does not occur to them that 
if women were as fastidious as men, morally 
or physically, there would be an end of the 
race . . .  we ourselves throw the whole drud
gery of creation on one sex, and them imply 
that no female of any womanliness or delicacy 
would initiate any effort in that direction.
There are no limits to male hypocrisy in this 
matter. No doubt there are moments when man 1s 
sexual immunities are made acutely humiliating 
to him. When the terrible moment of birth ar
rives, its supreme importance and its superhu
man effort, and peril, in which the father has 
no part, dwarf him into the meanest insignifi
cance: he slinks out. of the way of the humblest, 
petticoat., happy if he be poor enough to be 
pushed out of the house to outface his ignominy 
by drunken rejoicings. But. when the crisis is 
over he takes his revenge, swaggering as the 
breadwinner, and speaking of Woman's "sphere" 
with condescension, even with chivalry, as if 
the kitchen and the nursery were less important, 
than the office in the city. When his swagger 
is exhausted he drivels into erotic poetry or 
sentimental uxoriousness; and the Tennysonian 
King Arthur posing at, Guinevere becomes Don 
Quixote grovelling before Dulcinea. You must 
admit that here Nature beats Comedy out of the 
field: the wildest hominist. or feminist farce 
is insipid after the most, commonplace "slice 
of life."®^

O (ZShaw, Epistle Dedicatory in Man and Superman, 
pp.xviii-xix.
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And it is precisely the "slice of life" that Shaw

is trying to show his fellowmen. The conventional image
of woman according to Victorian standards was about as
real as Don Quixote's jousting at windmills. Thus, the
image of the "womanly" woman, shy, sweet, and retiring,
is but part, of the illusion. Shaw says:

The pretence that women do not take the ini
tiative is part of the farce. Why, the whole 
world is strewn with traps, gins, and pitfalls 
for the capture of men by women. Give women 
the vote, and in five years there will be a 
crushing tax on bachelors. Men, on the other 
hand, attach penalties to marriage, depriving 
women of property, of the franchise, of the 
free use of their limbs, of that ancient sym
bol of immortality, the right to make oneself 
at home in the house of God by taking off the 
hat, of everything that, he can force Woman to 
dispense with without compelling himself to 
dispense with her. All in vain. Woman must 
marry because the race must perish without her 
travail: if the risk of death and the certainty 
of pain, danger, and unutterable discomforts 
cannot deter her, slavery and swaddled ankles will 
not. And yet, we assume that the force that, car
ries women through all these perils and hardships, 
stops abashed before the primness of our behavior 
for young ladies. It is assumed that, the woman 
must wait, motionless, until she is wooed. Nay, 
she often does wait, motionless. That, is how the 
spider waits for the fly. But the spider spins 
her web. And if the fly, like my hero, shews a 
strength that promises to extricate him, how 
swiftly does she abandon her pretence of passive
ness, and openly fling coil after coil about him 
until he is secured for ever!

87Ibid.,pp.xix-xx.
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Shaw concurs with Schopenhauer, therefore, that 

woman's prime role in life is as wife and mother, that 
the "great, man . . . incarnates the philosophic conscious
ness of Life and the woman . . . incarnates its fecundity."88 
But Shaw feels that the woman's role is of equal, if not 
greater, importance. Thus he does not agree with Scho
penhauer that "the current of her life should be more 
gentle, peaceful, and trivial than man's, without being 
essentially happier or unhappier," nor that "she pays the 
debt of life, not. by what, she does, but, by what, she suf
fers —  by the pains of childbearing and care for the 
child, and by submission to her husband, to whom she should

O Qbe a patient and cheering companion." This harkens too 
much of the conventional image of the "womanly" woman, 
who, as Shaw sees her, has been reduced to this vapid 
state by man, but in reality wields undue and unnatural 
influence over him. Shaw also disagrees with Schopenhauer 
that "the property which has cost men long years of toil 
and continued effort and had been won with so much dif-

8 8 -p-i • rnIbid., p.xx.
QQSchopenhauer, "On Women," p.435.
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ficulty should afterward come into the hands of women, 
who then, in their lack of reason, squander it in a short 
time or otherwise fool it away, is a grievance and a 
wrong, as serious as it is common, which should be pre
vented by limiting the right of women to inherit.“90 Since 
the right to inherit property is essential if the economic 
independence of woman is to be accomplished, Shaw dis
agrees with Schopenhauer not only on economic but also 
on moral principles. For Shaw says that "the sex slavery 
involved has become complicated by economic slavery; so 
that, whilst the man defends marriage because he is really 
defending his pleasures, the woman is even more vehement 
on the same side because she is defending her only means 
of livelihood. To a woman without property or marketable
talent a husband is more necessary than a master to a 

91dog." If woman xs to be a true woman, one true to her
self, not a sex slave dependent upon the whims of man, 
she must also, according to Shaw, be in an economic posi
tion to choose or not to choose to marry as well as whom

90Ibid., p.446. 
91Shaw, Preface to Getting Married, p.219.
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to marry if that is her preference. The future of the 
race depends on it.

It is precisely because Shaw sees woman not. only as 
the mother of the race but also as the mother of an im
proved race that, he feels that she must be given a higher 
place in the human scale than she enjoys at the time, 
and that, therefore, the conventional image of woman must 
be abandoned for one that is more realistic yet. more ele
vated. Because of his interest, in Creative Evolution, 
Shaw thus owes a certain debt, to Nietzsche for the idea 
of the Superman. But here again Shaw takes what suits 
his philosophy and rejects the rest. Nietzsche and Shaw, 
although both optimists, were interpreters of Schopen
hauer's pessimism; both took his concept of The Will but. 
made it. a benevolent, not. a malevolent, force, and both 
believed that this driving force. The Will, would lead 
man eventually to the Superman. With Nietzsche, however, 
the Superman is more an ideal of the past, an exemplar 
from history, a great man to be admired and imitated, 
than a future goal. With Shaw, on the contrary, the Su
perman represents a biological goal, an ideal of human 
perfectability to be achieved through Creative Evolution.
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It. is in this respect that Shaw both agrees and disagrees 
with Nietzsche concerning the function of woman in rela
tion to the Superman. Nietzsche says in Thus Spake 
Zarathustra:

Everything in woman is a riddle, and ev
erything in woman hath one solution —  it is 
called pregnancy.

Man is for woman a means: the purpose is 
always the child. But. what is woman for man?

Two different things wanteth the true man: 
danger and diversion. Therefore wanteth he a 
woman, as the most dangerous plaything.

Man shall be trained for war, and woman for 
the recreation of the warrior: all else is 
folly . . .

A plaything let woman be, pure and fine 
like the precious stone, illumined with the 
virtues of a world not, yet come.

Let. the beam of a star shine in your love!
Let your hope say: "May I bear the Superman!92
Shaw concurs with Schopenhauer and Nietzsche that.

woman's function is the propagation of the human race,
and he reflects Nietzsche's views that man is for woman
a means in Man and Superman. He does not agree, however,
with the notion that woman is for man a plaything and
that "the happiness of man is, 'I will.' The happiness

93of woman is, 'He will.'" This, in Shaw's mind, is a

92Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra, trans.
Thomas Common, (New York, n.d.), pp.68-69.

93Ibid., p.69.
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violation of woman's intrinsic right to be a human being, 
an individual with body —  and soul. Shaw does reflect 
many of Nietzsche's ideas concerning marriage, however, 
and agrees with the following remarks of Zarathustra 
that although marriage should be based on mutual sympathy, 
it is more often than not based on the sexual attraction 
instead:

Marriage: so call I the will of the twain 
to create one that is more than those who cre
ated it. The reverence for one another, as 
those exercising such a will, call I marriage.

Let this be the significance and the truth 
of thy marriage. But that which the many-too- 
many call marriage, those superfluous ones -- 
ah, what, shall I call it?

Ah, the poverty of the soul in twain! Ah, 
the filth of the soul in the twain! Ah, the 
pitiable self-complacency in the twain! . . .

