
CHAPTER II 

BERNARD SHAW AND HIS LIFE 

I n  b iograp h ic a l  approac h ,  we l earn t ha t  an 

biography has c l ose r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  h i s w o r ks . 

w o r ks mig h t  be an expression of t he au t ho r ' s  

au t ho r ' s  

L i t e r ary 

thoughts, 

ideas o r  experiences in l i f e . S ta r t ing f rom t ha t  p o in t ,  i n  

t his chap t e r  I w i l l  wr i t e abou t t h e  b iog rap hy o f  Bernard 

S haw as on e way to go d e e p e r  i n t o  his works espec ia l ly 

Maj o r  Barbar a . I w i l l  d i scu ss i t  w i t h  t he two t he o r i e s  

that I u s e  i n  t h is th es i� i . e .  t h e  expressive and 

t heories . 

The u s e  of t hose two theories is  suitab l e  

biograp h i c a l  app roach in ana lys i n g  t h e  p�ob l em. 

m ime t i c  

w i t h  t he 

S haw had 

expe rie n c e  in l i f e  w h i c h  u rged h i m to w r it e  Maior Barbara 

- t he b iograp h i c a l  approac h .  In the p lay , he · exp r e ssed h i s  

id eas abou t his hat red t o  pov e r t y  - t he express ive t heory . 

Pove r t y  i t s e l f  i s  a r eal i t y  i n  l ife and S haw r e f l e cted t he 

r ea l i ty in h i s  p lay - t he m i me t ic t heory . We  w i l l  s e e  t he 

r e l a tion f u r t h e r  in  t h i s  chap te r . 

George Be rnard S haw was born in Dublin on July 2 6, 

1856 t he son o f  George Carr S haw, a man incapable in 

running a bu s in e ss and a c on f i rmed d r u n kard . H i s m o t h e r , 

Lu cind a E l izabe t h  Gu r l y  S haw was a s i nger who t o o k  part in  

amat eu r  p e r f o rman c e . T h e r e f o r e  s in c e  his  c h i ld hood , S haw 

had been fam i l i a r  w i t h mu s i c . S haw was t he t h i rd c h i ld and 

on l y  son . As in Haior Barba..r...a., t he fam i l y c on s i s t ed o f  on e 
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boy and two g ir l s . 

H is p aren ts t o o k  l e s s  att en t i o n  to t h e ir c h i ld r e n ,  so  

young S haw was mo s t ly car ed by t h e  se rvan t s . H i s nu rsema id 

��ed to t ake h im in to t he Dublin s l ums , i n  order to v is i t  

her f r i en d s . The r e  t he boy became acqu a in ted w i t h  t he 

d ir t , d isease , and the very bad cond i t i on t ha t  dea l t  w i t h  

pove r t y. See ing the slum people did not insp ire. h i m  w ith 

p ity , bu t w i t h  a d e sire t o  el imin ate the cond i tion . Late r ,  

he r e f l ec t ed h i s  profound conv ic t i o n that such d ep l o rab le 

cond i t ions shou ld be corrected in his wo rks , i n  this case 

Maior Barbara. 

F r om t he above paragraph s , we learn t ha t  d u r i n g  h is 

c h ild hood , S h aw had been acqu a in ted w i t h  pover t y . H e  used 

to b e  t aken in t o  t he s l um a r e a  b y  h is n u r s em a id .  T h is 

exp e r ien ce was t h e n  exp re s s ed in h is wo r k  Mai er Barbara. 

S haw took t he r e a l i ty abou t t he bad o f  pove r t y  as h is 

t heme i n  t he p l ay . W e  can regard t h i s  as im i t a t i on s in c e  

w e  o u r s e lves f ind that pove r t y  r e a l l y  e x i s t s  in ou r 

s o c iety . The r eason why Shaw 'im ita t ed ' t h i s  rea l i t y 

can n o t  be separated from his biograpl1y. 

W hen S haw was s i x teen , h i s mot h e r  and s is t e rs l e f t 

Dub l in and wen t t o  l ive pe rm�nen t l y  i n  Lond on as a 

p r o f e ss i on a l  mus i c  teacher since she found t ha t her 

husband was a d ru n kard and incapable of earn ing mon ey to 

p r ov id e  her and t he three ch ildren. 

