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CHAPTER I. 

THE SHOULDERS HE STOOD ON 

Bernard Shaw discovered early in his life that· a private 

prophet from the other side of the Irish Sea had little chance of winning 

the public ear in the Capital of Victoria's Empire until he took his 

trumpet and blew hard and long. The Victorians at this time had had 

their share of prophets, and one cannot blame them if they were unim-

pressed when this redbearded messenger mounted his cart and announced 

again: Lo I am hel G.B.S. the journalist set himself to invent a rep-

utation for Bernard Shaw. He advertised himself so sedulously that, on 

his own confession, he found himself while still in middle life almost 

as legendary a figure as the Flying Dutchman. Three generat~ons have 

congratulated themselves that they were found worthy to share the ~e 

years with him; and in deference to his wisdom they have dug up and 

honoured the bones of many prophets spurned by their own age whom Shaw 

found worthy of his approval. 

The belief that no idea can be original seems to have been 

an accepted maxim among Victorian critics. Not indeed that it is an un-

safe way of thinking, but it irked the young Irishman who had just reacted 

violently against the pietistic and tradition-bound atmosphere of his 

Dublin home, and who had, moreover, from his early years taken it as a 

matter of course that he was to be a great man. He held, "as firmly as 

st.Thomas Aquineas, that all truths, ancient or modern, are divinely inspired",
1 

1. The Adventur!s_of -the Black Girl in her Search for God. p. 59 
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yet he knew by observation and introspection "that the instrument on 

which the inspiring force plays may be a very faulty one!'l It is clear 

that he regarded critics as faulty instruments. It must be admitted 

that he spoke as one having knowledge, because his first laurels and 

his first pay cheek were won as critic during those struggling times in 

London When he was a young man; and this period of his career lasted 

through several ~;of hob-nailed boots. While he tramped the galleries 

wearing this protective equipment, (it was also money-saving equipment)> 

and while he sat in the front rows of innumerable playhouses, conspicuous 

in morning coat among his well-groomed colleagues, he was learning how 

to inoculate himself against the germ of professional criticism; and this 
a 

he turned to good account when later, ao/ereative artist, he came to be 

the talk of London and of the world. His method was to beat his wouldbe 

asBailants to the punch by anticipating their objections. These sly 

protective defenses were fortified with dogmatic dissertations and 

scientific treatises a la Bernard Shaw, and the whole thing was expanded 

into a long-winded essay that was delightful for its powerful prose and 

for its stimulating effect upon the mind, and then attached to the front 

of the book under the title of Preface. 

In the Preface to Major Barbara Shaw took the critics into 

his confidence concerning the disputed question of his literary relation-

ships. Up to this time critics and professors had had a heyday with their 

speculations. Everyone,of course,looked to the continent to pick out the 

lucky thoughtsmith whom the oracle might be said to claim as his intellec-

tual kinsman. At the mention of Superman commentators rubbed their hands 

1. The Adventures of the Black Girl in her Search for God. p.59 
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with glee and shouted with one voice: Nietzsche. When a play came close 

to debunking the Ideal, or when Shaw drove off the stage with a certain 

violence and a feeling or well done% the sentimental heroine beloved of 

late Victorian audiences, or when he wrote "The nation's morals are like 

its teeth: the more decayed they are the more it hurts to touch them", 1 

every dramatic critic ran to his typewriter and wrote: Ibsen. SLmilarly 

when Anne Whitefield, under pressure of the Life-Force, began to work her 

will on Jack Tanner in Man and Superman, the better paid critics who had 

heard of The World as Will and Idea began to discourse learnedly about 

Schopenhauer. 

All these opinions took severe punishment when the author 

himself drew aside the veil in the Preface to Major Barbara. He confessed 

that there was some thing flattering " in this simple faith in my accomplish

ment as a linguist and rey eru.di tion as a philosopher. "2 He castigated 

the critics for their "unpatriotic habit" of looking to the Continent for 

all dramatic material that is not common, and all ideas that are not 

superficial. They mi~t well search "in these islands" for books that 

were written in English by Englishmen who thought in English, and .even 

by Irishmen who wrote in English but thought in Irish. Shaw decries the 

tendency to father his ideas on some heresiarch in northern or eastern 

Europe Whenever his view struck people "as being at all outside the range 

of,say, an ordinary suburban churchwarden"; 3 and he proceeds to explain 

how ideas that were so completely un-English that no Victorian could even 

1. Prefaces, p.434 

2. Ibid. 

3. Ibid. 

p.ll5 

p.ll5 



conceive of them, had in fact found expression at home in English before 

Englishman heard that they had found expression in Ger.man or Norwegian. 
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It is true that many of the authors mentioned were Irish and Scottish. There 

was Charles Leaer who wrote a story called A Day's Ride: A Life's Romance • 

Shaw read scraps of it When he was a child. He tells us that he found there 

a good treatment of a "very romantic hero, trying to live bravely, chival-

rously, and powerfully by dint of mere romance-fed imagination, without 

courage, without means, without knowled@9, without skill, without anything 

real except his bodily appetites" • When, however, in later years, Shaw 
1 

complains, he deals in the tragi-comic irony of the conflict between real 

life and the romantic imagination, critics never affiliate him with his 

"countryman and immediate forerunner, Charles Le•er", While they confidently 

derive him from a Norwegian author "of whose language (he does) not know 

three words". 

It would be a crass error to suppose that Bernard Shaw never 

came under the spell of the fascination of idealism and romance. Just as 

Ibsen worked his way through romance to real life, so Shaw found his feet 

in realism only after tripping several times over the novels of a romantic 

imagination. Six years of extreme poverty in London and five unpubliShed 

novels constituted the bulk of his debt to an immature and visionary view 

of the world:"nearly a million words, and not one carelessly written sentence"
2

• 

According to Henderson, When oomeone, in 1892, sQggested that he was,of course, 

a follower of Ibsen, 

"Shaw replied with a-great show of indignation: What% I a follower of Ibsent 

MY gp·Od sir, as far as England is concerned, Ibsen is a follower of mine. In 

1880, When I was only twenty-four, I wrote a book called The Irrational Knot, 

which reads nowadays like an Ibsenite novel"3 

1. Prefaces , P• 115 

2. J.P.Hackett. Shaw: George versus Bernard. p.95 

3. Archibald Henderson. Geor~ Bernard Shaw pp.61,62 
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The novel undoubtedly has some affinities with A Doll's House. 

The institution of marriage is not shown to be irrational; rather is 

marriage studied against the background of contemporary society where 

the accepted moral code was no more than a cloak for the ingrained snobbery 

of the middle class, the contempt for those lower in social pretensions 

if not in social station. If Shaw was an Ibsenite without knowing it 

when he wrote The Irrational Knot, he became an unqualified champion of 

Ibsen during the years following the first performance of A Doll's House 

in London. It was presented in 1889, and then came the Ibsen row. There 

had been a Wagner row, but that had been a very select affair for musical 

critics. The man in the street doesn't easily get worked up about music, 

but he gets wildly excited about the domestic affairs which Ibsen was 

using as material for his plays. In 1890 Bernard Shaw laid the keel of 

his dramatic career with the publication of The Quintessence of Ibsenism. 

Here he laid down the thesis for all that followed as firmly and definitely 

as he knew how. The argument was developed as a side issue in The Perfect 

Wagnerite (1898), thrown into dramatic form in Man and Superman (1903), 

and followed up with full-dress scientific and histo,ic display in 

Back to Methuselah (1921). 

"When Ibsen wrote Ghosts," says Henderson, nhis name was unknown to Shaw. 

But it is undeniable that, in the eighties, Shaw was forging towards 

precisely similar conclusions. He had felt in his inmost being the loath

ing of the nineteenth century for itself, and had marked with exultation 

the ferocity with which Schopenhauer and Shelley, Lasalle and Earl Marx, 

Ruskin and Carlysle, Morris and Wagner had rent the bosom that bore them. 

Smouldering within his own breast was that same detestation of all the 

orthodoxies, and respectabilities, and ideals railed at by these political, 

social, and moral anarchs~1 

1. Henderson. op • c it. p. 271 
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Shaw was not slow to grasp the unlimited possibilities for 

effective propaganda offered by the stage. His master already had made of 

this possibility a 'happy' reality in Norway; by now the ripple which he 

had started had become a tidal wave that had left its mark on many a 

European shore. Bernard Shaw was not an ordinary playwright. He was a 

specialist in "immoral and heretical playst'~ He was a Fabian and knew 

that gradQal action coQ!d be as effective in the theatre as in the 

committee room. He could not spring his ideas too suddenly on the public. 

He set them out boldly for the elect in his prefaces, but it was necess-

ary to wean the people slowly and patiently. Infiltration was the best 
policy, and in Candida (1894), The Devils Disciple (1897), and Man and 

Superman ,-or for that matter in any succession of his plays during the 

pre-~~r period- it can be seen at work. As he himself said: 

'~ reputation has been gained by my persistent struggle to force the 

public to reconsider its morals. In particular, I regard much current 

morality as to economic and sexual relations as disastrously wrong; and 

I regard certain doctrines of the Christian religion as understood in 

England today with abhorrence. "2 
The main ef~ect of Ibsen's plays, according to Shaw, is to 

keep before the~lic the importance of being always prepared to act 

immorally. It must be assumed that in using the word "morality" he is 

doing so with reference to the Latin root "mores", which means, customs. 

He has insisted from time to time that such is his intended meaning. The 

following excerpt from The ~uintessence of Ibsenism is valid only in the 

light of this interpretation: 

"Immorality does not necessarily imply mischievous conduct; it implies 

conduct, mischievous or not, which does not conform to current ideals. 

1. Prefaces. p.408 

2. Ibid. p.408 
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All religions begin with a revolt against morality, and perish when 

morality conquers them and stamps out such words as grace and sin, sub

stituting for them morality and irmnorali ty. "l 

The statement that Ibsen's plays have an immoral tendency is, 

in the sense in which it is used, quite true. It is likewise true, in 

the same sense, of the plays of Bernard Shaw. When the young Irishman 

arrived in London at the age of twenty he was already conscious of a 

mission, but the limitations of his experience, and education necess-

itated an intensive period of apprenticeship. He confesses that, at 

this period, he never felt inclined to write anymore than he felt inclined 

to breathe; and it is a fact noted by his biographers that as a boy his 

Ll 
imaginative mood had often expressed itself in artistic outpo£ings• His 

destiny, he felt, was to edueate London, but he had neither studied his 

pupil, nor related his ideas properly to the common stock of human know-

ledge. He was proud of his Irish origin. 

"I am", he wrote, " a genuine typical Irishman of the Danish,Norman, 

Cromwellian,and (of course) Scotch invasions. I am violently and arrogw 

antly Protestant by family tradition; but let no English Government there-

fore count on my allegiance."2 

London, in 1876, was the very centre of the commercial world. 

Iron ships, barely known in 1850, were steaming from her port bearing 

away the surplus products of the "workshop of Europe", cutting costs, and 

multiplying profits. Shaw studied his new surroundings with the per

plexed awe of a country boy newly arrived in the large city to commence 

his education. He was not uneducated, but what he knew was exactly what 

an educated Englishman didn't know or didn't believe. He regarded London 

1. The Quintessence of Ibsenism. p.l88 

2. Prefaces. p.440 
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as his Private laboratory, turning his microscope on the bustling 

hwnanity that came and went, seemingly bent on some purpose or other. 

To the Forsytes of those days, it seemed that all the ages of the world 

were but a preparation for this great age of Victoria, and that at last 

in their lifetime mankind, with England welllin the van, had arrived at 

a suitable resting place after the painful upward struggle of the 

centuries. Polite society was more interested in events abroad than in 

the lamentable condition of working-class houses at home, until in 1878 

the Glasgow Bank failed for six million pounds, and bankruptcy and un

employment spread over the whole country in the great slump of 1879. 

During this time, Shaw was so preoccupied with the problem 

of discovering himself, that he paid little attention to the world of 

business or politics. For the moment art was his religion, and Shelley 

was its prophet,but he was beginning to eew feel his way, making tent-

ative incursions into new fields endeavouring to fit into a scheme the 

endless facts and figures ae now stored in his memory,(product of his 

irrepressible curiosity) and to classify the accumulated data gathered 

through painstaking research in the British Museum, and through minute 

observation of his fellowman, particularly of Bernard Shaw. 