Your love to woman, and woman's love to man —  
ah, would that, it were sympathy for suffering 
and veiled deities! But. generally two animals 
alight on one another.94
Concerning trial marriage, term marriage, and easy 

divorce, many of the solutions Shaw offers to the mar
riage problem in his Preface to Getting Married are based 
on the following remarks of Zarathustra:

Your marriage-arranging: see that, it be not.

94Ibid., pp.73-74.
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bad arranging! Ye have arranged it too hast
ily: so there followeth therefrom —  marriage
breaking !

And better marriage-breaking than marriage
bending, marriage-lying! —  Thus spake a woman 
unto me: "Indeed, I broke the marriage, but 
first did the marriage break —  me!"

The badly paired found I ever the most re
vengeful: they make every one suffer for it 
that, they can no longer run singly.

On that account want I the honest ones to 
say to one another. "We love each other: let 
us see to it. that we maintain our love I Or 
shall our pledging be blundering?"

Give us a set term and a small marriage, 
that, we may see if we are fit for a great mar
riage! It is a great matter always to be 
twain."

Thus do I counsel all honest ones; and 
what would be my love to the Superman, and to 
all that is to come, if I should counsel and 
speak otherwise!

Not only to propagate yourself onwards but 
upwards —  thereto, 0 my brethren, may the gar
den of marriage help you!95

Shaw is indebted, therefore, to both Schopenhauer
and Nietzsche for many of his ideas concerning the rela
tion between the sexes. He sees the attraction between 
man and woman as the working of The Will or Life Force, 
and he sees that woman1s primary function is the procrea
tion of the human race. But. with Shaw this is a function 
that, is to be viewed from the spiritual and moral level

95Ibid., p.236.
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as well as the physical, and it is in this interpretation 
that, they part company. For with the appearance of his 
play Man and Superman in 1903, Shaw revealed himself as 
a philosopher and social thinker in the cosmic sense, as 
well as a religious thinker and race futurist.. Although 
a comedy, the play is also a philosophy, one so full of 
brilliant pyrotechnics that, as Shaw points out.: "Nobody 
noticed the new religion in the center of the intellec
tual whirlpool. 1,96 The new religion is the Shavian ver
sion of Creative Evolution, and in this, woman has a very 
important part to play.

Shaw had repeatedly spoken out against plays that
dealt, with sex, but were devoid of sexual interest, that
were, as Henderson indicates, "senseless evasions of the

97real sex problem," which Shaw held to be the relations 
between the sexes and the propagation of a better race. 
Writing Man and Superman, a modern Don Juan play, proved 
a real challenge, therefore, for Shaw who hated sentimen
tal romance and the "mephitic" atmosphere of love and sen- * 97

^Shaw, Preface to Back to Methuselah, p.lxxxv.
97Archibald Henderson, Bernard Shaw, Playboy and 

Prophet. (New York, 1932), p.535.
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suality. He solved it by presenting Don Juan in the 
philosophic sense, imbued with all the advanced ideas 
of his age, and concerned, not for his own instincts and 
welfare, but for the future of the race. Henderson sug
gests that "from this point on, in his career Shaw appears 
as a race-futurist, a philosopher definitely engaged in 
a manner cognate with that of his fellow Fabian and 
meliorist, H. G. Wells, with social and economic pre
visions and anticipations of a better race and a higher 
life."98

It is significant, and typical of Shaw, that this 
play, Man and Superman, with its brilliant "Interlude in 
Hell" scene, is a play devoted to sex, but sex according 
to Shaw, and that, means sex in the philosophic sense.
As A. C. Ward indicates, "For the conflict of passion 
Shaw substituted the conflict of thought and belief; or 
rather he brought, moral passion to the stage to break the 
long monopoly of physical and sensual passion. His drama 
is the drama of the thinking man, challenging the lusting 
man. The true revolution which must be ascribed to him

98Ibid.. p.535.
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is the transference of conflict in modern drama from the 
physical to the mental plane."00 This moral passion is 
voiced by Tanner in the first act of the play and by Shaw 
in the Epistle to Walkley: "This is the true joy in life, 
the being used for a purpose recognized by yourself as 
a mighty one; the being thoroughly worn out. before you 
are thrown on the scrap heap; the being a force of Nature 
instead of a feverish selfish little clod of ailments and 
grievances complaining that the world will not devote 
itself to making you happy."'*"00 It is also precisely 
this desire to be used for a purpose mightier than one's 
individual interest that leads Shaw to express his doc
trine of Creative Evolution through the characters of 
both Don Juan and Dona Ana.

The crux of Shaw's philosophy is expressed in the 
third act when he says: "I tell you that as long as I can 
conceive something better than myself I cannot be easy 
unless I am striving to bring it into existence or clear
ing the way for it. That is the law of my life. That

" a . C. Ward, Bernard Shaw, (London, 1957), p.38.
1C0Shaw, Epistle Dedicatory in Man and Superman, 

p.xxxi.
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is the working within me of Life's incessant aspiration
to higher organization, wider, deeper, intenser self-
consciousness, and clearer s e l f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g I t
is because of this desire to do the work of the Life
Force, and thus enable men "to rise on the stepping

102stones of their dead selves," that Shaw says he made 
Don Juan a political pamphleteer and gave him a pamphlet 
by way of an appendix, "The Revolutionist's Handbook," 
wherein will be found "the politics of the sex question

103as I conceive Don Juan's descendant to understand them."
For the sex question, as Shaw sees it, is always concerned 
with the future of the human race, and is a driving force 
behind his religious, as well as his economic theories.

As a socialist, Shaw argues for equality of income, 
an idea he derived principally from Shelley and Edward 
Bellamy, not only as an economic necessity, but a religious 
one as well. He feels that only in a society based on 
equality of income will men be able to heed Christ's in- 101 102 103

101Ibid., p.123.
102Alfred Lord Tennyson, _In Memonam, Poetic and 

Dramatic Works, (Boston and New York, 1898), p.163.
103Shaw, Epistle Dedicatory in Man and Superman,

p . xx.vi.
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junction to "take no care for tomorrow." Shaw says in 
the Preface to Androcles and the Lion, in the section en
titled "Jesus as Economist,": "The thing has become so ob
vious, and the evil so unendurable, that if our attempt 
at civilization is not to perish like all the previous 
ones, we shall have to organize our society in such a 
way as to be able to say to every person in the land,
'Take no thought, saying What shall we eat? or What shall 
we drink? or Wherewithal shall we be clothed?'"104 The 
eugenic argument for equality of income is to be found 
in "The Revolutionists Handbook," —  Don Juan's pamphlet 
—  where Shaw states that only in a society in which in
comes are equal will there be no mercenary marriages, 
and men and women will not be limited by class habits and 
education in choosing a mate. As a result, better sexual 
selection will bring about a more rapid improvement in 
the race. Shaw says: "Equality is essential to good 
breeding; and equality, as all economists know, is incom
patible with property;" therefore, . . . "Property and
Marriage, by destroying Equality and thus hampering sexual

104Bernard Shaw, Preface to Androcles and the Lion 
(London, 1931), pp.60-61.
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selection with irrelevant conditions, are hostile to the 
evolution of the Superman." Although this may seem
farfetched, this intermingling of politics, economics, 
sociology, eugenics, evolution, and religion with sex —  

in fact, Shaw seemed to have tongue in cheek when he re
ferred to Man and Superman as the only play wholly de
voted to sex that has ever been written —  yet., as all 
of these theories are blended and interwoven with Shaw's 
belief in Creative Evolution, they are in reality a part, 
of the whole.