S haw exp e r ien c ed a l imi t ed f o rma l ed u ca t i on. H e  

stud ied Latin grammar privately from an uncle a n d  was 

. . 
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l a t e r  sen t to W e s leyan Connex i c a l S c hoo l ,  l a t e r  kn own as 

W e s l e y  C o l l ege , in Dub l i n . He w o r k ed f o r  f i ve years in the 

of f ice o f  a Dub l i n land agen t . Ge t t i ng on ly a l i t t le 

s a l ar y , he wen t t� London and j o in ed h i s  m o t he r  in 1876. 

H is unsat i s f i ed to h i s  paren t s  mad e  h i m  hav ing an op i n i on 

that ext r aord inary ind ependence o f  m ind and sp i� i t  enab l ed 

h i m, as a man , t o  l o o k  upon man k ind and i t s a f f a i r  w i t hout 

being swayed e i t he r  by c u s t om o r  by o t h e r  p eop l e's 

conven t ion a l  ideas o f  rig h t  and wrong . H e r e  we can see 

t hat s in c e  h i s  ear l y  d ays , Sh aw d i s l i ked the conve n t ion a l  

ideas o f  t he p e op l e . 

H i s d is l i keness o f  t he conven t i on a l  

h im t o  exp ress h i s  own opppos ing id eas 

H ence , we s e e  t h e  r e l a t ion b e t ween Shaw's 

t he exp r e s s ive t h e o ry . 

ideas supported 

i n  h is p l ays . 

b i og r ap hy and 

I n  London , S h aw r ead w id e l y in t he Br i t iih museum , 

t r i ed u nsuccess f u l l y f o r  many years t o  make h i ms e l f  i n t o  .a 

n o ve l i s t . T h e  l ove o f  m u s ic t hat he got f r o m  h i s  mo ther 

was u s e fu l .  H e  became mu s i c  c r i t i c  o f. t he Star, a L ondon 

even ing n e wspap e r, (und e r  t he ps eud onym o f  Corna d i  

Basse t t o ) f r o m  1888 t o  1890 and o f  t he World f r om 1890 to 

1994 . Bo t h  as a mus ic c rit ic and f ew years la t e r  as a 

cr i t ic o f  plays f o r  t he Saturday Revi ew, a wee k l y  

p e r i od i ca l , he  w r o t e  essays o f  a v e r y  h ig h  qu a l i t y 

a r e  s t i l l  read and p r a i s ed m o r e  t han a ha l f  cen t u r y  

t hey w e r e  f i r s t  p r i n t ed . 

A f t e r  se t t l ing in London , Shaw spen t t en 

w h i c h  

a f t e r  

years 
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d ep en d ing o n  h i s  mo t her s in c e h e  found d i f f i cu l t y  t o  l ive 

by w r i t in g . D u r ing t hose years, he  was l ay in g · t he 

.founda t i on o f  h i s  c a r e e r , j o in ing po l i t i c a l  soc i e t ies , and 

address ing pub l i c  mee t ings , some t i mes at s t r e e t  corners . 

One d ay i n  Sept ember 1884 , he wen t to hear H en ry Geo rge , 

an Ame r i can e c on om i s t, w ho w r o t e  a we l l - known boo k ,  

Progress arui Poverty. Th is was a tu rn ing po in t in h i s  

l i f e . I t  c on v e r t ed h im t o  social i sm , pr ov i d ed h im w i t h  a 

m i s s i on and mad e h im a r evolu t i onary w r i t e r . A lmost at  

onc e ,  h e  j o i n ed t h e  Fab i an Soc i e ty . About Fab i an i s m , it  i s  

s t ated in Shaw. Al:.m.s. and. � M.an..,_ Notes : 

F ab i an i sm be ing the B r i t i s h  type o f  soc i a l i sm 
ad ap t ed from t hat of M arx . I t  s ought t o  
"Recon s t ru c t  soc i e t y  i n  accordan c e  w i t h  t h e  
h ighe s t  mo r a l  p r i n c i p l e s "  and t o  d o  away w i t h  
t he s hoc k ing con tr as t b e tween t he very rich and 
the•v e r y  poor . ( 1959 : 7 ) 

Shaw was a l so i n t e re s t ed in o t h e r  movemen ts fo rmed t o  

c o r r e c t  s o c i a l  ev ils . He bec ame a s k i l l ed and e f f e c t ive 

sp eaker f o r  t he s e  groups and o f  ten ta l ked to s t r ee t -corner 

c r owds in  p o o r  d i s t r i c t s . H e  t hus came f r eq u e n t l y i n t o  

c on t a c t  w i t h  t he Salvation A rmy mis sion ar i e s  ho ld ing t he i r  

m e e t ing i n  t h e  same l oc a t ion . Shaw was p l eased w i t h  the 

rousing hymns played by the Army·s bands. 