In the year 1882 a great light shone on him. He heard Henry 

George lecture on Land and Rent, and he suddenly saw past the people 

through the system round about him. The phrase "Property is theft" 

lighted up for him all that which had been in darkness; no progress is 

possible until human institutions are reformed. The fault, dear Brutus, 

is not in ourselves but in our stars. Shaw immersed himself in the study 

of economies, taking Das Kapital as his textbook. He bogged down on the 

theory of value, turned to Jevons for enlightenment, only to find that 



the latter had expressed it in terms of unintelligible algebra rather 
than unintelligible economic jargon, reducing "valuett to y= f(x) and 

. Y dx = du. He bought a text book of mathematics and started a new 

study. Finally, dismissing Marxian economics as unsound, he struggled 
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out of the quagmire in which the Socialist thinkers of London had become 

impaled as they wallowed in the hopeless confusion of abstruse economic 

phraseology. He seixed upon that message of Das Kapital which had good 

propaganda value; he had a gift for laying hold of first principles, of 

seeing straight into the heart of the matter past the petty rivalries 

and bickerings of different groups who wasted their energies in endless 

disputes about petty heresies. At this crucial period in Shaw's career 

he was exactly in the mood for Marx's reduction of all conflicts to the 

conflict of classes for economic mastery, of all social forms to the 
economic forms of production and exchange. 
"In Ma.rx" says Henderson, "Shaw found a kindred spirit; for like Marx 

his whole life had bred in him a defiance of middle-class respectability, 

of revolt against its benumbing and paralysing influence. As Shaw once 

said: 

~rx's Capital is not a treatise on Socialism; it is a jeremiad against 
f 'de ce and such a relentthe bourgeoisie, supported by such a mass o ev1 n 

' 

for denunciation as has never been brought to bear before."1 less genius 

S · t and Shaws life-long and fruitNext came the Fabian 'oc1e Y 

Webb, its twin pillars; with ful association with Sydney and Bea~ice 

Graham ,.'Jallas 

Olivier, Who was secretary of the Society for many years; with 
and William Clarke of Oxford who were among the ablest con-

Sydney 

Fabl·an literature; and with Thomas Davidson a disciple of tributors to 

Rosmini, who was convinced of the need for founding practical life on 

t . and on a basis of natural religion. The philosophical concep 1ons, 

1. Henderson. op.cit. p.97 
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influence of Sydney Webb on Bernard Shaw, and the part that the Fabian 

Society Played on English life duri""'g the t h lf ~ pas a -century offer ample 

/~terial for a book. For our purpose it is significant that these things 

were of paramount importance as moulding influences during this momentous 

period in the life of Shaw during Which he came to believe in Socialism 

as a creed capable of leading man to salvation, postulating a reform of 

human institutions as a prequisite to the refonn of man. Through his 

association with the Fabian Society he learned about the practical applic

ation of Socialism, both as a religion to satisfy man's intrinsic need 

for contact with the mtaphysical, and as a social philosophy that would 

help man profitably to adjust himself to his environment in the complicated 

modern world. In his writings he sometimes uses the term Socialism as 

synonymous with "the will of God", sometimes he equates it with "the 

religion of humanity", and it is to be noted that he distinguishes it 

Sharply from Marxism. He writes: 

"In short we must make a religion of Socialism. We must fall back on our 

will to Socialism, and resort to our reason only to find out the ~ys and 
IV-<, means. And this we can do ·only if we conceive the will as a creat~ 

energy as Lamarck did; and totally renounce and abjure Darwinism, Marxism, 

and all the fatalistic, penny-in-the-slot theories of evolution whatever~1 
Bernard Sha w looks down upon the world from mam.y windows: to 

each man he c~es in a different shape. In the Autocrat of the Breakfast 
Table, Oliver Wendell Holmes said that When two people meet there are 

always six persons present. But Shaw needed no party to stun up the total 

of his personalities. Like all men he plays many parts; like all men, out 

of the fulness of his heart his mouth speaks. What rran can trace with any 

degree of accuracy the lineage of his own ideas, what thoughts are his own 

or what thoughts have been derived from the common fund of hwnan knowledge? 

Sbaw's pages bespeak an intimate acquaintance through their writings with 

1. Henderson. op.cit. p.97 
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the leaders of thought in almost every age, while the history of his 

own life has been so intimately associated with the history of thou~t 

and action in England during the past seventy years that Hesketh 

Pearson prophesied that the period will in time be known as the Shavian 

Age. Because he belonged to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
Shaw, being thus the heir to all knowledge accumulated during the 

patient, assiduous quest of past eras, is "indeed in some sort" all 

these prophets rolled in one, "standing as I am on their shoulders", 1 
as he puts it. According to Henderson, nThe decisive and revolution!· 

ary changes in (his) truly 'chequered' career were due, in almost 

all cases, to the adventitious or deliberate influence of some 

dominant personality in literature or in life."2 
Of the philosophers native to Great Britain and Ireland, 

~ose names he felt it to be a patriotic duty to rescue from Oblivion 

and advertise, as against the more fashionable heresiarchs of the 

continent, besides Charles Le-er, he acknowledges his debt to Steuart-

Glennie and "the late" Captain Wilson. The latter believed in a 

metaphysical system called Comprehensionimn, wrote many queer pamphlets, 

and invented the term "Crosstianity". Ste.mrt-Glennie, a. Scotsman, is 

credited with formulating the idea of a slave-morality long before 

people began ~o associate it with Nietzsche. He 

"regarded the slave-morality as an invention of the superior white 

race to subjugate the minds of the inferior races whom they wished to 

exploit, and who would have destroyed them by forces of numbers if 

their minds had not been su~jugated~3 ~ilson's moral criticism of 

1. Prefaces. p.l26 

2. Henderson. op.cit. p.90 

3. Prefaces. p.ll8 



Christianity was not a historical theory of it like Nietzsche~; the 

latter however has been the victim in England of a single much-quoted 

sentence containing the phrase "big blonde beast"a 

Shaw has ever been a stumbling block to his contemporaries 

because of the apparently irreconcilable elements in his teaching. 

More than once his opponents have retreated in exasperation. They 

learned in due time that it was rash, unless their weapons were of 

steel, to measure controversial swords with a man who boasted with 

sincerity that he never undertook to write about a subject until he 

was sure he knew six times as mueh about it as anybody else. Those 

of them who ever came close to understanding the Shavian message 

discovered the key to it in the man rather than in the writings. 
,~Y"Gf/V"> 

Though he takes his religion seriously, Shaw cannot r9Pair from making 

jokes on and off the stage, Which is his pulpit. He is a congenital 

leg-puller, and be finds fanatics irresistible. His extravagances 

are chiefly verbal, consciously committed; he is fond of putting 

common sense standing on its head, if only because this posture gives 

an unusual and striking view of it. Because theologians were regarded 

as serious people in Victorian times, an amusing member of the pro-

fession is as apt to be misunderstood.Wb.en speaking on one occasion 

before the followers of Charles Bradlaugh, who were considering him 

as a successor, the lecturer anxious to shock his Secula. rist audience, 

announced that he believed in the Trinity and the I~aaculate Conception. 

He was happy to ob serve that his hearers were thrown "into transports 

of rage", which provided "an exceedingly pleasant evening". When asked 
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later hnw one person oan be three and three persons one, Shaw explained 

that any man is the father of his son and the son of his father, adding 

that like Sbelley and the million-coloured rainbow he was prepared to 

believe not only in a trinity, but in a trillion-trinity. 

Shaw is an eclectic theologian. He has foraged widely in 

strange lands and unfamiliar climates for his tests. This weakness of 

his for gazing across the Channel might have made him unpopular; but 

the British made allowance for his eccentricities since he was an Irish-

man, and, moreover, they were finding it a stimulating experience to 

see themselves objectively for the first time. Shaw went around with 

the mirror, and found to his pleasant surprise that there was no need 

to go around with the hat. It is no small tribute to his ingenuity 

that he netted millions from his pulpit, considering that his congreg-

ation regarded the Life-Force as a foreigner, whereas God was an 

Englishman. He has a habit of resurrecting orthodox prophets and 

pressing them into the service of the Life-Force on the strength of 

a text; there are times when he gives the text the kind of interpret-

ation which the unsuspecting prophet perhaps had not envisaged. This 
/:s a sa.('L- f-,ou.-~ wJ,en Jli-e. Cfhe.T 1s qfrUJ.~Iy clt.a.d 1/ts 
religion is a house which he built first and foremost for himself; many 

of its cornerstones had been r~ejted by other builders. The doors are 

open always for those Who are fortunate enough to understand and 

accept the Shavian Anschauung, and are willing to cultivate their own 

garden, working shoulder to shoulder beside the master-builder. 

Shaw has struggled successfully against the Irishman in 

him, whose nature it is never to stop at half measures, towards the 

Page 13. 
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goal of the eclectic, which is to achieve a synthesis of the good 

elements drawn from a variety of different systems. It would be a 

mistake, therefore, to assume that in accepting certain tenets of 

Nietzsche's doctrine he has swallowed Nietzsche whole,-'~ig Blonde 

Beast'', "Flock Morality", "Ra.useh", and "Amor Fatt" all digesting 

comfortably in the Shavian stomach. It is true that The Quintessence 

of Ibsenism might have been written by an ardent disciple of Nietzsche, 

but it is also true that the "Irish Nietzsche" 
~ad 

is an ardent apostle 

of Socialism, a doctrine WhiehAno place is the philosophy of the 

prototype. For the latter, societies are at best means not superior 

ends in themselves. The select individual alone can give meaning 

to life, and he alone justifies the existence of society. "The 

entire curriculum of the urges of herd and state is concentrated in 

his core. He can live alone by laws of his own - he is not a lawgiver 

and does not want to rule"Jl Sbcialism, according to Nietzsche, will 

produce results opposite to its intentions: it is really a ferment 

which will lead to a multitude of state organisms. 

In The Quintessence of Ibsenism the thesis is propounded 

that the will of man is the sole basis of morality, that conformity 

to ideals is constantly prod :.ced results no less tragic than those 
l 

which follow thoughtless violation of them. "The Ideal is dead; long 

live th6 ideal" epitomises the history of human progress for Bernard 

Shaw as for Ibsen. These two are unanimous in the disbelief that 

"there are certain moral institutions which justify all means used to 

maintain them ••• (they insist) that the supreme end shall be the inspired 

1. Nietzsche. Der Wille zur Maoht. p.429. G.A.Morgan. What Nietzsche Means.p.200 
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eternal, ever growing one, not the external unchanging, artificial one~1 
The basis of all sound morality according to this thesis is that there 

is no golden rule; that conduct must justify itself by its effect upon 

life, and not by its conformity to acy rule or ideal. Says Shaw: "our 

ideals, like the Gods of old, are constan tl.Y demanding human sacrifices"
2 

With Nietzsche unegoistic action is impossible, and all 

actions are necessarily egoistic. He denies the claims of ''Absolute 

Morality", because it is ''nihilistic'': the old morality negates life, 

"because it absolutely condemns qualities - those of will to power -

which are essential to life, and because any morality which issues 

categorical commands to all people contradicts life's need of many sets 

of values for its varying forms and stages." 
3 

The two streams of thought,therefore, unite in one strong 

current for a stretch of the way, and then resume their separate courses. 

Sbaw has always been at pains to deny any acquaintance with Nietzsche, 

or with Schopenhauer for that matter, "knowing nothing about them", as 

• 
he informed his biographer, "except that their opinions, like mine, are 

not those of the Times or the Spectator."
4 

He explains that the habit 

of referring every idea of his to these philosophers came about partly 

because to people without philosophy all philosophies seem the same, 

and partly because he had often referred to them to remind his readers 

that what they called his eccentricities were part of the common European 

stock. 

l.The Quintessence of Ibsenimn. P• 190 

2. Ibid. p.l91 

3.Morgan. op.cit. p.l75. 

4.Henderson. op.cit. p.486 
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Though he dissociates himself from Schopenhauerean thought, 

Shaw has inherited a notiBeable strain of it through his later intell

ectual ancestors - Samuel Butler and Henri Bergson. The quintessence 

of Schopenhauerism, as set forth in the book The World as Will and and 

Idea, is the conception of the Will as the ultimate, primeval principle 

of being, the source of all phenomena. Kant's '~ing an sich" is approp-

riated and defined, the author being driven to do so through a deeply 

felt, almost compulsive conviction: it is the Will. As Thomas Mann 

explains it, 

"the world is the product and expression of the will, the objectivation 

of the will in space and time. But it was at the same time something 

else besides: it was the idea, my idea and yours, the idea of each 

one and each one's idea about himself- by virtue, that is, of the 

discerning mind, which the will created to be a light to it in the 

higher stages of its objectivation'' 
1 

When Evolutionism emerged in the middle of the nineteenth 

century, leaders in philosophical and biological thought lent a symp-

athetic ear to a system which explained the world in terms of Will. 

They adapted this conclusion to the theories of evolution which saw 

all life in the unive~se as the expression of a blind urge inherent in 

it towards higher consciousness and.higher organisation. The Lamarckians, 

including Samuel Butler, recognised the will as creative energy: 

variations, or functional adaptation was not a matter of circumstantial 

selection or pure chance, but the conscious striving on the part of 

1. Thomas 1~nn. Schopenhauer. p.a. 
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the living being towards a\more profitable and harmonious adjustment 

to environment. Bergson understood it as "an elan original of life, 

passing fr~ one generation of germs to the following generation of 

germs by the intermediation of developed organisms which form the 

link of union between the germs·" 
' 1 and Bernard Shaw, Who was a 

warm admirer of Lamarck, Butler and Bergson, and of their common 

ancestor in biological theory, Buffon, ("the celebrated Buffoon"), 

made his religion the expression of faith in Life and in the Will. 

"In Shaw's view Schopenhauer's treatise on the World as Will is 

the complement to Lamarck's natural history; for Ylill is the driving 

force of Lamarckian evolution". 
2 

Schopenhauer exalted the will at the heavy expense of 

the intellect. According to his view the will, the "in-itselfness" 

of things, existing outside of time, space and causality, blind 

and causless, demanded objectivation; and this objectivation occurred 

in such a way that its original unity became multiplicity- a process 

which received the name of principium individuationis. The important 

point to observe is that it was not the intellect which brought forth 

the will; the cQnverse is the case, the will brought forth the in-

tellect. The will is presented as something unalyseable and myster-

ious, as if assuming that everybody understood what it was, a point 

which drew the reproach of Nietzsche, to whom volition appeared to 

be quite a complicated business. This philosopher holds that 

1. Henri Bergson: Creative Evolution. p.92 

2. Henderson. op. cit. p.484 
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Schopenhauer deoased the notion of will by making it the same as 

desire, neglecting the element of self-command; whereupon he follows 

his predecessor in debunking free-will, using a different approach. 