Where then does this lead and in what way does it 
concern woman? Shaw says that. Creative Evolution will 
lead to the Superman. Like his predecessor, Carlyle,
Shaw felt, that England's salvation lay in the Hero, the 
Superman, and that, he was desperately needed because Eng
land was a "nation that, needs remaking." Shaw says, in 
"The Revolutionist's Handbook":

Our only hope, then, is in evolution. We must, 
replace the man by the superman. It is fright
ful for the citizen, as the years pass him, to 
see his own contemporaries so exactly reproduced

105Shaw, "The Revolutionist's Handbook' in Man and
Superman, pp.174, 178.



by the younger generation, that his companions 
of thirty years ago have their counterparts in 
every city crowd . . . All hope of advance dies
in his bosom as he watches them: he knows that 
they will do just what their fathers did, and 
that the few voices which will still, as always 
before, exhort them to do something better, 
might as well spare their breath to cool their 
porridge (if they can get any).-*-®̂

Thus, Shaw feels that a nation's progress, its economic, 
social, moral, and religious advance, depends upon Crea
tive Evolution. He continues: "The only fundamental and 
possible Socialism is the socialization of the selective 
breeding of Man: in other terms, of human evolution. We 
must eliminate the Yahoo, or his vote will wreck the com
monwealth . "107

It is significant, therefore, that the role of woman 
in Shaw's scheme of evolution is on a moral and intellec
tual plane as well as the physical level, and it is in 
this respect that Shaw's concept of woman in relation to 
the Superman differs widely from Nietzsche's. For Shaw 
sees woman not for the "recreation of the warrior" but 
rather for the creation of a higher level of humanity.
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Thus Ann, the heroine of Man and Superman, is described 
by Shaw as "one of the vital geniuses. Not at all, if 
you please, an oversexed person: that is a vital defect, 
not a true e x c e s s J-wo She is charming, flirtatious, 
and feminine, yet she is more than the coquette or the 
brainless doll. Thus, the marriage trap she sets for 
Tanner is in reality the trap of the Life Force, of which 
she is the unwitting agent, and it is a trap not for evil, 
but for good —  the breeding of a race superior to con
temporary mankind. Ann knows by instinct, by the exis
tence of the Life Force within her, since she as Woman 
embodies the essence of the Life Force, the creative 
principle, that her role in life is to be a mother. It 
has been said since the beginning of time that a woman 
needs children; that womanhood i_s motherhood. Woman has 
always known this; most women have always wanted this; 
philosophers like Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Shaw —  

men all —  have learned this and merely restated it.
Thus, "Ann is Everywoman," and Dona Ana is closely akin 
to Goethe's "Eternal Feminine." For since she is a woman,

1 ORShaw, Man and Superman, p.16.
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and as "the mother of many children she has shared in 
the divine travail, and with care and suffering renewed 
the harvest of eternal life,"109 she is like Goethe's 
guiding principle; yet she is also distinctively Shavian 
in character, and becomes not only a religious and spiri
tual symbol, but a race-futurist as well. She is inter
ested in evolving from "higher things to higher things" 
but she finds her role to be that of life itself. She 
cannot accompany either her father and the devil to hell 
and its surfeit of pleasure nor Don Juan to the heaven 
of sheer contemplation. Why? Because she i_s Life —  the 
Vital Force —  and as such her work is not yet. finished. 
"She cannot, like the male devil, use love as a mere sen
timent and pleasure; nor can she, like the male saint, 
put love aside when it has done its work as a developing 
and enlightening experience. Love is neither her pleasure 
nor her study; it is her business. So she in the end, 
neither goes with Don Juan to heaven nor with the Devil 
and her father to the palace of pleasure, but declares

109Shaw, Program Note to "Don Juan in Hell" in The
atrical Companion to Shaw, eds. Raymond Mander and Joe
Mitchenson (New York, 1955), p.90.
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that her work is not yet finished."110 Knowing this,
Ana, who is neither Dionysius nor Anthony, asks the Devil 
where she can find the Superman, and he replies that he 
is not. yet created. She exlaims: "Not yet created! Then 
my work is not yet. done. (Crossing herself devoutly) I 
believe in the Life to Come. (Crying to the Universe)
A father! A father for the Superman!"111

To Dona Ana, therefore, Shaw has given the task of 
summing up his philosophy of Creative Evolution. Al
though by her death, she is finished with the bearing of 
men to mortal fathers, she may yet, as Woman Immortal, 
bear the Superman to the Eternal Father; as Life Incar
nate, she may produce a higher being. The last., be it 
noted, a higher being. Shaw has repeatedly warned that, 
man will be scrapped for some new attempt of the Life 
Force if he persists in his present inadequacy. Thus, 
to Shaw the mystic, who rejects the idea of a personal 
God but, does believe in some driving force in the universe 
the only answer to the problem of sin and suffering in the

110Ibid.
IllShaw, Man and Superman, p.131.
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world can be found in the notion of an imperfect God,
the Life Force in the act. of creating Himself. Since
Shaw believed that the thrust of the Life Force is onward
and onward, striving ever to create higher and better
forms of life, he says in "The Religion of the Future,"
a speech he delivered before the Heretics Society at
Cambridge on May 29, 1911:

We are all experiments in the direction of 
making God. What God is doing is making him
self, getting from being a mere powerless will 
or force. This force has implanted into our 
minds the ideal of God. We are not very suc
cessful attempts at God so far, but I believe 
that if we can drive into the heads of men the 
full consciousness of moral responsibility that 
comes to men with the knowledge that there nev
er will be a God unless we make one —  that, we 
are the instruments through which that ideal is 
trying to make itself a reality —  we can work 
towards that, ideal until we get to be supermen, 
and then super-supermen, and then a world of 
organisms who have achieved and realized God.112
It. is important, to note, therefore, that. Shaw gives

to woman, through the person of Dona Ana, a very lofty
and important role in the progress of the human race,
whether or not. one agrees with his basic philosophy. And
it. is important, to note also that, an understanding of

Shaw, "The Religion of the Future," in The Religious 
Speeches of Bernard Shaw, p.35.

112



this philosophy makes Shaw's position on the "womanly" 
woman, the conventional Victorian image, more comprehen
sible, and the reasons for his attack on that ideal more
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readily apparent.



CHAPTER III

THE SHAVIAN WOMANLY WOMAN

Thus far, attention has been centered on the conven
tional "womanly" woman and, it is hoped, this thesis has 
demonstrated what were the characteristics and the sources 
of that ideal, as well as what were some of the major in
fluences leading to Bernard Shaw's repudiation of that 
concept. All that remains now is to show his reversal of 
the "womanly" and the "unwomanly" woman and to illustrate 
this inversion with examples from his plays. But first, 
since, as stated in the Introduction, Shaw's views on so
ciety in general and woman's role in society in particular 
have often seemed enigmatic and open to many interpreta
tions, a brief summary of the conventional ideal and the 
influences leading up to Shaw's rejection of the ideal 
are in order. This chapter, therefore, will retrace 
briefly the basic characteristics of the "womanly" woman 
according to Victorian convention, and then present the 
"womanly" woman according to Shaw.

In the preceding chapters, it has been indicated 
that, the "womanly" woman was one who conformed to the 
conventional man-made ideal of the nineteenth century 
which demanded sweetness, docility, sensibility, purity,
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an endearing ignorance of the world outside the home, as 
well as willing and complete submission to the male. It 
has been noted also that this ideal had come down to the 
Victorians from the Romantic poets who had idealized -- 
indeed, almost deified —  woman as the symbol of love 
and beauty to the point where she had become something 
superhuman and unreal. However, at the same time that 
woman had been idealized and romanticized in the poetry 
and fiction of the day, woman had also been subjected to 
all sorts of legal restrictions which had reduced her to 
little better than slave status. Because she had been 
isolated from the mainstream of life, woman had a sphere 
of her own, limited in scope and totally apart from man's. 
As a result, woman had become a parasite, dependent, sub
missive, relegated to an inferior position. As a further 
result, the relations between the sexes had become arti
ficial and sentimental. Men and women could not be com
panions, only lovers. Consequently, love itself had been 
idealized and glorified beyond all reasonable bounds by 
the Victorians, and eventually the worship of love dete
riorated into the worship of woman and the "love panacea"
which Shaw found so odious. Yet such was the conventional
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image of the "womanly" woman, extolled by Tennyson, Pat
more, Ruskin, and many of the other Victorian writers. 
Although it was an equivocal position for woman to be 
idealized in art and literature and at the same time to 
be subjected to civil death in real life, the force of 
public opinion and the prevailing customs were too great, 
to inspire much opposition.