Years late r , a f te r  he had acl1 i eved a r epu t a t ion b o t h  

a s  a mu s i c and d r ama critic and als o a s  a p l aywr i ght , he 

was ann oyed when a journalist mad e  a mockery to Sa lvat i on 

Army mu s i c . H e  w r o t e  a t r ibu t e  t o  d e fend h i s  o ld 
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acqu a in t an c e . A s  a resu l t ,  h e  got a grat e fu l i n v i t a t i on t o  

a t t end t he Army ' s  n ext band f e s t i v a l  in C l aphan H a l l .  H e  

then sugges t ed t hat p e r haps t he Army m i g h t  b e  ab l e  t o  u s e  

short p lays t o  i n t e r e s t  i ts p o t e n t i a l  conve r t s . H e  o f fered 

t e c hn ic a l  ass i s t an c e  bu t n o th i ng came as the resu l t  o f  t he 

o f f e r ing . S haw kept th i n k ing mo re and more o f  �he Army ' s  

op e r a t ions and mad e them as d r ama t i c mat e r i a l . H e  f in a l l y  

wrote Maior Barbara f o r  w h i ch t h e  A rmy l e n t  un i f o rms as 

c o s tumes . 

U p  t o  t h i s  p ar t , 

expe r i en c es i n  l i fe and 

the 

the 

r e l a t i on 

t he ory of 

be tween Shaw ' s  

express ion and 

i m i t a t ion is mor e  c l e a r l y  s e en . Shaw w r o t e  Maior Barbara 

as a resu l t  o f  h i s  acqua i n tan ce w i t h the Sa lvat i on Army . 

H e  l iked t h e  Army ' s  mu s i c  bu t he d id n o t  l i ke t he way 

u s ed by the Army in  saving the s ou l . That is why in  Maio r · 

Barbara he expr essed h i s  own id eas i n  oppos ing the Army's 

way . H e  comb ined h i s  ·id eas in the p l ay w i th the rea l i ty in  

l i f e  t h a t  h e once ever met in his own l i f e  - pover ty . 

I n  h i s  ear ly years as a soc i a l i s t  B e r n a rd Shaw 

beli eved t ha t  i f  the cond i t i on o f  civilized soc ieties was 

t o  b e  imp r oved , i t  mu s t  be done through eq u a l i ty ,  reduc ing 

var i o u s  ways w h i c h  make for tun es of  the r i c h  in ord er t o  

h e lp and up l i f t  t he poor . H ence , we l e arn that S haw was 

i n t e re s ted in soc i a l  pr ob l em espe c i a l l y pove r ty . The r e f o r e  

he s t a t ed i n  Maior 6arbara that poverty i s  a c r ime t ha t  

mus t  be abo l is hed . 

I have �r i t ten that Shaw's you t hfu l exp e r i en ces 

. ' 
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he lped t o  c r e a t e  t h e  hor r o r  of p o v e r ty in Maior Barbara. 

Fu r t hermo r e, t he r e  is an ev iden c e  t h a t  S haw ' s  a t t i tude 

toward r e l i g i on wen t back to  his  c h ild hood imp r e s s i on s . 

The S h aws w e r e  P r o t es t an ts in large ly C a t ho l i c 

Dub l in .  S haw ' s  f a t he r  somet imes t alked o f  t he B ib l e  w i t h  

s a rd on i c  humo r , sugges t i ng a s kept ica l  a t t i tud e . H i s 

mo t he r  a l so d id not pay a tLen tion on i mposing any f i rm o f  

be l i efs upon t h e  children. t here were fam i ly p r a y e r s  f o r  a 

t ime and also Sunday s c ho o l ,  but Shaw , a r ound his twe lve , 

had l e f t  t h e  C h ris t i an r e l igion as was prac ticed by t he 

c hu r c hes . H e  beli eved that t he churches h ad s t rayed far 

from t he teachings o f  Chr i s t . Ru t h  Ad am in H.ha..t. S.haH. 