What is called freedom of the will he exolains , ~ , 
"is essentially the passion of superiority with respect to the one 

who must obey ••••• -this consciousness is in every will, and like

wise •••••• that absolute valuation 'this and nothing else is need-

ful now' 
' that inner certainty that obedience will occur, and all 

else that pertains to the state of the commandera"l 

Schopenhauer, it is true speaks of freedom of the will. 

Indeed freedom dwelt in the will alone, he maintains, but since will 

is outside of time space and causality, this "freedom'' existed only 

in transcendence, never in the empiric world. Here everything is 

determined by cause and effect. Such a philosophy had revolutionary 

consequences when applied to ethics. Good and evil, individual res-

ponsibility for actions, and individual guilt are meaningless terms, 

because the human being who performed a culpable action bad indeed 

acted of necessity. No prescriptions could be issued to the will, 

since it was free, absolute, and all-powerful. The intellect had no 

other purpose than to act as the servant of the will, to rationalise 

its comrm.nds, to make excuses for its actions. "In a. world entirely 

the work of the will, of absolute, unmotivated,causless,and 

unvaluated life-urge,intellect had of course only second place"2 

1. Nietzsche. Jenseits von Gut und Bose. p.28. Morga.n. op.cit. p.92 

2. Thomas Mann. op.ci t. p.a. 



The harmonious relationship between intellect and will 

which in Europe had kept philosophy sane during the long hegemony 

of ~Gh~~shc thought, and two centuries more, was now shattered 

beyond a doubt in the lerman Lands. The passionate pundits of the 
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nineteenth century drew heavily from these twin sources. Nietzsche 

and Schopenhauer were the precursors; they were the voices crying 

in the wilderness: Make straight the paths of the Neo-Lamarckians% 

Make straight the paths of Ibsen and Bernard Sbaw! The Victorian 

Evolutionists could look to the cell, and see therein a plausible 

reason for the Victorian Era. The apostles of the New Drama, 

beckoning to the Age of Will,lifted the stage-curtain on the new 

Utopia where self-expression was enjoying its heyday, where Soc-

ialists were unsocial, and women were intelligent. The deification 

of reason, which was the hallmark of the eighteenth century was 

followed in due time by the questioning of reason's legitimacy. 

The ideal human society as conceived by Rousseau and those who 

spoke of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity, where man's moral oblig-

ations as a social human being were determined primarily by the 

needs and values of the Whole society, during the nineteenth century 

was consigned to the Limbo of all things that were dubbed out of 

date. The ideals and values of the nineteenth century were said 

to be decrepit with age. This century became the scapegoat for all 

the centuries. The political,social and moral concepts that it in-

herited were declared invalid for their scope was too narrow to 



contain the heal thy energy of the evolving Mars. Human institutions: 
.) 

were not the collective expression of the good and evil inherent in 

the individuals who comprised them: they were good or evil in them-

selves. Your neighbour's claim came to be counted as of secondary 

importance when the two spheres of influence impin@9d one on the 

other, because the individual will is the criterion of all moral 

action. How fiercely Schopenhauer and Shelley,Lasalle and Karl 
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1~rx, Ruskin and Carlys1e, Morris and Wagner railed at its orthodoxies 

and ideals. Nietzsche and Zola spoke contemptuously of the herd and 

the herd morality. Ib sen and Shaw, ignoring the Roman proverb 

"securus judicat orbis terrarum", believed that to be right was to 

be in a minority; they wrote for the "educated conscience of the 

age." "The majority is never right%" says the individualist Stockman 

in An Enemy of the People. 

"That's one of the social lies a free thinking man is bound to rebel 

against. Vlho make up the majority in any given country? Is it the 

wise men or the fools? I think all must agree that the fools are in 

a terribly overwhelming majority all the world over "1 

Society, according to this way of thinking, must look for salvation 

to "the saving remnant." Ever,y age produces a few pioneer thinkers

individualists Who approach life in the belief that life needs no 

and must be lived for its own sake as an end in itself; justification, 

1. The works of Henrik Ibsen. prl46 
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men of strong will who mould rather than are moulded. Caesar is the 

Sha . 
v~an t3pe of the naturally great man, great not because he mortifies 

h1s nature in fulfilment of duty, but because he fulfils his own will. 

The optimism of Bernard Shaw, as revealed in hiswritings 

is something of a sardonic and rathless nature. In effect, he believes 

that man, however unworthy, has within him the seed of the Superman, 

and is capable of evolving to perfection on condition that he takes 

the trouble to improve. Muddle-headedness, (which flourishes espec-

ially in the thick air of northern countries), and a blind adherence 

to outworn creeds can lead him to catastrophe. The Life-Force which 

is using him as an experiment may wipe him out, if he fails to achieve 

the purpose of his existence to make place for a more co-operative 

and profitable expression of itself. On the other hand, a study of 

Shaw the man, pictured against the quiet background of his modest 

home at Ayot and St.Lawrence would give the impression that with 

him all is best, though he often doubts about the Englishman. His 

warmhearted courtesy, his genial disposition, and the soft music of 

his Irish voice, combine to make him a popular figure on every social 

occasion. 

His portraits, which are a good example of the many 

facets of the man, reveal him in a variety of moods and poses. He 

is seen as a Socialist, hirsute and hatted, with an ominous scowl 

of anarchistic propensity; as an impish deomon, equipped with hoofs 

and tail, and again as the magnetic personality who has the power to 
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infect almost everyone with the delight that he takes in himself, 

from the famous cartoons by Max Beerbohm; more unusual as the 

Philosopher of thoughtful mien in the Lumiere autochrome which 

Henderson chose for the fronispiece of his book. Of his many 

facets, the one best loved and remembered by the public would 

seem to be that Which reveals him as the incorrigible trouble-

maker, with his tongue in his cheek,-the kind of hybid Peter-Pan, 

whose better half has resolutely refused to grow up. 

From some of his busts he looks out with a scowl of 

reproof for humanity, but there is in it a touch of paternal sol-

icitude. It is a storm-cloud that will pass once the correction 

is administered, Whereas the cloud that hovers on the brow of 
~cJ...~hc.c-~.w l"~c.,..,·s as Cfl') Jvite.,.,..r.7 tc~t of J,~ fhys/or·)''\E)#rl'j 
Schopenhauer, though he re-asserted realism, yet conceived a new 

/ 

idealism - a rise above the pain and pleasures of the earthly 

creature into the vast nothingness of the peaceful Nirvana. As 

his system developed, however, ''In wrath over his own aversions 

he denied the will to live altogether"1• Nursing t,he repugnance 

he felt towards his fellow-man, like the insatiate cormorant,Which, 

consuming means soon preys dpon itself, he finally turned his 

gaze in upon his own makeup and found it all-vexatious. Event-

ually forsaken by his friends, except for his faithful poodle, he 

died a frustrated and embittered man. 

1. Encyclopaedia Britannica. Vol. 20. p.l04 (1946) 
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To Shaw the cardinal Rationalist error into ~ich 

Schopenhauer fell consisted in making happiness the real test of 

the value of life. Shaw is the most vigorous possible combatant 

of the pessimistic conclusion that life is not worth living; the 

keynote of religion is the pursuit of life for its own sake. Life 

is realised as activity that satisfies the will, that is as self~ 

assertion. Every extension or intensification of activity there

fore is an increase in life. The authorised versions of his 

biography notes that 

'~ile heartily subscribing to the metaphysics of Schopenhauer, 

he yet as heartily refuses to accept his pessimistic philosophy
1 

•••••• 

ha has been bold enough to drop the Nirvana nonsense - the pessimism, 

the rationalism, the theology and all the other subterfuges to 

which we cling because we are afraid to look life straight in the 

face and see in it, not the fulfilment of a moral law or the 

deductions of reason, but the satisfaction of a passion in us of 

which we can give no account."
2 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

1. Henderson. op.cit. p.476 

2. Ibid. Pp460 
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There is a keynote to the philosophy of every great 

or pioneer thinker: Shakespeare had is Hamlet, vragner his Free

willing of Necessity, Schopenbauer his Ylill to Live, and Nietzche 

his 1~fill to Power. So Shaw is the Apostle of the Life-Force, as 

calls it. This, he claims, is the right religion for the 

twentieth century, because it is in tune with the truths of science 

revealed by the intense research of the last three centuries. 

Religion is of no avail unless it can stand the test of science. 

Instead of Faith, Hope, and Charity, Shaw gives us Physics, 

Chemistry, and Biology; and the greatest of these is Biology. He 

maintains that the Church, which had weathered the fierce and 

persistent attacks of eighteenth century Rationalism went down 

before the first charge of the Evolutionists, because Darwin, 

with his biological religion had gripped the imagination of the 

modern man. Though he held no brief for Natural Selection, which 

he charged with having banished mind from t.he universe, Shaw had 

a grudging admiration for the mn who caught ~he ear of the world 

He with his ·Origin of Species, and made of Evolution a byword. 

summed it up: "One touch of Darwin makes the whole world akin. n 1 

Before starting on the new structure of a twentieth 

century religion, Shaw convinced himself that Christianity was 

start, and was now well nigh at the end inadeq_uate from the very 

1. Prefaces. p.507 
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of its tether. In the Preface to Androcles and the Lion he 

hands out peremptory decisions concerning the divine nature and 

mission of Jesus and succeeds on paper in wrecking the Chris-

tian structure by pulling the foundations from under it. He 

would accept Jesus as a prophet whose message, as interpretated 

. 
by Shaw, had valid application in modern society. Yea, and 

more than a prophet% because Jesus was the first Communist. 

Too ne ssage as given in the Gospel sJ we are told_, was taken and 

transformed by the Apostles, in particular by St.Paul, Whom 

Shaw dramatically casts in the rolL of villain, as opposed to 

Jesus the hero. The Christian religion then became identified 

with Salvationism; it postulated Gods and devils, and the buying 

off of divine wrath with presents called sacrifices and flatteries 

called praises. This is how it appears to the intensely econ-

omical Shavian mind: 

"Its practical disadvantage is tbat though it makes matters 

very easy r or the rich, it cuts off the poor from all hope of 

divine favor. And this ~uickens the moral criticism of the 

poor to such an extent, that they soon find the moral law 

within them revolting against the idea of buying off the deity 

with gold and gifts, though they are still ~uite ready to buy 

him off with the paper money of praise and professions of repent-

ance. 1 

1. Prefaces. p.530 
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Shaw makes use of certain texts in the Gospel to 

bolster up his Life-Force religion. He quotes Jesus as saying that 

we and our fathers are one. Is not this precisely the concl~sion 

reached by half a century of evolutionary preachers from Brom 

Buffon and Geothe to Butler and Bergson? he asks naively. The 

verse, "I came that you rray have 1 ife and have it more abundantly", 

is clearly an endorsement of the main thesis of Man and Superman 

and Back to Methuselah. "Judge not that you may not be judged", 

means that society Should get rid of judges and punishment, for 

the official clothed in ermine who sits on a bench is merely 

perpetuating vengeance. Let pople abandon all idea of marriage 

and family relationship because Jesus insisted: "he that does 

the will of my Father in Heaven, be is my brother and sister". 

The doctrine of Jesus was transformed, Shaw's ex

egesis shows, when the great idea flashed upon St.Paul, on the 

road to Damascus to connect the name of Jesus with the two 

terriers of sin and death that haunted him. He reconstructed 

the old Salvationism from which Jesus had vainly tried to redeem 

him and produced a fantastic theology which discarded man as he 

is and substituted a postul te called Adam. Christianity died as 

soon as it was born; Salvationism and atonement - the placation 

of a jealous and wrathful deity, which Jesus came to destroy

were established as the basis of the seudo-Christianity as prop

agated by Paul and the Apostles. 
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A religion that is intellectually acceptable and 

practical in application is the need of the modern world we are 

told. For Pilate to acquit Jesus was to overthrow civilization 

and all its institutions, 

"for no state has ever constituted itself on his principles 

or made it possible to live according to his commandments: 

those States who have taken his name have taken it as an alias 

to enable trern to persecute his followers more plausibly"
1 

During his early life in London, When Shaw the 

young journalist was living in obscurity,(entirely against his 

consent), the theory of Evolution as conceived by Charles Darwin 

was enjoying great popularity in scientific circles. Between 

the years 1878 and 1887 Samuel Butler wrote four books on biolog

ical theory in which he harked back to the earlier thinkErs such 

as Buffon, Lamarck, and Erasmus Darwin, stressing the vitalistic 

factor in the development of species. Lacking all recognised 

tools of se ience, and the sense of the difficulties in his way, 

he proceeded to tackle the problems of science with little sa11.e 

the deft pen of the literary expert in his hand. • Natural Selec

tion was at this time too solidly entrenched to suffer any setback; 

but at least Butler gave a jolt to scientific orthodoxy and proved 

a point for Bernard Shaw, viz., that the layman must keep a vig

ilant eye on t.he scientists,otherwise they are apt to lay claim 

1. Prefaces. P• 357 
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to the mantle of authority that Butler and Shaw tried to pull off 

the Shoulders of the Churchmen. 