Consequently, although some men and women, inflamed 
by the ideals of the French Revolution, did protest against 
the legal subjection of woman, little was done to effect a 
change in her status. Mary Wollstonecraft., the first. 
Englishwoman to speak out on woman's behalf, had met, with 
fierce recriminations from both sexes. Not until John 
Stuart Mill published The Subjection of Women in 1869 and 
championed woman's cause in Parliament were there any sig
nificant changes in public opinion or any badly-needed re
forms in legislation. At. the same time, while political 
agitation coursed through the latter half of the nineteenth 
century, an attack was also made by the intellectuals of 
the time on many of the current social problems. Ibsen 
in the field of drama had exposed a sick society clinging
to the masks of false ideals rather than face its problems
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and attempt to solve them. Schopenhauer in the field of 
philosophy had stated that The Will is all, a blind, 
alogical, malevolent, driving force in creation, while 
Nietzsche had interpreted Schopenhauer's pessimism and 
had made The Will a benevolent power by which man could 
hope to reach the Superman. Each of these thinkers, 
we have seen, was responsible for much of Shaw's thought 
and contributed to his concept of woman.

It appears, therefore, that Shaw is a synthesis, that 
his views on the "womanly" woman are a reflection of the 
advanced thought of the nineteenth century and a repudia
tion of the conventional thought of that era. Yet because 
he was a synthesis, even though he objected to the Romantics' 
idealization of woman, Shaw took from the poets Goethe and 
Shelley the concept of "an eternal womanly principle in 
the universe"1 as an idea in line with his theory of Crea
tive Evolution. From Ibsen Shaw derived the concept, of 
individualism and social responsibility which was to become 
the crux of his ethical position. From Mill, it has been 
noted, Shaw acquired his notions concerning the legal as-

1Shaw, Epistle Dedicatory in Man and Superman, p.xii.
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pects of woman's position and the concept that the subjec
tion of women to men was harmful to both sexes, in ideals 
and practice. Since Shaw always sought to improve society 
by improving its laws, Mill's influence on him is signi
ficant. Since Shaw sought not only to improve society 
but to improve the human race in general by Creative Evo
lution, Schopenhauer's and Nietzsche’s concept of woman 
as the biological necessity is important. Thus, from such 
widely divergent thinkers as Ibsen, Mill, Schopenhauer, 
and Nietzsche Shaw gained insight into the false ideal 
of womanhood, which had deified yet subjugated her, and 
which, as long as it expected her to marry and renounce 
all individuality for the sake of others, would continue 
to be responsible for the evils of outmoded idealism, unjust 
marriage laws, and restrictive conventions that hampered 
the progress of humanity.

Shaw is, therefore, truly a synthesis of the many and 
disparate philosophical positions that swirled through the 
turbulent nineteenth century. And since he saw the tra
ditional Victorian concept of the "womanly" woman as an 
outmoded ideal in conflict with the new, advanced thought 
of the era, he sought to prove to his contemporaries that
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the "womanly11 woman was actually an unwomanly woman, while 
the "unwomanly" woman represented the true feminine ideal.
He did this, therefore, by giving examples time and again 
in his essays, prefaces, plays, and speeches, and by show
ing that, the "womanly" woman was merely an idealistic dis
guise. In so doing, Shaw asserted his originality, as 
Bentley has noted, and also revealed his modernity.

Since Shaw looked upon the concept, of the "womanly" 
woman as an example of Romanticism at its worst, he re
peatedly attacked the basic notions of love, marriage, 
home and duty, self-sacrifice and woman's sphere, not per 
se, but as examples of the false romantic ideal. Therefore, 
while the conventional Victorians looked upon love as the 
greatest good, the goal of life itself, Shaw attacked 
their concept as romance or illusion and substituted the 
ideal of love as life. He repeatedly decried the love 
panacea as a poor replacement, for moral purpose and romance 
as an equally poor substitution for reality. Yet it cannot 
be emphasized too often that Shaw is not against love in 
itself, but that, he does object to the idealization of 
love. As Chesterton says: "He does not, so much dislike 
love as the love of love. . . . Before the temple of Venus
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Tolstoy cries terribly, 'Come out of it!'; Shaw is quite
content to say, 'Do not be taken in by it..'" Shaw seeks
not to destroy love itself, therefore, merely the illusion
about it. He says in "The Quintessence of Ibsenism":

Love as a practical factor in society is still 
a mere appetite. That higher development of it 
which Ibsen shows us occurring in the case of 
Rebecca West in Rosmerholm is only known to 
most of us by the descriptions of great poets, 
who themselves, as their biographies prove, 
have known it, not by sustained experience, 
but only by fitful glimpses. Dante loved 
Beatrice with the higher love; but neither 
during her life nor after her death was he 
"faithful" to her or to the woman he actually 
married.^
In an attempt, to show his contemporaries that they 

should not be taken in by idealism, Shaw gives an example 
of the incongruities of the higher love in Arms and the 
Man, when Raina, a "womanly" woman, and Sergius, a roman
tic hero, pledge their undying, idealistic love to each 
other, only to be swept up at play's end in an actual 
passion for two realists, Bluntschli and Louka. The ro
mantic ideal, according to Shaw, is merely a device em-

ÔChesterton, George Bernard Shaw, p.118.
Shaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism," p.35.3
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ployed by society to disguise the basic facts of life 
and to deceive woman:

. . . in the idealist fashion that by denying
that the love which her suitor offers her is 
tainted with sexual appetite at all. It is, 
she declares, a beautiful, disinterested, sub
lime devotion to another by which a man's life 
is exalted and purified, a woman's rendered 
blest. . . . The man himself keeps her confirmed
in her illusion; for the truth is unbearable to 
him too: he wants to form an affectionate tie, 
and not to drive a degrading bargain. After all, 
the germ of the highest love is in them both; 
though as yet it is no more than the appetite 
they are disguising so carefully from themselves.4

Unfortunately, in real life love is seldom the same as
the ideal, Shaw feels, and he seeks to prove this when
he says that, when the young couple reaches the marrying
point., they both agree that their marriage shall realize
the romantic ideal.

Then comes the breakdown of the plan. The 
young wife finds that, her husband is neglect
ing her for his business; that his interests, 
his activities, his whole life except, that 
one part of it to which only a cynic ever re
ferred before her marriage, lies away from 
home; and that her business is to sit there 
and mope until she is wanted. Then what, can 
she do? If she complains, he, the self-helper, 
can do without, her; whilst she is dependent on 
him for her position, her livelihood, her place

;Ibid. , p . 37 .
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■ • Rin society, her home, her name, her very bread.
The romantic concept of love is, therefore, an illu

sion and a delusion to Shaw; yet it. is the sine qua non 
of the "womanly" woman and the very thing that reduces 
her to a nonentity. Shaw not only denounces the concept 
but seeks to expose it in many ways in his plays. One 
of his favorite methods is to make his heroine a "womanly" 
woman and let her speak for herself. Blanche Sartorius 
in Widowers' Houses is one of Shaw's earliest attempts 
to satirize the "womanly" woman, and the image he creates 
is not a very attractive one. For Shaw makes her the op
posite of the pure brainless ideal of the Victorian "wo
manly" woman who gives up all for love. She is terrify
ingly calculating, wily and determined to get. her man, 
petulant, and deceitful, utterly lacking in the charm of 
many of Shaw's later heroines who are instruments of the 
Life Force; hence both the theme and the heroine of 
Widowers' Houses make it an "unpleasant play."