Really Sa.id ( 1 966 : 21) s t a t ed 

Shaw's r e l ig i ou s  t r a i n ing supp l ied a l l  t he 
ing r ed i e n t s  most l i k e ly to p r od uce a 
fu l l y - f l edged a t he i s t . His pare�ts suppo r t ed 
t he i r  church en t i r ely for t he sake o f  �oc i al 
s t atu s. His re l igious in s ru c t i o n  c on s i s ted o f  
learning texts by hea r t and be ing f o rced to s i t  
t h r ough a l ong du l l  s e r v i ce w i t hou t ever fee l ing 
p e r s o n al l y involved. 

A l t hough he would no t call himself a C h r i s t i an, many 

of h i s  s t r onge s t  convic t i o n s  and mos t of h i s  person a l  

behav i o r  wer e t hose o f  a religious man. He was vege t a r i an . 

H e  d r an k  no a l c o ho l  and smoke no tobacco . H e  was k i nd and 

gen e r o u s  to h i s  friends bu t he opp o sed c har i ty on the 

ground . He i n s is t ed t ha t  it is  t h e du ty o f  all men to make 

the w or ld a b e t t e r  pla ce to l i ve in . A l l  these b e l i e f s, 

t hough S haw s a id t ha t  they we r e  based on reason n o t  on 

faith, could be said that they had t h e f o r c e  of a 

r e l ig i on . 
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T he above s t a t emen t s  a l so b ecame t he bac kgr ound o f  

Haior Barbara i n  w h i c h  he a t t a c ked some c on cep t s  in  

bhr i s t i an i ty .  he r e fu sed t h e  f o rm o f  g i v ing c h a r i ty on t he 

ground l i ke B arb ara and the A rmy d id .  

S haw ' s  popu l ar ity as an ac tive d r ama t i s t  began in New 

York and German y i n t he middle nin e ties , seve r a l  years 

bef o r e  h i s  p l ays came to be  the vogu e in the London 

commercia l t he a t e r . H i s fi r s t  p l ay Widowers· Houses ( 1892 ) ,  

was an at tac k on s l um landlordism. In Al:ms . .and. T..11.e. Ii.an. 

(1899), h e  at t acked t h e  rom an tic view on war and h e r o  

wors h ip . H is p l ay � Warren's Profession ( 19 0 2 ) ,  an 

exposu r e  of prost i t u t ion , was banned by t h e  c e n c o r s  f o r  

many years . I n  Y.Q.u. Never Can. TuUl. ( 1899 ) ,  he t a l ked abou t 

women ' s  f r e ed o� which was con s id e red as a 

t ime . T h e  med i c a l  p ro f e s sion was the 

t aboo a t  t ha t  

obje c t  o f  h i s  

c r i t icism in I.h� Doctor's ll.il.e.m.m..a. . S haw ' s  plays we r e  

as ton i s hing a t  t ha t  t i me. A play on s u c h  subje c t  - abou t a 

gen u i n e  soc i a l  evil - was som e t h ing ent i r e l y n ew in t h e  

Eng l i s h  t he a t r e s . Yet t h e  plays w e r e  n o t  popu l a r  becau s e  

s o m e  o f  t hem a t tacked t he bases o f  soc i e t y  and the habi t s  

o f  l ong years . S haw's unique c h a r acte r i s t i c w a s  n ot on l y  

seen i n  t he t heme o f  his p lay s .but a l so in  his way o f  

wr i t ing . H e  r e fused t o  u s e  t he ap o s t h rop e  in c o l loq uia l 

p hr ases . So  he  wou ld wri t e  dont; cant; Ive in s tead of 

don't; can't or I've. 

S haw wen t on w r iting plays abou t r e a l  human p r ob l ems . 

I n  189 8 , six y e a r s  befo re w riting Haior Barbara, Shaw 
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mar r i ed Char l o t te Payne -Town s hend , a wea l t hy I r i s h  woman 

w h o  shared.h i s  i n t e l l ec tu a l  in t e r e s t s . N e i t he r  was und e r  

fo r t y  when t hey go t mar ried bu t t h e  two s eemed t o  l i ve i n  

harmony un t i l  h e r  d e a t h  in 1943 a t  t h e  age o f  86. 