These two lay scientists had more in common than 

an inveterate iconoclasm and a habit of putting things standing 

on their head; both of them had a strong revulsion for the 

bleak picture of human life that emerged from a logical extens-

ion of the doctrine of the survival of the fittest. It is true 

that Dauwin the patient industrious observer of species never 

envisaged such a deduction: he was a scientist, not a philos-

opher. It was Butler's unhappy experience that scientists 

looked askance whenever he indulged his passion for drawing 

his logical conclusions from their experiments: it caused him 

many an unhappy moment in his life; while Shaw could scarcely 

resist the urge to exercise his prerogatives as '~ishop of 

Everywhere", and be - among other things - a philosopher. 

Butler, though he used his great literary ability 

and keen methodical mind to further the Vitalistic view of 
\ 

Evolution, succeeded no more than in causing a ripple on the 

surface of biological thought during his lifetime. It remained 

for Sbaw, the heir to his betiefs in many respects and a much 

more able propagandist, to drive home the hard lesson of Natural 

Selection, and recall the faithful to the true path of Neo-

Lamarckism. Here is a sample of his telling invective: -
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tf 
I ask myself what ~ell has fallen on intelligent and humane 

men that they allow themselves to be imposed on by this rabble 

of dolts,black-guards,imposters,~uacks,liars,and worst of all, 

credulous conscientious fools. Better a thousand times Moses 

and Spurgeon (a then famous preacher) back again. After all, 

you cannot understand Moses without imagination nor Spurgeon 

without metaphysics •••• If it could be proved that the Whole 

universe had been produced by such Selection, only fools and 

rascals could bear to live."1 

Combining the theory of Vitalistic or Creative 

Evolution as developed by Lamarck, Buffon, Erasmus, Darwin, and 
r 

Samuel Butler with the elan vital of the French philosopher, 

Henri Bergson, Shaw produced a synthesis which, given the 

proper stamp, emerged as the Life-Force religion:- He wrote 

the canonical literature himself, one play called Man and Super-

man (1903), and a second play in five books, after the tradition 

of Moses, called Back to Methuselah A Metabrological Pentateuch. 

He introduces it thus:-

"Creative Evolution is already a religion, and is indeed now 

unmistakeably the religion of the twentieth century, newly arisen 

from the ashes of pseudo-Christianity, of mere scepticism, and of 

the soulless affirmations and blind negations of the Mechanists and 

Neo - Darwinians" 
2 

1. Prefaces. p.505 

2. Ibid. p.519 



Page 29. 

It is significant that of all his intellectual prog

enitors there is none to whom he is more explicit in acknowledging 

his debt than Samuel Butler. The magnitude of thta debt he owed 

to the writings of this Victorian thinker -at-large may be judged 

when we cometo observe that the dogmas of the Life-Force religion 

are closely related to the theological and evolutionary hypoth

eses propounded in these writings. It is more as a portent than 

for anything he wrote or thought that this strange observer of 

humankind must be regarded as one of the most significant figQres 

of the Victorian Era. Observing that the English are only too 

anxious to recognise a man of genius if somebody will kindly point 

him out to them, Shaw pointed out Butler, as ''in his own depart

ment the greatest English writer of the latter half of the XIX 

century" , 1 and acknowledged the fact that he himself produced 

plays in which t~utler's extraordinarily fresh,free, and future

piercing suggestions have an abvious share"2• When Butler died 

in 1902 the world was unconscious that he had even lived. The 

few people in London Who knew his comings and goings remembered 

him as an oddity, a person of many unrelated interests from 

sheepfarming to Darwinism to painting. He has been represented 

as the first great rebel against established creeds and institutions, 

1. Prefaces. p.l22 

2. Ibid. p.l23 



Page 30. 

or as Professor Joad puts it "he took the portentous lay figure of 

Victorian complacency by the throat and shook it until the 

stuffing came out." 1 Butler the iconoclast, who looked for 

images in every temple, whether of politics, science, art, or 

religion, that he might destroy them, had affinities with Shaw, 

the "Bishop of Everywhere", whose self-appointed mission it was 

to bring consolation to those who could no longer put their 

trust in a g> od many values they had inherited by proving to 

them that SQCh things went out when ASocialism and Vitalism 

came in. 

Butler was as naive in his demolition of the Christ-

ian Faith as he had been in his acceptance ot it. His doubts 

were confirmed when, on learning that some of the boys in his 

class were baptised and others not, be could see no difference 
• 

Whatever in their daily conduct. If there was no difference, 

then the Sacrament of Baptism became meaningless, and if it 

was meaningless, so were other Sacraments too- the whole cone-

eption of Sacramentalism in fact; and if that went, what was 

left of the Church's doctrine? He seriously ar~ed that if 

there was a personal God it mut be possible to lbcate Him and 

investigate His habits, and that, since He had never been loc-

ated He did not exist. 

1. C.E.M. Joad. Samuel Butler. p.l6 



Butler's religious views like all his other vital 

beliefs were corollaries of his theory of evolution. The 

ideas developed in his book Life and Habit relating to unconsc-

ious memory in living beings are the starting point of his 

religio-biological creed. They may be summarised in five 

main principles: (1) The oneness of personality between parent 
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and offspring; (2) memory on the part of the offspring of certain 

actions which it did in the person of its forefathers; (3) the 

latency of that memory until it is rekindled by a recurrence of ., 

the associated ideas; (4) the uncol:).scicnsness with which hab-

itual actions come to be performed; (5) the purposiveness of 

the actions of living beings, as of the machines which they 

make or select. 

In 1870 Dr. Ewald Hering, one of the most eminent 

physiologists of the day gave an Inaugural Address to the 

Imperial Royal Acaderey- of Sciences at Vienna, entitled "Memory 

as a Universal Function of Organised :Matter", in which he 

anticipated Butler's man thesis. Though Life and Habit was 

not published until 1878, the author bad been turning over the 

idea in his head for many years, as was his custom, and committ-

ing it to writing from t.ime to tine according as it began to 

take shape. It was in Montreal, in 1874, that he wrote the 

first passage be afterwards could date with accuracy. For the 

next four years he kept doggedly on the trail of his 'discovery', 
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struggling with ill-health and straitened circumstances,oscillating 

between elation and dep.a.ir. So great was the nervous exceite-

ment of the chase that he was unable to breathe properly. He 

dared to hope "that Life and Habit was going to be an adjunct to 

Darwinism which no one would welcome more gladly than Mr. Darwin 

himself."
1 

A double disappointment awaited him. In the first place, a 

friend called his attention to an article in Nature wherein 

Professor E. Ray Lankester had referred to Hering's lecture 

with admiring sympathy in connection with its further develop

ment by Haeckel. Secondly, Darwin completely ignored Life and 

Habit, which, we are told by Professor Hartog "was received by 

professional biologists as a gigantic joke - a joke, moreover, 

not in the best possible taste. "2 

The book had implications far wider than the merely 

biological. Butler was seeking to understand the relation of 

man's soul to the universe. Like Shaw, he wanted a scientific 

basis for religion, a correlation of man's physical needs and 

spiri tu.al aspiration into an intelligible whole. His theory 

of a vitalistic evolution based on unconscious memory, intell

igence, and will seemed to him to offer the basis for such a 

view. This led further to a monistic view of nature - the 

organic world unites to form a single compound personality, 

1. Life and Habit. p.33 

2. Introduction to Unconscious Memory. p.xii 
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whose units are to the whole as buds are to a tree, or as the 

cells of our bodies are to OQrselves. The memories which all 

living forms show by their actions to have in common prove 

that they are animated by a common soul, 

"we and th~ mosses being part of the same vast person in no 

figurative sense, but with as much bona fide literal truth as 

when we say that a nan's fingernails and his eyes are part 

of the same ma.n. It is in this Person that we may see the 

Body of God - and in the evolution of this Person, the 

~stery of His Incarnation"
1 

Here one may detect the expression of a philosophy 

that conceived of God in terms ar a single Being or Animator 

of all living things - a single Spirit "whom we cannot think 

of under any other name than God"
2

• From the earliest times 

Pantheism had identified the universe with God, as with a 

single force or life animating all things; it held that 

"God is everything and everything is God", thus including 

the inorganic which Butler was not prepared to do. Pantheism, 

nevertheless, contained a vague prophetic sense of something 

that could not become coherent until interpreted in the light 

of the evolutionary views of Buffon, Erasmus,Darwin, Lamarkt 

and Butler. 

1. Collected Essays, Vol.l. p.35 

Ibid. p.37 



Butler poses the question: What does Living mean 

when he says : "One sole energy governs all things"? He 

answers, 
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"We cannot understand how one sole energy governs, let us say, 

the reader and the chair on which he sits: if by an effort we 

convince ourselves that we understand something which can be 

better expressed by these words than by any others, no sooner 

do we turn our backs than the ideas so painfully collected 

fly apart again"
1 

Butler was seeking an exposition of the 

m.yster of life and the universe that would lead to a 

"comfortable conclusion." What he sought was a working 

hypothesis or a handy formula to fit neatly into his method

ical scheme of things; a bridge between man as mortal and 

man as immortal, that would close the ~P which appeared 

when Butler turned his back on orthodox theism and stopped 

saying his prayers. He found that Pantheism in the long run 

had nothing "comfortable'1 to offer: it was practically nothing 

else than atheism because "it has no belief in a p9 rsonal deity 

overruling the affairs of the world as Divine Providence"2 

With orthodox Theism,on the other hand, he was involved in the 

same difficulty, inasmuch as he believed that a person without 

flesh and blood "or so:aethir1g analagous" is not a person. He 

took issue on the grounds that, Orthodox Theism ;resented us 

1. "God the Known" p.20. 

2. Ibid. p.23. 



with a God who has no body evident to human sense, a pure 

spirit, yet according to the Athanasian Creed, in one aspect 

of its triune nfl.ture, "perfect man, of a reasonable soul, 

and human flesh subsisting"• If, therefore, God exists in 

corporeal farm- and Butler could not conceive of an intell

igence without a body -
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"this body must be reasonably like other bodies, and must 

exist in some place and at some time. Furthermore, it, must 

do sufficiently nearly what all other "human flesh" belonging 

to "perfect man" must do, or cease to be human flesh"
1 

The Christian conception of the Deity, therefore, 

according to 3utler, proves to be as incomprehensible as that 

of Pantheism; it is marked by the, same confusion of language 

which led him to describe the Pantheist as atheistic. Later 

on he reversed the view be had supported throughout the greater 

number of his works (a view that would appear to Bernard Shaw 

to be the more logical) pointing out that, When he separated 

the organic from too inorganic it was an arbitrary distinction 

Which be found himself no longer able to maintain. He dec

ided to reconstruct what he had written, but this project he 

never succeeded in effecting, though he returned to the subject 

again and again in Unconscious Memory (1880), in the Appendix 

to the edition of Evolution Old and New (1882), and in 

1. God the Known p.25 
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Luck, or Cunning? (1886). In the concluding chapter of Unbonscious 

Memory he writes: 

"At parting, therefore, I would recommend the reader to see every 

atom in the universe as living and able to feel and remember, 

but in a humble way. He must have life eternal as well as 

matter eternal; and the life and the matter must b~ joined 

together inseparably as body and soul to one another. Thus 

he will see God everywhere ••••• We shall endeavour to see the 
'iS 

so-called inorganic living, in respect of the qualities it has 
/' 

in common with the organic, rather than the organic as non-

living in respect of th:l qualities it has in common with the 

inorganic". 1 

However he might emphasize the wide difference 

which separated him from the orthodox theologian, Butler remained 

to the end a Broad Churchman. "He hadn, says :M:uggeridge "what 

he wanted, 'free thought and religion'. The universe became a 

more hospit2ble place in his eyes, because more secure, gilt-

edged rather than speculative."
2 

If God exists, he thought, 

then~e must pe personal and material; and if personal then, 

though inconceivably greater than man, still limited in time 

and space, and capable of making mistakes concerning His own 

interests. He must exist on earth, He must have existed 

throughout all time, He must have a tangible body. "Where then," 

asks Butler, ''is the body of this God?" 
3 

1. Quoted in "God the lfnown". p.35 

2. Malcolm Muggeridge. The Earnest ~theist. p.218 

3. "God the Known". p.29 
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God, he answers, is not outside the universe, nor does 

the latter proceed towards some fixed goal according to a precon-

ceived plan. "God is the animal and vegetable world, and the 

animal and vegetable world is God" 
l This God, he argues, is not 

eternal in His beginning, nor is He immortal: His existence eo-

incides in time with the span of organic life, and this life in 

its diversity of fonns is the body of God manifested to mankind. 