Shaw also satirizes the typical idealistic conception 
of womanhood which precluded any relationship between the

^Ibid.
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sexes other than the romantic one in The Devil1s Disciple.
Caesar and Cleopatra, and Overruled. Judith, the heroine
of The Devil's Disciple, is a pretty, proper, ladylike
"womanly” woman who, shocked at first by Dick Dudgeon's
unconventional behavior, finds herself secretly head over
heels in love with him, and completely misinterprets the
motives for his unexpected sacrifice. She cannot believe
that he is willing to give his life for her husband --
and a principle —  rather than for love of her. Shaw also
satirizes the exaggerated notion of love's importance when
Caesar, who has succeeded in making Cleopatra a queen able
to rule her people, is so lacking in romantic interest in
her that, as he prepares to return to Rome, he forgets to
say goodbye to a woman regarded by history as a femme
fatale. In the play, Overruled, Shaw also ridicules the
convention that a man and woman cannot be alone together
lest he immediately take advantage of her honor. Shaw says:

It is often assumed —  indeed it is the official 
assumption of the Churches and the divorce 
courts —  that a gentleman and a lady cannot be 
together innocently. And that is blazing non
sense, though many women have been stoned to 
death in the east, and divorced in the west, on 
the strength of it.^

^Shaw, Preface to Overruled, p.154.
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Such a convention is ridiculous to Shaw, who feels that
"industry is the most effective check on gallantry," and
that the "mass of mankind is too busy and too poor for
the long expensive sieges which the professed libertine
lays to virtue." Such an attitude is merely an example
of the artificial morality of the conventional Victorian.
Mrs. Juno sums up Shaw's position when, having been told
by her husband never to speak to Lunn again because it is
a "married woman's duty,"she says:

Am I to speak only to men who dislike me? . . .
Then I wont do it; thats flat. I like to be 
liked. X like to be loved. I want everyone 
around me to love me. I dont want to meet or 
speak to anyone who doesnt like me.8

One such 'unwomanly" declaration should be enough, but.
Shaw wittily drives his point home still harder when Mrs.
Lunn says:

I dont intend to give up meeting you, Mr. Juno.
You amuse me very much. I dont like being loved: 
it bores me. But I do like to be amused.
Shaw has attempted in each of these instances to

7Ibid.
8Ibid., p.191. 
9Ibid.
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ridicule the supersentimental attitude toward love, and 
to show the different ways in which the "womanly" and 
the "unwomanly" woman react. Yet the levity with which 
Shaw frequently wrote about love earned him numerous 
criticisms from the conventional Victorians who misinter
preted the serious purpose behind his debunking. Shaw says:

I have a technical objection to making sexual 
infatuation a tragic theme. Experience proves 
that it is only effective in the comic spirit. . . .
Let. realism have its demonstration, comedy its 
criticism, or even bawdry its horse-laugh at, the 
expense of sexual infatuation, if it must; but 
to ask us to subject, our souls to its ruinous 
glamour, to worship it, to deify it, as if it. 
alone makes our life worth living, is nothing 
but folly gone mad critically.^
In an effort to reduce the concept, of love to a normal 

healthy level, Shaw satirizes the "womanly" woman who wor
ships at the altar of idealistic romance, or who in turn 
is worshipped by man at that, same shrine. Julia Craven, 
in The Philanderer, bears the brunt, of Shaw's ridicule, 
because even though she declares herself an "unwomanly" 
woman and a member of the Ibsen Club, when faced with the 
loss of Charteris to her rival, Grace Tranfield, she be
comes thoroughly womanly. Julia screams, rages, threatens

'L0Shaw, Preface to Three Plays for Puritans, p.xxix.
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scandal, wheedles, eventually breaks into tears, and gives 
herself away as the conventional "womanly" woman that, she 
really is. Such actions reduce her to the level of a 
petulant child in Shaw's eyes and make her anything but. 
a true woman. Grace, on the other hand, represents the 
“unwomanly" woman who belongs to herself and no one else, 
who rejects Charteris' love because, although she loves 
him she does not. want to be in his power, and because also 
sensibly, she realizes that a philanderer will not make a 
good husband. The difference between Julia and Grace, 
therefore, is their respective attitudes toward love and 
the importance they attach to it in their lives. For the 
'womanly" woman it is the goal of life; for the "unwomanly" 
woman, the Shavian real woman, it is only a recreative 
diversion.

Shaw's plays, therefore, were a continuous protest, 
against the romantic view of love. Yet it is significant 
that he gives one of his most poetic speeches to Mrs.
George in Getting Married, who, although in her own person 
is presented as the pursuer, mistress, and wife, becomes 
in her trance the symbolic mother, Woman Incarnate. In 
her ecstasy she voices the age old complaint of Woman that
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she is merely a means for Man, not an end in herself:

When you loved me I gave you the whole sun and 
stars to play with. I gave you eternity in a 
single moment., strength of the mountains in one 
clasp of your arms, and the volume of all the 
seas in one impulse of your souls. A moment 
only; but was it not enough? Were you not paid 
then for all the rest of your struggle on earth?
. . . I paid the price without bargaining: I 
bore the children without flinching: was that 
a reason for heaping fresh burdens on me? I 
carried the child in my arms: must I carry the 
father too? When I opened the gates of paradise 
to you . . . was I no more than a bone to a dog?
Was it not enough? We spent eternity together; 
and you ask me for a little lifetime more . . .
I have given you the greatest of all things;
. . . I gave you your own soul: you ask me for
my body as a plaything. Was it not enough?
Was it not enough?-*--*-

Mrs. George's speech is enigmatic to an extent, yet. as 
Richard Burton points out., it is also "soaringly spiritual 
and surcharged with mystic implication.' It is as if 
Shaw uses her to tell mankind that the concept of the 
higher love is in reality a figment of the imagination, 
an idealistic illusion, which can not be realized on this 
earth, only in heaven where they neither marry nor are 
given in marriage. Therefore, let man look to the present,;

*--*-Shaw, Getting Married, p.338. 
*-^Burton, p.226.
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let him forget his illusions and replace them with reality; 
let him base human love on human dignity, not false ideal
ism, that it may one day foreshadow the divine love.

It has been noted that. Shaw's revolt against romantic 
love culminates in the play Man and Superman where, in a 
Nietzchean transvaluation of values, he sets out to prove 
that all of the conventional ideas about sex, courtship, 
and marriage are illusions, and that, in reality, woman is 
the hunter and man is the prey. Thus he gives two widely 
different types of women in Violet and Ann. For Violet 
at first seems to be the new, unconventional woman and 
Ann the typical "womanly" woman. Both are attractive in 
appearance —  in fact, nearly all of Shaw's female charac
ters are. Violet is not. a "siren like Ann: admiration 
comes to her without any compulsion or even interest on 
her part; besides there is some fun in Ann, but in this 
woman none, perhaps no mercy either: if anything restrains 
her, it is intelligence and pride, not c o m p a s s i o n . I n  
short, Violet is seemingly the handsome, self-possessed, 
unemotional epitome of the "unwomanly" woman, who has dared

13Shaw, Man and Superman, p.42.
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to defy convention and who is about to become a mother 
without having had benefit of clergy. Ann, on the other 
hand, appears typically feminine. She speaks of her "duty 
to her parents"; she seems to have delicate feelings, is 
easily shocked, and is "stricken to the soul" by her 
mother's reference to her father's death; she tells Octavius 
in true romantic fashion that he "must be a sentimental old 
bachelor for her sake." She is fascinating, beguiling, a 
woman who feigns emotions she does not feel and who uses 
all of her charms to lure man —  all typically "womanly" 
traits. Yet there is a big difference between Ann and 
Violet, and at play's end, in a true Shavian inversion, 
it is Violet, who is revealed as the "womanly" woman. She 
has been married to Hector all along and has only kept it 
a secret for fear of disinheritance by his father. Thus 
she discloses herself as the conventional woman making a 
marriage bargain, Ann, on the other hand, becomes Every- 
woman to Shaw. Although she is feminine and fascinating, 
wily and unscrupulous, there is a notable difference be
tween her and the typical "womanly" woman. For Ann is a 
vital genius. She uses her charms to stalk her prey, yet 
her purpose transcends the personal, and she becomes the
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Shavian heroine in the role of huntress and instrument 
of the Life Force. Ann, therefore, is not really a 
"womanly" woman, but rather a mouthpiece for Shaw's ad
vanced notions on the courtship of the sexes. Yet Ann 
is all woman. Like Dona Ana (an earlier Ann) who in the 
dream scene in hell comes to the knowledge that she is 
Life, the creative principle of the universe, and the means 
by which the Superman may be created, Ann embraces love 
and marriage because this is her function in life. Shaw 
admires Ann, therefore, because she is realistic about 
her purpose in life and excuses in her, because of this 
cooperation with the Life Force, the feminine traits that 
would be offensive to him in the idealistic "womanly" woman.