I n  1903, S haw wro t e  M.an and. Supei:man, r e f e r red to h i s  

b e l i e f  i n  t he Li.fe Force. Then i n  1905 he w r o t e  Maior 

Barbara. T h e  l a t t e r  had c l ose re l a t i on s h ip w i t h  t he t wo 

e ar l i e r  p l ays i . e .  J_Qjin Bull's Othek Island ( 1904) and lia.n. 

and. Superman as s t ated by B e rnard F .  · Dukore , · in Shaw· s 

.::.B.ig Three" ( 1984:33) as fo l l ows 

I n  t he l a tter resp e c t  - bu t on l y  I mu s t  cau t i o n , 
in t h a t  respe c t  - one can c on s id e r  Han and 

Superman. John Buii•s Other Island and Hajor 
Barbara comp l e ted in  t hree success i ve years 
beg inn ing in 1903 - to con s titu te a t r i l ogy . 

D u r ing the t i me when S haw wro te Maior Barbara,· 

pove r ty co u ld be found everywhe re in  Eng l and . J o an 

T h e l lu sson Nour se in !J .... B_._SMa..:...s. t1.a.i2.r. Barbai:a s ta t ed t h a t  

d u r ing t he t ime S h aw wro t e  H.a.i.o.r.. lia.r.b.a.ra 

. . . t he r e  was a g r e a t  d e a l  o f  d i re pove r ty . By  
1905 , c har i t ab l e groups , l arge l y  r e l ig i ou s  we r e  
t ry ing t o  al l ev ia t e  t he m i s e r y . And t he r e  were 
t hose who f e l t  th a t  t he gove rmen t shou ld do more 
to he�p ou t th e un f9 r tun a t e  and aban d on t h e  
ear l i e r  laissez faire· o r  l e t  a l on e  po l i c y  t h a t  
t end ed t o  favor t he wealthy . t he e f fo r t  mad e, 
howeve r ,  had s til l by no means come c l ose t o  
e l im in a tin g t he ev i l s .  (1965:70) 

By pr esen ting H.aJJu: 8..aJ;bara, S haw wan t ed t he pub l i c 

t o  t h i n k  more abou t t he pr oblem o f  pove r ty . S haw s t ated 
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t h a t  an atmosphere of dirt. disease, and over-a l l m i s ery 

wou ld n o t  supp o r t  the b e s t  d eve l opmen t of an ind i v idua l .  

Haior ' Barbara t o o k  i t s f irs t performan ce on 28 

.�ovember 1 9 05 . Rumors had indic a t ed that t h i s  p l ay was 

abou t the Sa lva t i o n  Army . Among the n ot ab l e  aud i e n c e  were 

t he P r ime M in i s te r, Arthur James Balfour. and the 

c on s e rvat i ve l ead er . The re was a l s o  the p r e s en c e  on box o f  

s e a t s  o f  severa l Salva t i on 

un i fo rms . 

Army Comm iss i o n e r s , in  

I n  19 1 2  S haw wro t e  f.yg_uw.Li.Q.Il, based on the ed u ca t i on 

o f  a g i r l  who c ann o t  spe a k  good Eng l ish . I t  mad e  h im t he 

most  popu l ar p l aywrig h t  in  t h e coun try . T h e  p l ay has b e en 

mad e in to a very success fu l mus i c al comed y ,  � E..a..i.1:. � .  

S haw rece i v ed t h e  Nobe l Pr i z e f o r  l i t e ra t u r e  in  1 9 25 . H e  

s t i l l  wro t e  many p lays a s  wel l as c r i t i c s . 

Shaw d i ed on November 2 ,  1950 a t  t he age of 95 

because of a f a l l  in his garden. At h i s  own regu e s t  h i s  

ashes are r e s t i n g  w i th those o f  h i s  w i f e i n  t h e i r  own 

garden at  Ayo t  S t . Law r en c e . ra t her than in  W e s tm in s t e r  

Abbey . 

I n  S h aw , we i n d e ed f i nd t h a t  the b i ograp hy o f  an 

au thor has close relationship with his works. Shaw had an 

exp e r i ence w i t h  poverty (the b i og r ap h i c a l  app roac h )  - then 

he exp r e ssed h i s  id ea to  elim ina t e the cond i t i on in  h i s  

p l ay ( t he express ive t h e o r y) - b y  tak i ng pove r t y as t he 

rea l  t h ing i n  l i f e  as h i s  t h eme ( t he m im e t i c  t he o r y ) .  
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