Butler dees his best to minimise the difference between this 

manifestation and the epiphany of the Incarnation. He found no 
-

reason to deny that "God has taken our natu.re upon Him"; in fact 
,, 

he would affirm it literally and "intelligently, whereas the 

theologian , he believes, uses the language "vaguely"• 

"He has taken flesh and dwelt among u.s from the day that He first 

assumed our shape some millions of years ago until now. God 

cannot become man more especially than He can become other 

living forms, any more than we can become our eyes more especially 

than other of our orga.ns"2 

In the essay God the Known and God the Unkno\m the 

history of ideas is described in terms of an evolution from the 

belief in a multiplicity of Gods as expressed in pagan religions, 

to the monotheistic creed of modern times. Among "the more 

eligible races of mankind" two main streams of thought have been 

1. "God the Known". p.31 

2. Ibid. p.39 
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discernible, that from polytheism to monotheism, which means that 

the world is infused with one spirit, and that from polytypism 

to monotypism, which means that a.ll animals and plants have 

gradually come to be seen as differentiations of a single sub-

stance. Butler explains how the efforts of long centuries of 

doubt, of assiduous search for an answer to the crucial question 

Where is Thy God? have received their reward in the late nine-

teenth century. The tendency of universal opinion has moved in-

exorably towards a confluence of these two main streams of thought: 

the many gods have become one God; the IIRny forms of life are now 

one form, since all things organic are merely the offspring of a 

"single God - impregnate substance"! Which was protoplasm. 

From this essay there emerges an idea of God as a 

person, possessed of a bo~, not eternal nor yet immortal, bound 

by the tyranny of space and t iiJ.l3 like all organic life, and ex-

isting in that organic life in its many diversities of form. 

Butler proceeds to equate this idea with that contained in the 

dogmas of Christian theology. The confusion arises from the 

fact that he attempts to express his religio-biological creed 

in terms of 

theological 

Evolution. 

orthodox theism, just as Eernard Shaw uses the 
of 

terminology to explain his religion (reative tf 
A 

This arbitrary limitation and expansion of the 

1. "God the Known." p.30 
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accepted meaning of certain terms will send any dissertation on the 

subject heading for the rocks that does not take into account the 

special mentality of the writers themselves, and the age in which 

they wrote. 

The Victorians were remarkable for what they considered 

to be their heroic lack of faith. Huxley's injunction to "sit 

down before the facts" became more acceptable than the appeal to 

old authority. In due time the old authority not only was being 

questioned for its orthodoxy but was also being misinterpreted 

to the masses by the newly arisen priesthood of Science, which 

began to appropriate to itself in turn both the claim to infall

ibility of dogma and the privilege of reforming the language of 

religion as it thought fit. Bernard Shaw wrote recently that the 

current bandying of words over the issues of Communism had led to 

such misunderstanding among the people concerning the meaning of 

these words that we need a dictionary of Marxism in order to 

straighten things out. He might well have extended the suggest

ion to include a dictionary of his Life-Force religion. The 

Theist, if he did not define certain terms before making use of 

them - a procedure rigorously adhered to by the Scholastics, -

at least had no secrets concerning their denotation. 

Butler admitted that he had no intellectual diffic

ulties in adhering to his own creed, and still continuing to be 

a Broad Churchman. He had no quarrel with the orthodox theologian: 
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he and the theologian spoke of God as a person; "norr said he, 

"do we find difficulty in adopting such an expression as that 

"God has taken our nature upon Him" 
1 

Of the resemblance between 

the two, he said, there could be no doubt; except for this diff

erence, that he adopts the language "intelli~tly", while the 

theologian uses it "vaguely"; and this would seem "to reduce the 

differences of opinion between the two contending parties to dis-

putes about detail"•2 Shaw likewise frequently expresses his 

neo-tbeological conceptions in the familiar phraseology of orth-

odox religion. His practice of personifying God, when in reality 

he mentally identifies God with a mystical and impersonal "Force", 

is a practice which many ~ople quite justly condemn. Butler 

and Shaw were fond of talking science in the language of religion, 

and religion in the language of science. They also talked pol-

itics and psychology in terms of biology and religion, and vice 

versa. 

Butler felt that his God .was more admirable than the 

orthodox God and more comprehensible. He needed no other for 

this world, and indeed there is no room for any other in his con

centric scheme of things. But be thought there might be a still 

d known "God n looming behind this one composed of 
greater an an un 

1. "God the lfn.own" p.38 

2. Ibid. p.39 
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lesser ones as the first God is composed of the living forms of 

earth, and as we are composed of the cells of our own bodies. 

Beyond this second "God" we should not wish to go at present. 

"It is no reproach to a system," he wrote, "'lha t it does not 

profess to give an account of the origin of things; the reproach 

rather Should lie against a system vmich professes to explain 

it, for we may be well assured that such a profession would, 

for the pesent at any rate, be an empty boasttt1 

He offers us immortality, but does not offer resurrection from 

the dead. To have contributed to the "grcwth of God" by our 

having Shared His life, thus aiding Him in the development of 

the fulness of His being should be considered sufficient reward 

for mortal man. \1e make our immortali ties even as we make our 

1 ive s. According to this view, then, not all men are born 

into the life to cone. For those who "grunt and sweat under 

a weary life" the only comfort that Butler offers them is to 

say that their sufferings "will tend to the happiness of those 

who come after us, even if not to our own"
2 

This completes the main t:Brt of Butler's thesis in 

which he developed his monistic view of the universe. Not 

all his theological views found favour with Bernard Shaw. The 

latter, for instance was not at all concerned with looking for 

the "body of this God" and trying to locate it. His mind was 

too flexible, too wide-embracing, and too much in sympathy with 

1. "God the Known" pp49 

2. Ibid. p.45 
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the mass of humankind to indul@9 in a theoretical search for a 

tidy, gil t-edged,bachelor-minded universe. But he greatly ad

mired the works of his Victorian predecessor, especially when they 

spoke of the necessity for revolt against what seemed to him 

anthropomorphism in religion and conventionality in morals. 

More important still, he found himself furiously fighting on the 

same sie as Butler wren he attacked the Darwinians for banishing 

mind from the universe, and when he accepted as the biological 

basis of his Life-Force religion the Vitalistic conception of 

evolution which returned Will to its dominant place in the world 

as the urge inherent in all living beings towards a higher and 

more complex mode of existence. 

To appreciate the relationship between the monistic 

theory advanced in God the Known and God the Unknown and the 
/ 

Sbavian postulate of an elan vital, (derived from.Bergson),and 

an evolving Supennan, it is necessary to take a glance at the 

cosmic picture that errerges from a summary of the main tenets of 

the Life-Force hypothesis. 

To Bernard Sbaw, the universe is God in the act of 

making Himself. At the back of the universe, according to this 

~stical conception, there is a great purpose, a great will. This 

force behind the universe is bodiless and impotent without exec-

utive power of its own. After innumerable experiments and mistakes 
' 

the force has succeeded in changing inert matter into the amoeba, 
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the amoeba into so;me more complicated organism, and finally has 

evolved a man with hands and a brain to accomplish the work of 

the Will. Man is not the ultimate aim of the Life-Force, but 

only a stage in the scale of evolution. The Life-Farce will go 

still further and produce something greater than man, viz., 

Superman, and will finally evolve through Angel and Archangel 

to an omnipotent and omniscient God. 

Bernard Shaw, who looked out upon the world and saw 

that it was not good, at the same time took the meamre of evolv

ing humanity and reckoned it as intrinsically disposed to evil• 

but, on condition that it co-operates with the pur9ose of the 

Life-Force, capable of fulfilling its high destiny. This purpose 

- the unconscious urge to higher life as organic life passes 

through innumerable gradations of being, is even yet in contin

uous process of being achieved. The survival value of man, 

therefore, is valid only in so far as man surrenders himself to 

the Life-Force as the instrument of Will, as the vehicle ar 

Will's perpetuation and self-detennination. And When his course 

is run, man, bowing out with "Nunc dimittis" on his lips so to 

speak, will "hand on his burden to new and better uen". 1 "Bernard 

Shaw' s religion", writes Henderson in his biographical study, ''is 

the express ion of his Faith in Life and in the ':fill. He regards 

man as divine, because ,actually, he is the last effort of the '!fill 

1. Back to Methuselah. p.36 
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to realize itself as God. And he does not believe in the doctrine 

of immortality.~1 
We see in the Shavian cosmic picture,therefore, not 

the old Pantheism dressed up in modern language, but something 

very close to Butler's monistic conception of the world as a 

single complex personality. All life is the expression of Will; 

This will is not static but evolving towards higher consciousness. 

God,or the Life-Force is in matter; He is evolving towards the 

fulness of His being according as matter evolves from the first 

speck of protoplasm that became charged with life up to the 

complex organisms so far achieved. Butler's "single God-impregnate 

substance'1 which was protoplasm becomes in the terminology of the 

Shavian religion the conquest of matter by the Life-Force. 

Lilith, the mythical being of ambivalent sex in Back to Methuselah 

who first confided the secret of life to the serpent in the Garden 

of Eden, and who personifies the Life-Force in the artistic bible, 

explains it thus: "I am Lilith. I brought life into the whirl

pool of force, and compelled my enemy matter to obey a living 

soul"·z 

With Butler, as with Sb.aw, the adage that God helps 

those Who help themselves is literally true; and those who help 

themselves are helping God. Like Voltaire, they 'IWuld advise us 

1. Henderson. op.cit. p.484 

2. Back to Methuselah. p.300 
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to CQltivate our o~ garden. But their's wa.s a different 

garden from Voltaire's; its cultivation meant to them a eontrib-

Qtion to human progress. Their eyes were fQture-piercing; and 

the vision they beheld in the far distance was rewarding enou.gh 

to make them want to strive for it here and now, even thou.gh 

the reward is meant only for the generations yet to come. Shaw 

beheld the Superman. Bu.tler saw a generation of Messiahs. 

Evolution, they both believed, would ea.u.se these visions to 

become a reality. In terms of the Life-Force,the evolutionary 

Qrge meant that as long as man can conceive something better 

than himself he cannot be easy u.ntil he is striving to bring it 

into existence, or clearing the way for it. This is the law of 

man's life. This is the working in him "of Life's incessant 

aspiration to higher organisation, wider,deeper,intenser 

self-consciousness, and clearer self-understanding." He must 
1 

look to society for his rule of life, and his moral conduct is 

to be regulated with an eye to the spiritual and rm terial 

advancement of the human family. Shaw believes that the real 

joy of life consists in a total, unselfish surrender of self to 

the purpose of the Life-Force. Since this Pu.rpose is aiming at 

the final perfection of the human species, operating according 

to the laws of evolution whereby the acquirements achieved in 

one generation are handed on to the next,(the Neo-Lamarckian 

thesis) any person is aiming at the highest good as long as he 

1. Man and Superman. p.l75 
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is co-operating with the Purpose by wearing himself out in its 

service before finally being "thrown on the scrap heap"• 

Butler beheld Evolution as the panacea for the 

lamentable state of rran, morals, and religion- these topics 

which were continually the subject of his satirical writings. 

"Give the world time" he said in one of his conversations with 

Chudleigh, "an infinite number of epochs, and, according to 

its past and p~sent system, like the coming tide each epoch will 

advance on each, but so slowly that it can hardly be traced, man's 
) 

body becoming finer to bear his finer mind, till man becomes not 

only an ange 1 but an archange 1. '\ 

For Butler then and for Shaw, the last man will be 

first in excellence of all physical and mental attributes. 

Evolution introduced a new principle into biology: it showed 

that the change and flow of time were factors that must be 

reckoned in the evaluation of living beings. Time now becomes 

a function of life. For Butler and Smw these are more like to 

God who live later than those who were born earlier. Browning's 

lines assume a more 9ointed significance: 

"The last of life,for which the first was· rrade"2 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * ** * * * * * * * * * * 

1. Muggeridge. op.cit. p.92 

2. Robert Browning. "Rabbi Ben Ezra"- Campbell and Pyrei Editors. 
English Poetry of the Nineteenth Century. p.559 
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It is worthy of note that Bernard Sbaw does not 

claim to be a great novelist, or a great dramatist, or a great 

critic. His attitude is that either he is or he is not great, 

and that is the end of the matter. But it is highly signitic-

ant that Shaw claims to be a philosopher, and highly signific-

ant too that he has ap)ointed himself the first prophet of the 

twentieth century religion of Creative Evolution. Hesketh 

Pears on quotes him as confidently posing the query, "Why am I 

the best educated philos/opher in England"?l and his Preface to 

Back to Methuselah, wri ttten in his declining years ( ''J.Jfy sands 

are running out"2) is not bacl.C'l:ard in emphasizing the part he 

has played in elaborating the New Theology and composing its 

bible. G.K. Chesterton has written that Shaw is very dogmatic, 
Jl,...-1 /s f.ru..e. 

but that he is also very humble~AHe talks a lot; and that in 

itself is something to build on, because the proud man will 

hold his tongue lest he give occasion to one whom he considers 

as intellectually inferior to trace too clearly the borderlines 

of his mental vision. It is to Shaw's credit that he has made 

his mind an open book to the world. It would seem that he 

considered it a matter of the utmost urgency to unload his 

store of wisdom on humanity according as it accumulated, to 

deliver it fresh from the factory of the Life-Force, to serve 

1. Hesketh Pearson. G.B.S. p.234 

2. Prefaces. p.524 
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the news up hot and steaming, as the phrase is in American 

Journalism. At ninety-two he is still actively engaged in 

writing, faithfully following out his own prescription to spend 

himself to the last ounce of strength until the time when he is 

ready to be thrown on the scrap-heap. He might well take for 

patron saint the Venerable Bede, who, sitting on his deathbed 

surrounded by his secretaries, dictated with feverish haste as 

the last hours of his life ran down the sand-clock, and ex

horted his brethren with the words: Write, write. 