Since Shaw, like Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, regarded 
the propagation of the species as woman's chief purpose in 
life and the love between the sexes as the manifestation 
of the will-to-live at work in the universe, he believed 
in marriage and motherhood. His only objection is to the 
idealistic restrictions put upon woman in these two spheres. 
Shaw's attack on marriage, therefore, is not an attack on 
the institution as such, but rather on the false ideal 
behind it. He says in the Preface to Getting Married:
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Thus we see that the revolt against marriage 
is by no means only a revolt against its sor
didness as a survival of sex slavery. It may 
even plausibly be maintained that this is 
precisely the part of it that, works most 
smoothly in practice. The revolt is against, 
its sentimentality, its romance, its Amorism, 
even its enervating happiness.
Shaw feels that the romantic, idealistic conception 

of marriage as the Victorians saw it has resulted, not. in 
the "higher love," but in the average person's tendency 
to regard marriage as "a sanctuary for pleasure." Hence, 
the "womanly" woman whose only aim in life is to be married 
becomes to Shaw a "voluptuary." She has permitted herself 
to be deluded by the ideal, and unfortunately, marriage 
in practice, according to Shaw, is not like the ideal.
Yet Shaw, it. has been noted, is not. against, marriage per 
se, because he regards it as compulsory for most, people 
and feels that, its abolition would lead to still greater 
social evils. The remedy, then, is to change the marriage 
laws, to make divorce and trial marriage acceptable, Shaw 
feels, but. before this can be accomplished, society must, 
rid itself of its illusions. Neatly wrapped up in the

■^Shaw, Preface to Getting Married, p.200.
^ Ibid. , p.188.
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package of illusions is the image of the "womanly" woman. 
The Shavian "womanly" woman is not, therefore, one who 
marries because of romantic idealism or economic neces
sity, but because she chooses to, and because she knows 
instinctively that she must cooperate with the Life Force 
or mankind will perish. Therefore, Shaw looks at both 
sides of the coin, and sees that biological improvement 
of the race is dependent upon the economic independence 
of women, which will allow women to select mates for 
eugenic reasons and not financial ones. The Shavian 
"womanly" woman will continue to marry, because that is 
her business, but she should not be compelled to from 
sheer financial necessity.

Since Shaw believes that woman should be in a posi
tion to choose or not to choose to marry, he gives several 
examples in his plays of women —  both "womanly" and "un
womanly" —  who do this. One of these is Vivie in Mrs. 
Warren1s Profession who almost succumbs to Frank Gardner's 
importunities, yet. at the end, refuses him and departs for 
London and a career. Seemingly the new woman in revolt —  

she drinks, smokes cigars, is prompt, strong, businesslike, 
plain in dress, but not dowdy —  Vivie proves on the fem
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inine side what Shaw had Marchbanks prove for the mascu
line: that, marriage is not for everyone, nor necessary 
for everyone. It is possible to achieve happiness with
out it.. Lady Cicely also demonstrates this notion of Shaw's 
when she rejects Captain Brassbound's proposal, yet she is 
not an "advanced" woman like Vivie. One of Shaw's most 
endearing characters and one he created for the great ac
tress, Ellen Terry, Lady Cicely is feminine almost to the 
extreme. She is "tall, very good looking, sympathetic, 
intelligent, tender and humorous, dressed with cunning 
simplicity not as a businesslike, tailor made, gaitored 
tourist, but as if she had dropped in for tea in blouse 
and flowered straw hat."16 She chatters endlessly, mends 
torn garments in true domestic fashion, rearranges furni
ture —  and lives —  and generally manages to get her way 
by engaging the affection. All in all, at first glance, 
she seems very "womanly." But here again, Shaw reverses 
the position and shows that she is not "womanly" in the 
conventional Victorian sense precisely because she has 
the courage to be herself and to reject what would be

16Shaw, Captain Brassbound1s Conversion, p.215.
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folly for her, a marriage with Captain Brassbound. The 
romantic ending goes out the window, and the Schopen- 
hauerian view that the happiness of the individual is less 
important than the welfare of the species enters.

Paradoxically, however, Shaw, who advocates rebellion 
against the romantic notion that marriage is the one goal 
in life and that it of itself necessitates a happy ending, 
who proposes radical reform in the existing marriage laws, 
gives several glimpses of delightful marriages in his 
plays. However, unfortunately for a clear comprehension 
of his position on marriage, readers are often more likely 
to accept as gospel what the characters do in the plays 
than what their author says people should do in real life. 
One example of happiness in marriage is to be found in 
Candida, which, like an inverted Doll's House, illustrates 
that when put to the test., a marriage can become happier 
and stronger after the moment of truth. For when Morrell 
realizes that his wife is a person in reality, not a fem
inine ideal, and that she chooses him over Marchbanks, 
not from "womanly" duty, but from free choice, he becomes 
a realist, not an idealist, and a wiser and better man.
Because she insists on her own integrity, Candida, there
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fore, although outwardly feminine in looks and behavior,
violates the conventional code of womanliness, and becomes
the Shavian kind of "womanly" woman. On the other hand,
Shaw uses Queen Jemima in The Apple Cart to illustrate
anew the difference between the "unwomanly" and the
"pseudo-unwomanly" woman's attitude toward marriage and
her position in it. For Jemima, who appears to be the
epitome of domesticity, always knitting, whom King Magnus
affectionately calls "my stupid wife," represents the
world of reality as opposed to that of illusion. Marriage
to her, therefore, in spite of "its unromantic inadequacies,

17their mutual limitations, and their necessary concessions," 
as Nethercot. points out, is a comfortable arrangement 
based on understanding and empathy rather than romance 
and illusion. Orinthia, Magnus' official but purely orna
mental mistress, on the other hand, represents the "pseudo- 
unwomanly" woman, who when turned inside out. is actually 
the "womanly" woman. She presses Magnus to divorce his 
wife —  whom she refers to as "dowdy" and a "cabbage" —

17Arthur H. Nethercot, Men and Supermen. A Shavxan 
Portrait Gallery (Cambridge, 1954), p.100.
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and marry her. The king, however, remarks that "being 
your husband is only a job for which one man will do as 
well as another . . . being my wife is something quite 
different." The trouble is that Jemima "is part of my 
real workaday self. You belong to fairyland . . . My
dear Orinthia, . . . being a wife is not your job."^“9
In the end, the unromantic Jemima wins out over the roman
tic Orinthia, as she calls Magnus to dinner, "Come on, 
like a good little boy." Presumably, even Shavian kings 
prefer a diet of meat and potatoes to one of nectar and 
ambrosia.

Shaw's attitude toward marriage is, therefore, three
pronged, depending upon whether he is writing as a play
wright, a social critic, or an evolutionist. As a drama
tist, he has been seen in revolt against the sentimental 
romantic interpretation of love and marriage which pre
scribes the love interest as essential and a happy ending 
to the play a necessity. Therefore, many of his plays

I OShaw, The Apple Cart (London, 1930), p.250.
19Ibid.
2QIbid.. p.277.
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lack the happy ending in the conventional sense; when he 
does provide it, it has a supra—personal connotation which 
transcends the individual's happiness and implies the wel
fare of the species. His brand of "womanly" woman is one 
who accepts marriage as her function in life if it goes 
beyond the conventional, Hollywood hearts-and-flowers 
romance and foresees the working of the Life Force, but 
who rejects marriage altogether if she feels that the dis
crepancy between the ideal and the real would be impossible 
to overcome. As a social critic, Shaw seeks in his pre
faces and essays to prove that only by stripping the mask 
from the ideal of love and marriage and showing them as 
forms of economic and social tyranny, can legal measures 
be effected to improve the institution of marriage itself 
and woman's position in it. As an evolutionist, Shaw ob
jects to the place to which woman, the most important 
factor in Creative Evolution, the means by which man can 
progress to higher and higher things, is relegated by the 
idealistic conventions and legal restrictions of the nine
teenth century.