It has been noted that Shaw very often leaves 

himself opon to the charge of self-contradiction, because 

even people with a short memory can see that he will argue 

with reckless bias in favour of any question, and, on the 

slightest provocation, repeat the performance in favour of the 

opposite view. The world cries inconsistent when it detects 

him saying yes and no to the same question on different occas

ions; but one may depend on it that he can always rise to the 

occasion with a disconcerting reply. Vfuen one confounded 

critic exclaimed in desperation: '~r. Shaw you speak like two 

people", he calmly replied: "Why only two"? To the same charge 

he is always ready with the effective rejoinder: l'ho~na absurde 

est celui qui ne change jamais. According to this view the 

stationary is stagnant, evolution is progress. 



Page 48. 

From the beginning of his literary career commentators 

have enjoyed themselves with tacking labels on Shaw, deriving him 

from this and that source, while he himself took great delight in 

tearing off the labels, exposing the futility of any effort to 

put a price on him, and enjoying the discomfiture of the self

appointed salesmen. Literary jobbers were warned off the Shavian 

compound. He had discovered himself in the first place, he had 

advertised himself without any help from outside, and what was 

more, he bad sold himself to the public as an oracle. It was 

never his intention to be known as the second Schopenhauer, or 

the new Samuel Butler, or the right hand man of Sydney Webb. He 

would be the first Bernard Shaw, or not at all. He was chary of 

those adventurers of the pen who, likeFrank Harris, were ove~ 

eager to lend their services as biographers, confident that 

however authentic or unauthentic the material presented, the 

story of his life was sure to be a profitable commercial advent-

ure. 

The case of Frank Harris was enough to convince him 

that the Shavian legend was delicate subject matter, and should, 

therefore, on no account be entrusted to unauthorised biographers. 

There was the other case of an American, the son of an Irish 

policeman in Boston Who wanted to solve the Shavian dilemma by 

using detective methods. This ambitious adventure proved 

troublesome for all concerned: Shaw vetoed the manuscript; the 
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publisher, therefore, refused to publish; and the policeman's 

son in his dejection committed suicide. 

teenth 

firm. 

That Smw has borrowed ideas from nearly every nine
Nu. 

century who had any.~evidence seems conclusively to con-

He is willing to admit the fact himself in his serious 

moments. "I am a crow who have followed many ploughs, n
1 

he wrote 

at the beginning of the century. But he feels a real sense of 

amusement and self-satisfaction as he observes his former 

colleagu.es the professional cri tics ("I have been one myself" 
2

) 

wandering over wide countryside in anxious search of the proper 

plough. When he declares his intention to show them the way 

as he does in the Preface to Major Barbara,what he really 

accomplishes is to lead them off the main road down some pleasant 

Irish bohareen. He is talking about the native sanity of Charles 

Lever when everybody is waiting to hear about Ibsen; he is res-

urrecting the obscure and harmless Captain Wilson when he should 

be burying the notorious and dangerous Charles Darwin. 

The excellence of Shaw lies not so much in his orig-

inality as in his ability to harness every sort of intellectual 

current for his religious powerhouse. No matter how irreconcil-

able one set of ideas may seem with another some prestidigitator's 

trick can always make them serve as supplenents to one another. 

So har.monious does the new relationship appear, and so overwhelming 

l.Prefaces p.721 

2. Ibid. p.610 
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is the mass of arguments piled QP in its favour lest some 

foolhardy qQestioner begins to look PQ33led, that the casual 

reader is prepared to admit that this thing was foreordained 

from the beginning. We are dealing in this essay with one 

of the most able propaganists of the century, a magician 

whose touch was enough to recall obscure thinkers already 

dead to pre-eminence of fame, if not to fortune. It must 

su.ffice for these that they helped the ~ ster to amass a 

personal fortune - even while he was preaching Socialism. 

In the field of literature and ideas he reversed the British 

invasion of Ireland: he carried the war right into the enemw 

country, silencing the opposing lines with a heavy barrage of 

propaganda; and then, as a ~sture of peace, he named the 

prophets of the Sasanach as his precursors and rewarded them 

finally with niches in his monument. For, like Herace, he 

can truly say: t~xegi monumentum aere perennius" • Occupying 
1 

the most prominent niche stands Samuel Butler, and round about 

the pedestral, besides the lesser British precursors, there 

are the intellectual leaders of the continent on whose 

shoulders Shaw chose to stand: Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, 

Lamarck, Ibsen, Marx, Bergson, and "the celebrated Buffoon". 

These are the writers whose peculiar sense of 

1. Horaoe. Odes. Book Three. xxx 
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the world Shaw recognized as more or less akin to his own. 

The stress has been on those e1ements of their works which he 

held to be in sympathy with the religion of Creative Evolution. 

As the structure of this religion takes clearer shape in the 

following chapters the materials here described will appear 

familiar. The Christian ethic and the Shavian ethic will be 

explained in their agreement and disagreement: and those 

parts of Shaw's religious writings which have a direct 

learing on Biblical exegesis, and which contain his proposals 

for bringing the Christian religion into closer confonnity 

with his own faith will also be dealt with. It will be seen 

that the New Theology uses the orthodox terminology, and 

that the ethics of the Life-Force are usually conceived in 

their relation to Christian ethics. 

• * * * * * * * * * * * 
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C HA P T E R II 

- - - - CHRIST~ITY REWRITTEN 

An American writer once hazarded the opinion that 
Bernard Shaw was an emissary of the devil, because he stated truth 
in such a provocative way that noone would listen to it thereafter. 
To shock the conventionalists is part of the main business of his 
life and his handling of religion, as of other subjects, is cal
culated to shock. The great Shavian paradox is Bernard Shaw 
himself. He rests his case on the Life-Force, and uses his in
cisme intelli@9nce to battle the pretensions of modern ~tionalism. 
He invites his public to witness a circus of intellectual gymnas
tics; and when the show is over he tells the confused audience that 
it has in reality been witnessing the birth of a new religion. This 
purpose is to dazzle and puzzle rather than to enlighten and 
convince. He is a playboy cutting cerebral capers,- a born mount
ebank capitalizing on a world of confusion in order to sell 
creative Evolution, socialism, and Bernard Shaw as the only sound 
and stable values that remain. It is to his advantage that the 
world has so many puzzles; it is his delight that the tragedy is 
invariably mixed with the comedy, and that the eternal truth must 
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he sought for in the heart of the jest. '~very dream is a prophecy: 

every jest is an earnest in the womb of Time"1 says Father Keegan in 

John ~ull's Other Island. Shaw is able to see life in its baffling 

and intriguing complexity. To express this complexity in simple 

straightforward language is not his purpose, for the simple reason 

that his religiion is for tt:e few. Leg-pulling and virtuosity are 

not typical of religious founders. Christ at no point displayed 

virtuosity to puzzle and dumb-found; but Shaw began to crow when 

he found that Christ was guilty of a pun in the words: "Thou art 

Peter, and upon this rock ••• " 

Bernard Shaw felt that it was his serious duty to rid 

the world of cant and hypocricy. He decided that the first step in 

that direction was to bring Victorian London around to his way of 

thinking. He set himself to put first principles back into circ

ulation, and to strengthen the proverbial British common sense with 

a wholesome dash of Irish objective thought. His method of pointing 

out common sense was often very puzzling to the common man, who in 

his sober solid way likes to see his world standing right-side-up. 

Shaw, on the other hand saw every advantage in standing a thing 

on its head if only such a posture made the article more noticeable, 

more baffling, and therefore worth knowing and ac~uiring. His 

approach to the question of religion was unusual and pr?vocative 

because he refused to treat the subject with gravity. The mere 

1. John Bull's Other Island. p.l25. 
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introduction of wit into the discussion of ultimate beliefs appears 

flippant and irreverant to the orthodox, just as G.K.Chesterton's 

Defense of Orthodoxy seemed frivolous to a rationalist like Joseph 

MeCabe. For Shaw, on the other hand, there is nothing incompatible 

between wholesome wit and lofty wisdom. When first he began to 

prmulgate his opinions, they appeared, he thought extravagant and 

even insane. 

"In order to gain a hearing (he explains) it was necessary for 

me to attain the footing of a privileged lunatic with the licence 

of a jester ••• MY method is to take the utmost trouble to find 

the right thing to say and then say it with the utmost levity. 

And all the tire the real joke is that I am in earnestrt1 

It has been the remarkable destiny of Bernard Shaw to pass within 

a brief span from the position of jester extraordinary to the 

English speaking people to that of a philosopher with a message 

so serious that he scarcely dares couch it in serious form. From 

Widowers' Houses to Androcles and the Lion and Pygmalion he has run 

the gamut from unrelieved seriousness to fantastic farcicality. 

Shaw has adopted in general the gen tie policy of laughing his ad-

versaries to death. 

To tell Bernard Shaw that he is a Christian would un-

doubtedly provoke another Preface. Considering the fact that he 

has answered all the outstanding questions of his time in the very 

bulky collection of Prefaces now in existence, and seeing that 

1. Henderson. op.cit. p.l99 
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great areas of these pages have still to be explored by readers of 

English, one feels that there is no need at the present time to 

volunteer this infonnation. It is a noteworthy fact that while 

he is at his best when composing a panegyric on Christianity, a 

task he feels it his duty to perform at regular intervals, he 

can also appear a very serious and compelling preacher when he 

is acting as the infallible authority on the interpretation of 

the Scriptures, and assuming the role of Christian missionary 

as he calls on the people - believers and unbelievers - to 

reconsider the message of the Gospels as being the only panacea 

for the confusion and questioning of our time. G.K. Chesterton, 

who claimed to be the only person who understood Shaw, stoutly 

maintained that he was "the greatest of the modern Puritans - and 

perhaps the last." Besides a great many other illuminating 
1 

observations1 he noted that this remarkable product of the Irish 

Protestant Garrison had Bunyan for his favourite author, and 

that "All his plays were indeed 'plays for Puritans'"
2 

The formative influence in Shaw's early life were 

of a nature to inculcate in him that disrespect for popular rel-

igion, and that contempt for social pretensions which are so 

deeply ingrained in his work and character. So strong and endur-

was his reaction against the sham respectability, the pretentious 

1. Chesterton. op.cit. p.42 

2. Ibid. p.51 
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piety parading as religious faith which surrounded him in his 

early life that his philosophy became, as his biographer expressed 

it in the year 1911, "the consistent integration of his empirical 

criticisms of society founded on authority and based upon 

Capitalism"1 The impressions received at Sunday church service 

never left him. They were accountable, he explained years after

wards, for "all the vulgarity,savagery,and bad blood which has 

marred my lierary work"2 The rules of conduct, the pictt1re of 

Heaven, the idea of God, the teaching of Jesus, - all these 

things as he learned them at home, at school, and at church 

appealed neither to his reason nor to his aesthetic sense. He 

looked for a pragmatic code of ethics, a better heaven, a God that 

was not represented as an "elderly gentleman", a knowledge of Jesus 

that excluded the disciples and St.Paul. He went straight to the 

Gospels and found what he wanted. He came to the conclusion that 

the Christian message Which he learned as a boy was polluted with 

temporalities and legends. The true Gospel was still there, he 

believed; and tbe Preface to Androcles and the Lion brought it to 

light. Finally, he undertook to show that there was no reason to 

believe that there was anything in the teaching of Jesus contrary 

to the religion of Creative Evolution. 

Under the beading "Why not give Christianity a trial?" 

he begins his commentary on the New Testament, assuring his public, 

lest it should lose patience with him and shut the book, that he is 
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as sceptical and scientific a modern thinker as you will find 

anywhere. The choice, he assures us, is still between Jesus and 

Barabbas. If the history of the past two thousand years shows 

us that the old cry of "Not this man, but Barabbas" is still new, 

he would not write off Christianity as a failure; on the contrary 

he maintains that"'This man' has not been a failure yet; for 

nobody has ever been sane enough to try his way". 1 _,l We are given 

to believe that Christianity would have got off to a better start 

had Jesus known as much about economics and politics as Bernard 

Shaw. In the Preface to Androcles and the Lion we read: 

"I must still in sist that if Jesus could have worked out the 

practical problems of a Corrununist constitution, an admitted oblig

ation to deal with crime without revenge or punishment, and a 

full assumption by hwnani ty of divine resp onsi.bilities,he would 

have conferred an incalculable benefit on mankind, because the se 

distinctive demands are now turning out to be good sense and 

sound economics"2 

At the outset of his career Shaw took every opportunity 

of publicly terming himself an Atheist, and at one time he appears 

to have doubted even the historical existence of Jesus. But later 

the Rev. R.J.Campbell satisfied him that Jesus had actually existed. 

Believing that it is the doctrine and not the man that matters, he 

1. Prefaces. p.525 

2. Ibid. p. 526 
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does not press the question of whether Jesus was divine or no; 

but he mentions the fact that those Who claim a literally divine 

paternity for Jesus cannot be silenced by the discover.v that the 

same cla~ was made for Alexander and Augustus. He is satisfied 

that Hesus was an extraordinary person, whose unusual message 

was future-piercing and thoroughly practical; this message if 

not wholly original - since the Gospels, we are informed,contain 

Greek and Chinese interpolations- has in the long run proved 

itself worthy of consideration by any modern practical statesnan. 

In contrast to the disciples, Jesus is described as 

1"e,., 
essentially a highly-civilized cultivated person.~ Most fonnidable 

stumbling blocks of Christianity,according to Shaw, are the first 

disciples. He is quite resurceful in the way he introduces these 

latter from time to time as scapegoats,laying on t,heir backs the 

sins of otherworldiness, of belief in Salvation,and ignorance of 

Fabianism that crop up without warning in the pages of the New 

Testament. "There are moments (he writes) When one is tempted to 

say that there was not one Christian among them, and that Judas 

was the only one who showed any gleam of common sense"1 Their 

idolatry of Jesus is explained as being simply the worship of 

ignorant men for one who possessed mental powers and insight quite 

beyond their cor~rehension: they worshipped this leader as a super-

human phenomenon, making his memory the nucleus of their crude 

1. Prefaces. p.620 
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belief in magic, their "Noahism", their sentimentality, and their 

simple morality with it~ punitive sanctions. 

In dealing with Jesus Christ Bernard Shaw does not 

follow some of the older historians by putting in to the mouth of 

his subject speeches representing his own opinions. His method 

has been rather to read personal meanings into the words of Christ. 

It will be a disputed question, depending on a person's religions 

affiliations, how far one may go in the 9rivate interpretation of 

the Gospel teaching, but in the case of Bernard Shaw it can scarcely 

be denied tba t he has taken tne bit between his teeth in this 

matter. Jesus is described as an advocate of Communism, on the 

strength of his advice to the young man to distribute his property 

among the poor; as an artist and Bohemian in his manner of life, 

because he resorted to the art of fiction by teaching in parables; 

as an enemy of the idea that forms of religion once rooted can be 

rooted out and replanted with the flowers of a foreign faith, and 

hence as an enemy of all proselytizing missionary enterprises, on 

the strength of the parable of the tares; and as a bigoted Jew who 

regarded his mission as addressed exclusively to the Hebrew people, 

because of the manner in which he addressed the woman of Canaan. 

In this last instance Shaw observes that the woman "melted the Jew 

out of him and made Christ a Christian"1 • 

There follows a more detailed exegesis of the Gospels 

in turn. We are informed tba t st.Ma tthew' s Gospel reveals Christ 

1. Prefaces. p.538 
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as being aristocratic in manner, or at the very least the son 

of a rich bourgeois. Shaw ob serves: 

'~e mQst be careful therefore to conceive Joseph, not as a modern 

proletarian carpenter working for weekly wages, but as a master 

craftsman of royal descent. John the Baptist may have been a 

Kier Hardie, -but the Jesus of Matthew is of the Ruskin-Morris 

class" 
1 

The Shavian commentary has it that the great chan@9 in the life 

of Jesus came when Peter hailed him as Christ. At this Jesus 

became extraordinarily pleased and excited, decLaring that Peter 

had a revelation straight from God, and he accepted his destiny 

as a god by announcing that he will be killed when he goes to 

Jerusalem. St. 1'fark' s Gospel is interpr-eted as advocating the 

Shavian miew of an independent pragmatic morality. Thus: 

''He tells us that Jesus went into the synagogues and taugb.t,not 

as the Scribes but as one having authority: that is, we infer, 

he preaches his own doctrine as an original moralist instead of 

repeating what the books say"2 

The Gospel according to St.Luke,we are told, has nothing that 

distinguishes it from the preceding two, save for the artistic 

flavoQr of the narrative. 

In the commentary on the fourth Gospel Shaw executes 

some nimble footwork, making of the narrative a propaganda piece 

1. Prefaces. p.541 

2. Ibid. p.541 
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for the Life-Force religion. Such texts as "I and my Father are 

one", "I came that you may have life and have it more abundantly", 

and the quotation from the ei@l ty-second Psalm, "I said you are 

Gods, n are emphasized as supporting the thesis that God is becom-

ing through humanity and all organic life; that man is evolving 

through higher stages towards the Superman, and finally towards 

the godhead; that if today man may be said to have life, his 

descendents in time may be said to have life more abundantly, 

because they will possess their virtues physical,intellectual, 

and moral, in a higher degree than their forefathers possessed 

them. 

As on many occasions it has been contended by the 

orthodox that Shaw's conversion to Christianity was complete, a 

few quotations had better be given to show how erroneous is the 

notion. In his reply to I:Tax Nordau entitled The Sanity of Art (1895) 

the Christian God i.:e as popularly imagined is described as a 

"fightfully jealous and vindictive old gentleman sitting on a throne 

above the clouds•"! In his essay On Going to Church (1896) he con-

cludes by saying: "I regard st.A thana si us as an irreligious fool -

that is, in the only serious sense of the word, a damned fool"~ Of 

the pivotal doctrine of Christianity he has this to say: "Popular 

Christianity has for its emblem a gibbet, for its chief sensation 

a sanqu.inary execution after torture, for its central mystery an 

1. 

2. Q.u.oted by D.A.Lord in "George Bemard Shaw",Catholic World. Vol.l02.p.773 
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insane vengeance bought off by a trumpery expiation". 1 And he 

adds in the same Preface to Major Barbara; "here my disagreement 

with the Salvation Ar~, and with all propagandists of the Cross 

(which I loathe as I loathe all gibbets) becomes deep indeed". 
2 

The Preface to Androcles and the Lion contains the 

most comprehensive study of Shaw' s views on the life and 

teachings of Jesus Christ. Bearing in mind his brief summary of 

the four Gospels, we may with profit consider here his Four 

Doctrines of Jesus. They are as follows. {1) God and man are 

one. {2) Private property is essentially wicked. (3) Punishment 

of criminals must be abolished. (4) Marriage and family relation

ships are definitely a drawback. 

In his interpretation of these doctrines Shaw reads 

fantastic meanings into the phrases of Jesus, until he persuades 

himself that Christ was a complete Shavian, who needed only a 

course in Fabian Lectures to make him the political saviour of 

the world. Jesus is applauded as biologist, economist, and 

criminologist rolled in to one, arriving at conclusions which the 

latest science is obliged to confirm. With manipulation and 

convenient omission, support for almost any view can be obtained 

from the New Testament; and Shaw has merely foll~led the example 

of other religion-makers by adding and taking from the teachings of 

Jesus whatever was needed to square it with the new evan~l. He 

has adopted the convenient plan of concentrating great attention 

1. Prefaces. p.l34 

2. Ibid. p 128 
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on points where the Shavian teaching coincides with that of Jesus; 

while those points that are in contradiction can always be attrib-

uted to the delusion, or to the intellectual incompetence of the 

evangelists, who are oftentimes blamed for writing down garbled 

versions of what they beard. 

The first doctrine Shaw attributes to Jesus reads as 

follows:-

"The Kingdom of Heav.en is within you. You are the son of God ;and 

God is the son of man. God is a spirit to be worshipped in spirit 

and in truth, and not an elderly gentleman to be bribed and begged 

from. We are members one of another; so that you cannot inquire 

or help your neighbour without injuring or helping yourself. God 

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

father are one" • 
1 

The Gospel injunction to love your neighbour as 

yourself is given a pragmatic and pantheistic colouring. The 

reminder that we are members one of another fits well into the 

idea of a universal self; a theosophical view propounded by Mrs. 

Besant,and closely related to Shaw's way of thinking, aswe shall 

see later; and it is bad business from a practical standpoint to 

injure your neighbour,because you are injuring yourself at the 

same time. Jesus sometimes speaks of himself as the Son of Man. 

He certainly never taught that God was the son of every man. Nor 

1. Prefaces. p.552 
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did he teach "you and your father are one" but "I and my Father are 

one. n If rran is also God, how can God be a l:P irit unless man is 

also a s9irit? But Shaw does not believe that God and man are one, 

because he has stressed the notion time and time again in Man and 

Superman and in Back to Methuselah that "God" was in the universe 

long before man, that man is but the expression of "Gods" urge to· 

create something better than Himself, and that man will be super-

seded if he fails. The assumption that Jesus generallytaught that 

the kingdon of heaven was inside a man and not a place or state 

and that man is God is contradicted time and time again throughout 

the Gospels. Earth and heaven are constantly put in opposition: as 

"Thy will be done on earth,as it is in heaven; a voice from heaven 

said 'This is my son'; till heaven and earth pass away" etc. 

Heaven is pictured in the sky, for stars are to fall from heaven; the 

sign of the Son of Man is to appear in heaven, and he is to come 

"in the clouds of heaven" heralded by angels who shall gather his 

elect from the four winds "from one end of heaven to the other"· 

Similarly God and man ~re constantly put in opposition. Speaking 

" the 11·gnt of the world", and the li,.~t to men Jesus says: you are nu 
must shine "to glorify your Father who is in heavenu. This same 

heavenly Father is pictured as feeding the birds and making the grass 

to grow, and the sun to rise and the rain to fall. All these things 

are imp os si ble to man conceived either in a physical or a spiritual 

sense. God and man,therefore, are not identical in the teachings 

of Jesus. 
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The second doctrine Shaw confirms reads: 

"Get rid of property by throwing it into the corrunon stock. Dissociate 

your work entirely from money payments. If yoQ let a child starve you 

are letting God starve. Get rid of all anxiety about to-morrow's 

dinner and clothes, because you cannot serve two masters - God and 

Mammon"
1 

When Shaw advises us to work without a:ny regard for 

money payments he is contradicting the view that he expressed so 

passionately in 1~jor Barbara, Where he describes money as the most 

important thing in the world. We are told that we cannot serve 

two masters - God and Mammon. But if God and man are one as Shaw 

maintains, then the distinction between the two masters has no 

validity. By serving God we are serving Mammon and vice versa. 

~esus did not teach Communism as Shaw implies, but alms-giving which 

is utterly alien to its principles. The Gospels commend the poor 

in spirit; they speak of the danger of riches as a hindrance to the 

pursQit of heavenly things that are far more important; and the phrase 

concerning the poor being always with us is an indication that Christ 

did not come to regulate the distribution of wealth. He did not 

preach equality of income for he admitted the claims of a Caesar; 

nether did he ever hint that equality of virtue would become a reality, 

even if the obligation to seek perfection is laid upon all. There 

are many mansions in heaven to correspond to the degrees of virtue 

achieved on earth. 

1. Prefaces. p.552 
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The evidence of his other writings points to the fact 

that Shaw's attitude towards material wealth is in sharp contrad

iction to his view here presented. The Greek maxim, "First secure 

an independent income, and then practice virtue" is closer to the 

truth. Economy is the keystone of his religious arch. Hence his 

persistent pleading for Socialism as the religion of the twentieth 

century, whereby money and salvation will be made available to 

the poor, as against the so-called Salvationism of the Christian 

Churches, Which,he thinks, limits salvation to the respectable 

middle and upper classes who can afford to pay for a reserved seat 

in heaven. For the sake of economy he would have the State make 

short shrift of criminals, not because the State is too humane to 

punish, but because it would be too thrifty to waste the time of 

policemen and wardens in punishing dishonest men. To uphold 

economy he grumbles at the institution of marriage, not so much 

because it makes licentionsness legal, but because a married man 

will do anything for money, and is therefore a danger to society. 

And When Jesus called Peter to be his disciple,not only did he 

sign the death-warrant of Christianity,we are infor.med,but he spoiled 

a useful fi sherm.an. This attitude is summed up briefly in the 

Prefaces this: "The love of economy is the root of all virtue" 
1 

Bernard Shaw sets no bounds, le gal or moral,to a man's 

determination to indulge this virtue,even though such a course 

1. Prefaces. p.l91 
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might involve riding roughshod over his neighbour's claims. He 

lamented his own foolhardiness for enduring poverty once in his 

life; he, a sensitive artist had to be content to visit Ha~pton 

Court Place and the National Gallery on free days while phil

istine millionaires were "yawning miserably over inept glutton .. 

ies". In later years he blamed himself for not realizing that 

''to remedy this I should have been prepared to \vade through other 

people's blood."! Is it not this perception that constitutes an 

aristocracy nowadays? he asks. He continues: 

"It is the secret of all our governing classes, which consists 

finally of people who,though perfectly prepared to be generous, 

humane, cultured, philanthropic, public spirited and personally 

charming in the second instance, are unalterably resolved,inthe 

first, to have money enough for a handsome and delicate life, 

and will, in pursuit of that money, batter in the doors of their 

fellow-men, sell them up, sweQt them in fetid dens, shoot,stab, 

hang, imprison,sink, Jurn, and destroy them in the name of law 

and order. And this showstheir fundamental sanity and right

mindedness; for a sufficient incoma is indispens,J.ble to the 

practice of virtue; and the man who will let any unselfish con

sideratio·n stand between him and its attainment is a weakling, 

a dupe, and a predestined slave. "2 

1. Prefaces 

2. Ibid. 

p.654 

p.654 
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As against the Christian moral code with its belief 

in the Ten Commandments written in stone as well as in the heart 

of man, Shaw presents us with the nineteenth century Rationalis

tic thesis that morals are mere conventions and ·become out of 

date, just as legal and industrial institutions become out of 

date. He holds that all men are anarchists with regard to laws 

that are against their consciences, especially in London,where 

the the ''worst anarchists are the rmgistrates". As for our 

present morality,it is nothing but "an impudent hypocricy". But 

he goes a step farther than the Rationalists in his assertion that 

there can be no morality without an equality of incor~; and 

furthermore,that in order to achieve a harmonious relationship 

between the members of society,there has to be an equality of 

virtue. 