For woman as mother looms large in Shaw's thinking.
In his Prefaces to Man and Superman and Getting Married
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he cites time and again that womanhood needs motherhood 
and so does the human race. In his plays he gives examples 
of mothers who are "womanly" and “unwomanly," for it must 
always be remembered that. Shaw does not necessarily equate 
the motherly woman with the "womanly" woman. Mrs. Clandon, 
of You Never Can Tell, who was supposedly modeled on Shaw's 
own mother, but to an even greater extent on Annie Besant, 
represents the advanced mother who is really the once-new 
woman. In her Twentieth Century Treatises which have al
ready won her fame (although it is only 1896), she gives 
advanced ideas about Cooking, Creeds, Clothing, Conduct, 
Children, and Parents. In her personal life she has never 
been in love, although she has been married and given 
birth to three children. She feels strongly about causes 
but not persons. She represents a type, and Shaw presents 
her to show how not to be a mother, for while he always 
admired the individual who dared to be different, he did 
not admire the person who did a job badly. In Mrs.
Clandon’s case, she had not learned that "mothering is a

O Iscience." Shaw is not unkind to her, but portrays her 

2'LShaw, Sixteen Self-Sketches, p.13.
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with a twinkle in his eye and a lesson for women in his 
mind. On the other hand, Candida and Cicely, both mother 
women at heart, were also "unwomanly" women by Victorian 
standards, yet they possess the kind of womanly, maternal 
wisdom Shaw approves of. Once again, it becomes obvious 
that the Shavian mother may or may not be "unwomanly."

Eve in Back to Methuselah represents a fuller inter
pretation of the Mother Woman than Mrs. George did, and 
in a sense portrays the necessary characteristics of the 
Shavian maternal woman. She represents the creative ele
ment of woman as opposed to the destructive element of 
man. She is wise and shrewd, thoughtless of self, and 
maternal toward Adam, who depends upon her. She accepts 
the task of procreation because she knows that this is 
the only means by which man can endure and achieve immor
tality, yet she makes a wry face when the serpent tells 
her the secret of birth. She refuses to be considered 
"a mere convenience," and says that she is "a woman and 
not a pet animal to please men and prey on them." Eve 
has no romantic illusions, yet she does have a prevision

^Shaw, Back to Methuselah, p.23.
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of a better world, a life to strive for, when she says:
Man need not always live by bread alone.
There is something else. We do not yet know 
what it is; but someday we shall find out; 
and then we will live on that, alone; and 
there shall be no digging nor spinning, nor 
fighting nor killing. ^
Although Shaw approves of Eve, not only as mother 

but also as woman, he continues to draw in his plays por
traits of mother women who do not necessarily meet his 
specifications. Two of these are Mrs. Bridgenorth, the 
Bishop's wife in Getting Married, and Mrs. Tarleton of 
Misalliance who seem to personify the typical Victorian 
mother, placid, gentle, easily shocked by changing ideals, 
and not completely in tune with reality. Shaw is not bru
tal with them, merely a bit wistful that the distorted 
concept of womanliness is so enduring. Yet he continues 
to give both sides, and Lady Chavender in 0n_ the Rocks, 
one of Shaw's favorite "womanly" woman characters from 
the later plays, depicts the sensible mother so misunder
stood by her children, that she is led to exclaim, "I was

24not born for wifing and mothering." Mrs. Collins in

23Ibid., p.33.
24Shaw, On the Rocks (London, 1934), p.199.
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Getting Married is just the opposite. Although she never 
appears on stage, the description of her by her husband 
seems to present a composite of all that Shaw found most 
distasteful in the "womanly" woman: no individuality, no 
interest outside the home, no understanding of her child
ren as people, complete dependence on her husband and 
family. Mr. Collins tells Mrs. Bridgenorth:

It [marriage! came natural to her: she's what 
you might call a regular old hen. Always wants 
to have her family within sight of her. Wouldnt 
go to bed unless she knew they was all safe at 
home and the door locked, and the lights out . . .
She's a born wife and mother, maam. Thats why 
my children all ran away from home.

Since Shaw believes that first and foremost every human
being must be himself, must assert his individuality, the
picture he paints of Mrs. Collins is that of the overly-
protective mother, who denies herself and her children
the right to individuality. As her husband says:

. . . she knew her children as children, and
never thought of them as independent human 
beings til they ran away and nigh broke her 
heart for a week or two . . . You see, she's
such an out-and-out wife and mother that she's 
hardly a responsible human being out of her 
house, except when she's marketing.* 2^

25Shaw, Getting Married, pp.261-262.
2^Ibid., p.263.
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Mrs. Collins represents in Shaw's thinking another 
type of mother a woman ought not to be, yet he is not un
duly harsh on her because she is actually the victim of 
the conventional "womanly" ideal whose entire world was 
bounded by the four walls of her home. He does, however, 
flay the conventional notion of a mother's duty -- and 
exposes the hypocrisy behind the ideal —  in the Preface 
to Getting Married when he says:

To ask a young man's intentions when you know 
he has no intentions, but is unable to deny 
that he has paid attentions; to threaten an 
action for breach of promise of marriage; to 
pretend that your daughter is a musician when 
she has with the greatest difficulty been 
coached into playing three piano forte pieces 
which she loathes; to use your own mature 
charms to attract men to the house when your 
daughters have no aptitude for that department 
of sport; to coach them when they have, in the 
arts by which men can be led to compromise them
selves; and to keep all the skeletons carefully 
locked up in the family cupboard until the prey 
is duly hunted down and bagged: all this is a moth
er's duty today; and a very revolting duty it is: 
one that disposes of the conventional assumption 
that it is in the faithful discharge of her home 
duties that a woman finds her self-respect..^
This is merely one more aspect of the conventional

attitude toward woman, so hateful to Shaw because he sees 27

27Shaw, Preface to Getting Married, pp.219-220.
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the hypocrisy behind it. His whole attack on woman's 
self-sacrifice and duty is, therefore, a broadside against 
the fundamental dishonesty between the sexes and the actual 
discrepancy between the real and the ideal. Since Shaw 
believes that a human being's real duty lies in self- 
fulfillment., and he sees maternity as a means of self- 
fulfillment, he declares that all women have the right 
to be mothers, whether they have husbands or not. For 
many women, like Lesbia Grantham, reject, marriage but, 
would welcome motherhood. However, while Shaw advocates 
a woman's right to children theoretically, he is conserva
tive practically, and views with horror any attempt by a 
woman in society as it, exists to bear children out of wed
lock just, as he regards with equal horror any kind of 
anarchism in social reform.

However, while Shaw recognizes woman's right to mother
hood, he does not believe that all women are constitutionally 
fitted for it, and cites his mother as an example of a wo
man who was raised according to Victorian convention to 
acquire husband, home, and family, but, was totally unpre
pared to put into practice what she had learned of the 
ideal, and was unfitted for the "science of mothering."
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Condemning the conventional ideal which saw woman only 
in the role of mother and high priestess of the home, Shaw 
says:

Hence arises the idealist illusion that a 
vocation for domestic management and the care 
of children is natural to women, and that 
women who lack them are not women at all, but 
members of the third, or Bashkirtseff sex.
Even if this were true, it is obvious that, if 
the Bashkirtseffs are to be allowed to live, 
they have a right, to suitable institutions 
just, as much as the rest of mankind. But it 
is not. true. The domestic career is no more 
natural to all women than the military career 
is natural to all men.28

He illustrates the fact that not all women regard the home 
and the nursery as their proper sphere in the person of 
Saint Joan, who is perhaps the most outstanding character 
-- male or female —  of all his plays. For Joan epito
mizes the woman who is true to herself —  and her voices —  

and in being so, works for the good of others. She per
sonifies humanity at its highest, level. Although she is 
attractive, "with an uncommon face: eyes set very wide 
apart . . . and a long well-shaped nose with wide nostrils,
a short upper lip, resolute but, full-lipped mouth, and a

Shaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism," pp.38-39.28



handsome fighting chin,"29 she makes no use of her sexual
charms t.o gain her ends, nor does she arouse any romantic
interest among the soldiers or courtiers with whom she
associates. Shaw says of her in the Preface:

The evident truth is that like most women of 
her hardy managing type she seemed neutral in 
the conflict of sex because men were too much 
afraid of her to fall in love with her. She 
herself was not sexless: in spite of the vir
ginity she had vowed up to a point, and pre
served to her death, she never excluded the 
possibility of marriage for herself. But 
marriage, with its preliminary of the attrac
tion, pursuit, and capture of a husband, was 
not her business: she had something else to 
do. Byron's formula, "Man's love is of man's 
life a thing apart: 'tis woman's whole exis
tence" did not. apply to her any more than to 
George Washington or any other masculine 
worker on the heroic scale.30
Shaw writes of Joan as one infatuated with her because 

she is a vital genius, a saint, and a rebel. Her saintli
ness lies in knowing the will of God for her and her genius 
lies in accepting the challenge to carry out that will, no 
matter what the cost. Yet her sacrifice, the loss of life 
itself, is not that of the self-sacrificing and self- 
effacing Victorian woman, that Shavian abomination; it is,
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2 QShaw, Saint Joan (London, 1930), p.60.
3 0Shaw, Preface to Saint Joan, pp.8-9.
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rather, that of the vital individual, the pioneer who 
defies convention in the name of progress. Thus, her 
refusal to wear women's clothing, while a rebellion against 
what her contemporaries and the conventional Victorians 
would regard as womanly modesty, was actually a sign of 
her practical common sense, and not a sign that she was 
an “unwomanly" woman. It should be noted here that, as 
in the case of the mother woman, Shaw does not. necessarily 
equate the "unwomanly" woman with the "manly" woman, and 
in several plays pokes fun at the cigar smoking emancipated 
woman, the twentieth century flapper, or the militant suf
fragette. In fact, in Press Cuttings he burlesques both 
the "womanly" and the "manly" woman in the persons of 
Lady Corinthia Fanshawe and Mrs. Rosa Carmine Banger.
But Shaw does not consider Joan "manly" because she re
jected the role of the so-called "womanly" woman, and he 
criticizes Mark Twain for trying to reduce her to that 
level a n d  m a k e  h e r  a "beautiful a n d  m o s t  l a d y l i k e Vic
torian ." 3-*-

Mark Twain's Joan, skirted to the ground, and 31

31
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Ibid., p.26.
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with as many petticoats as Noah's wife in a 
toy ark, is an attempt to combine Bayard with 
Esther Summerson from Bleak House into an 
unimpeachable American school teacher in armor.
Like Esther she makes her creator ridiculous, 
and yet, being the work of a man of genius, 
remains a credible human goodygoody in spite 
of her creator's infatuation. It is the de
scription rather than the valuation that, is 
wrong.32

It is wrong, Shaw feels, because " . . .  Mark Twain writes 
his biography frankly in the form of romance.1'33 And it. 
is romance that lies behind the concept of the "womanly" 
woman. Twain makes Joan as he wished her to be, not as 
she was. Shaw, on the other hand, makes her credible 
because he makes her real, human, alive, and withal in
spired. She becomes in Shaw's work, then, an "unwomanly" 
woman who by renouncing the idealistic subterfuges, the 
romance, the illusions of the traditional "womanly" woman, 
and by substituting self-realization, unshakeable courage, 
moral passion, becomes instead a Shavian "womanly" woman.

Unfortunately, the complete Shavian woman is hard to 
define. Yet. perhaps that is as it. should be. For Shaw, 
who stressed so often that woman must assert her individ-

33Ibid., p .27.
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uality, would scarcely have wanted his ideal woman to be 
a stereotype rather than a separate human being, a person 
unto herself. However, certain characteristics do emerge 
for the Shavian "womanly" woman. First, and foremost, 
she would surely be an individual, with a mind and soul 
and body of her own. She would also be vital, and this 
quality combined with her sense of individuality would 
produce an awareness that along with her freedom went a 
corresponding responsibility to society. She would be 
true to herself, with no illusions, direct, forthright, 
yet always feminine in the good sense of the word: warm, 
tender, sympathetic, attractive in appearance. She would 
be possessed of intelligence and humor, both of which 
would enable her to see things as they are and not as 
illusions. She would reject the romantic concept of love, 
and refuse to worship or be worshipped at its shrine. Yet 
she would accept the idea of love as life and brotherhood, 
and work for the progress of humanity. She would be on 
an equal footing with man, capable of being a companion 
to him and economically independent of him. Her sphere 
would be of her own free choice, not one forced upon her
by society. Since she is in reality only "man in petti
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coats,“ she would be equal to man, but not second, not
submissive to him and subjugated by him. Yet she would
not be first, except in so far as she is first in the
evolutionary concept. She would embrace motherhood because
that is her function in life, yet her role would be to
strive to produce a higher and better race of human beings.

All of this seems like a large order, and perhaps, in
its way, just as idealistic as the concept Shaw sought to
destroy when he told women that, they must, revolt against
the ideal of the "womanly" woman:

The sum of the matter is that unless Woman 
repudiates her womanliness, her duty to her 
husband, to her children, to society, to the 
law, and to everyone but herself, she cannot, 
emancipate herself. But, her duty to herself 
is no duty at. all, since a debt, is cancelled
when the debtor and creditor are the same 34person.°

Since Shaw holds that, woman cannot emancipate herself 
until she repudiates duty altogether, she must be freed 
from the slavery of the false ideal of womanliness. The 
ideal itself, therefore, must be destroyed for the sake 
of human —  as well as feminine —  progress, and this 
Shaw attempts to do when he exposes the basic dishonesty

3^Shaw, "The Quintessence of Ibsenism," p.40.
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and illusion behind the traditional concept and reverses 
the position of the "womanly" and the "unwomanly" woman.
His defense is that " . . .  the advantage of the work of 
destruction is that every new ideal is less of an illusion 
than the one it has supplanted; so that the destroyer of 
ideals, though denounced as an enemy is in fact sweeping 
the world clear of lies."

Therefore, the "idealism" —  a word Shaw would have 
loathed -- behind the elevated concept of the Shavian 
womanly woman is in line with his views as a social thinker 
and a race futurist. He does not. seek to glorify woman 
as woman. He seeks rather to grant her social and econo
mic freedom because she is a person in reality, one half 
of the human race, and because as the creator of life and 
the means by which man can evolve to higher planes, her 
bondage means restriction on human progress as a whole.

Perhaps Lilith best speaks for the mystic view Shaw 
held of woman's importance in the scheme of life, and 
this conception will explain why he defied convention and 
showed the true “womanly" woman:
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Of Life only is there no end; and though 
of its million starry mansions many are 
empty and many still unbuilt, and though 
its vast domain is as yet. unbearably desert, 
my seed shall one day fill it. and master 
its matter to its uttermost confines. And 
for what may be beyond, the eyesight of 
Lilith is too short. It is enough that 
there is a beyond.36

Because Shaw believes wholeheartedly that there is 
a beyond —  an evolutionary beyond —  and that woman is 
an important, link between the present and the future, he 
might, be considered an "extoller of women" as Mann said, 
yet never in the sense of the romantics whose idealization 
of woman he sought to destroy. Because his plays and 
speeches radiated wit and satire and he was often accused 
of being an incorrigible and irreverent jester, it. would 
be fallacy to assume that Shaw was not in earnest, when he 
reversed the positions of the "womanly" and the "unwomanly" 
woman. Indeed, he personally denied his supposed flippancy 
and lack of seriousness when he said: "I am only a leg- 
puller in so far as I pull crooked legs straight."3^

The legs Shaw straightened were the broken or twisted

Shaw, Back to Methuselah, p.254.
Shaw, Platform and Pulpit., p.xiii.37
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ideals of society, and his iconoclasm, therefore, was 
constructive rather than destructive. He removed the 
veil of Victorian hypocrisy and revealed men and women 
to themselves and to each other as they are —  and as 
they should strive to be. By showing his contemporaries 
that their "womanly" woman was not really Woman at all, 
he made a significant contribution to nineteenth-century 
society, prepared the way for the twentieth-century woman, 
and perhaps -- who knows —  the mystic future of which
Lilith speaks.
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