Equality of income is held to be the antidote for 

the present social disorder -~a hideous and inhuman tyranny in 

the eyes of Fabian Shawt in which the ascendency rests content 

in callous complacency, and tolerates the abuse ~1ereby the 

moneyed classes are permitted to live as parasites on the workers, 

and where the latter can never hope to amass enough money to make 

possible an enjoyment of the cultural values of life,or be re

lieved of the incessant fear ofloss of income. With equal contempt 

for both classes Shaw lays his malediction upon them with equal 

severity: he describes them as "the sluggards who are content to 

be wealthy without working, and the dastards who are content to 
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work without being wealthy" • He holds it as fundamental that 
1 

the two main problems of organized society should be: how to 

produce subsistence enough for all its members, and how to prevent 

the theft of that subsistence by the idlers. This programme, he 

believes, can be realized, first, by distributing the national 

income equally, and then by seeing to it that nobody will eat 

who does not pay to society his personal debt in the form of 

productive labour. 

He poses a problem: 

"Already there is economic equality between captains, and 

economic equality between cabin boys. What is at issue tstill 

is whether these shall be economic equality between captains 

and cabin boys. VJhat would Jesus have said?"
2 

Shaw believes he would insist that the cabin boy have as much money 

as the captain. For this reason: If the object is to produce a 

captain and a cabin boy for the purpose of transferring you from 

Liverpool t~ New York, or to manoeuvre a fleet and carry powder 

from the magazine to the gun, then the captain deserves a higher 

wage since his training is more expensive. If, on the other 

hand, you perceive that there are two human souls, which have the 

right and the obligation to develop all their possibilites, then 

you will find the cabin boy costing more than the captain, 

1. Prefaces. P- 654 

2. Ibid. pl557 
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"because the cabin boy's work does not do so much for the soul 

as the captain's work. ConseQuently you will have to give him 

at least as much as the captain unless you definitely wish him 

to be a lower creature in which case the sooner you are hanged 

as an abortionist the better. This is the fundamental argument".
1 

If the argumentum ad baeulinum is the last word in 

logic, or if a piece of Irish persuasion can settle all disputes, 

then the above argument can be considered settled. Shaw proceeds 

to demand an equality of virtue, for the same reason that led 

him to demand an equality of income. The argument is fundamentally 

economic. Among the llf..axims for Revolu t ionists we find: 

'~ice is a waste of life. Poverty, obedience,and celibacy are 

the caononical vices • • • Economy is the art of making the most 

of life ••• The love of economy is the root of all virtuet'
2 

Throughout his plays and prose works Shaw has kept up a bitter 

battle against every indecent manifestation of virtuous superior-

ity, using every device of witl and dramatic situation to rid-
. 

I t1 &.A. S 

icule any improper show of personal righteousness. Harmon.Jl.Q.tls 

living, he argues, demands a nice balance of good and evil. When 

you take all the evil out of a person you kill him: you have 

robbed him of a great deal of personal charm only to make him a 

auisance to his fellowmen thereafter through his consciousness of 

1. Prefaces. p.557 

2. Ibid. p.l91 
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moral superiority. Similarly, the child does not stand between 

a good and a bad angel: What it has to deal with is a middling 

angel, who, in normal healthy cases, wants to be a good angel as 

fast as it can without killing itself in the process. In The 

~uintessence of Ibsenism the folly of sacrificing happiness to 

the Ideal is explained, showing how one man, by his fanatical 

devotion and singlemindedness of purpose in the pursuit of 

"virtue" can upset the delbate balance of community and domestic 

relationships, and cause tragedy for all concerned. Shaw writes: 

'~rand dies a saint, having caused more intense suffering by his 

saintliness than the most talented sinner could possibly have 

done with twice his opportunities."! 

The fundamental and irreconcilable difference between 

the Christian moral code and the Life-Force moral code is the 

difference between self-abnegation and self-expression. In the 

New Drama, Ibsen personified the first in Brand (with what 

degree of caricature let each one judge), while Shaw gave a 

lively example of the second in his provocative picture of an 

unwomanly woman, Vivie, the daughter of Mrs. Warren. Says 

Brand: 

'~ithin,withinZ That is the word% Hither is the way. There is 

the track. One's own heart that is the world,re-create,ripe for 

1. G.B.Shaw. op.cit. p.54 
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the life of God; there must thevul ture of self-will be slain, 

there must the new Adam be born. ''1 

And, in the other corner - Vivie, Who hates holidays,studies for 

the mathematical tripos,relaxes with a cigar and a little 

whiskey, and fights the whole male world. This modern woman 

Pwrs scorn on her mother for complaining about the straitened 

circumstances of her you:bh. Says Vi vie:- "People are always 

blaming their circumstances for what they are. I don't believe 

in circumstances. The people who get on in this world are the 

people who get up and look for the circumstances they want, 

and if they can't find them, make them." 
2 

Shaw nevertheless does set some bounds to this 

personal war on environment. He sent the Neo-Darwinists home 

with broken heads in the Preface to Back to Methuselah for saying 

that there was no such thing as self-control,this being a logical 

deduction from their belief that Natural Selection had no place 

for free will. Shaw the Vitalist,on the other hand, makes a 

strong case for self-control pointing out that this is the one 

quality of survival value which his opponents must inevitably 

adopt. Uncnntrolled qualities, he informs them, may be selected 

for survival and development for certain periods and under certain 

circwmstances: it cannot be denied that it is the ungovernable 

gluttons who strive the hardest to get. food and drinks. There is 

no danger here as long as the supply of food is scarce. But a 

1. The Works of Ibsen. p.615 

2. "Mrs. Warren's Profession", Plays Pleasant and Unpleasant pp.200,201 
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change of circumstances involving a plentiful supply of food would 

destroy them. He takes as an example from our own time the case of 

the healthy and vigorous poor man who becomes a millionaire by one 

of the accidents of our competitive commerce, and immediately pro

ceeds to dig his grave with his teeth. The self-controlled man, 

on the other hand, survives all such changes of circumstances, 

because he adapts himself to them and eats only as much as is 

good for him. Self-control, sa.vs Shaw "is nothing but a highly

developed vital sense dominating and regulating the mere 

'appetites ••• it is the quality that distinguishes the fittest 

to survive. • • (it is) the highest moral claim of Evolutionary 

Selection." 1 

In the Shavian scheme,then, virtue is a common odity 

that should be regQlated. The prudent man will allow himself 

only as much as he can comfortably cope with. If men allow 

themselves to succumb to the weakness of competing with each 

other in pursuit of the Ideal, the resulting moral inequality 

will be as unhappy in its effects upon society as the correspond

ing inequality in the economic field, which is the result of 

uncontrolled competition. Mrs. Warren sums up the case for the 

laodicean attitude to virtue with this remark: "Lord help the 

world if everybody took to doing the right thing."2 

The third doctrine which Shaw attributes to Jesus 

says:-"Get rid of judges and punishment and revenge. Love your 

1. Prefaces. p.505 

2. "Mrs.Warren's Profession'', op cit. p.244 
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neighbour as yourself, he being part of yourself. And love your 

enemies: they are your neighbours." 
1 

There is no doubt that Shaw has done good service as humanitarian 

by his ceaseless efforts to bring to the attention of both public 

and officials the essentially vicious nature of much that passes 

as corrective punishment in our legal codes~ Like Swift, he 

would reserve the hottest corner of his hell for judges. He 

holds that in dealing with crime modern thought and experience 

have thrown no fresh light on the views of Jesus. Basing his 

defense on the Gospel injunction, "Judge not that you may not 

be judged," he rraintains that punishment as it is at present 

administered in the form of imprisonment and torture should be 

abolished altogether. An examination of the Gospels will reveal 

that Jesus always stressed the implications of transgression 

and punishment in relation to God, the offended One, to heaven 

as the reward for good, and hell as the punishment for evil, 

and that he gave indirect approval to courts of justice and 

their right to condemn when he submitted to the decisions of 

the Jewish and Roman courts that sentenced him to death. Whaw 

on the other hand takes the above text to show that Jesus would 

do away with all forms of earthly punishment; and in another 

place he argues against supernatural punishment as being in-

compatible with the Life-Force religion. He suggests that we 

1. 
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should abolish judges, gallows, and prisons, and be content to 

label the criminal and leave him to his conscience, or where he 

lacks enough self-control to be considered safe, we should put 

him in the lethal-chamber. Shaw does not explain what he means 

by a label, neither does he suggest who will decide as to who 

shall be merely labelled and who shall be asphyxiated. Since 

there is no place for judges1 then the court must be that of 

the people; the court must be- a People's Court. 

That laws will be broken by certain incorrigibles 

he does not deny; he would like to think of these cases as ex-

captions to the rule, maladjusted people whom society has 

maltreated from their youth, who are completely incapable of 

reacting to humane corrective treatment, and who should be taken 

out of circulation and promptly despatched without cruelty, 

having been given to understand that the state is too thrifty 

to waste time and money on policemen and wardens. This class, 

we are led to understand, will be reduced to a minimum only when 

the state takes care to make laws that command the public assent, 

for, as we have seen, all men are anarchis.ts with regard to laws 

that are against their consciences. Given sound,reasonable laws 

you can look for the reign of order and equity. Man will eo-

operate with the ~w, because man is by nature good, says Shaw. 

"It is quite useless to declare that all men are born free if you 

deny that they are ;Jorn good. Guarantee a man's goodness and his 

liberty will take care of itself.'\ 

1. Prefaces. p.l30 
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Punishment and expiation are merely an invitation to 

further crime we are told. Vfuen a judge hands down a sentence he 

is expres3ing a collective vindictiveness by punishing one crime 

with another. You can never get a high morali-ty from people who 

believe that their misdeeds are revocable and pardonable. The 

Christian dispensation, is incapable of leading mankind to a 

state of high moral con5ciousness, because it preaches redempt-

ion and atonement. 

Shaw endorses the Gospel injunction to love your 

neighbour though he is your enemy. In theory this is completely 

in accord with the ethics of Creative Evolution; as a moral 

precept it has practical application in the Socialist State. 

The Life-Force religion strives hard- and with some success
the 

to adjust itself comfortably to the two worlds,/ temporal and the 

spiritual, or as it is often styled, the personal and the 

superpersonal. When it comes to the test Shaw is prepared to 

serve the gods that are rather than the gods that may be; 

Ferrovius in Androcles and the Lion does not forgive his 

enemies or turn his cheek, but picks up a sword and wipes them 

out. After this show of manliness he accepts the Emperor's 

invitation to join the Pretorian Guard, with the following 

reflection: 

"In my youth I worshipped :rvr..ars, the God of War- I turned from 

him to serve the Christian god; but to-day the Christian god 
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forsook me; and Mars overcame me and took back his own. The 

Christian god is not yet. He will come when Mars and I are dust; 

but meanwhile I must serve the gods that are, not the God that 

will be.n
1 

The fourth doctrine of Jesus according to Bernard 

Sbaw is as follows:-

''Get rid of family en tanglements. Every mother you meet is as 

much your mother as the mother who bore you. Every man you meet 

is as much your brother as the man she bore before you. Don't 

waste your time at family funerals grieving for your relatives: 

attend to life, not to death: there are as good fish in the 

sea as ever came out of it,and better. In the Kingdom of 

heaven, which, as aforesaid, is within you, there is no marria@S 

nor giving in marriage, because you cannot devote your life to 
• 

two divinities: God and the person you are rm.rried to. "
2 

The fourth doctrine is thus interpreted by Shaw as an 

att~ck on monogamous marriages and family relationships. It is 

a brief summary of his none too brief commentary in several 

plays and Prefaces of the social and ethical aspects of marriage. 

He objects to marriage on the flimsy pretext that a married man 

will do anything for money; also on the ground that a man bound 

by family ties is too concerned with temporal affairs to follow 

the inner light. The philosopher, the artist,the explorer can 

1. Androcles and the Lion. p.50. 

2. Prefaces. p.552 
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follow the light of inspiration only when free from the necessity 

of bread winning on the one hand, and the servility of domestic 

attachments on the other. To strengthen his case against accept-

ing family attachments Shaw cites the example of Jesus "who found 

family ties and domestic affections in his way at every turn, and 

had become persuaded at l~st that no man could follow his inner 

light until he was free from their compulsion."! 

The greatest sacrifice in marriage, we are assured, 

is the sacrifice of the adventurous attitude towards life. In this 

question Shaw finds himself in agreement with st.Paul, a very 

unusual occurrence considering that in his summa theologica he has 

dramatically cast St.Paul in the role of villain as foil to his 

hero who is Jesus Christ. st.Paul was aware that the twin alleg-

iances often have to battle for spuremacy in the heart of the 

married man: the allegiance he owes to God, and the allegiance 

due to his wife. Shaw has nothing but severe reproach for the 

man of action and aspiration who allows his wife to turn him 

from his best work, and entangle him in a social routine that is 

wearisome to him, while he sells his services at the best price 

so that the home-fires may be kept burning. This is all right, 

he says for "those who are born tired", and crave for settlement; 
I 

but for fresher and stronger spirits "it is a form of suicide." 

1. Prefaces. p.562 
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Marriage, he believes, is pl!)sitively licentious, -"the most 

licentious of human institutions" he brands it, because "it 

combines the maximum of temp ta ti on with the maximum of opportunity. n 

1 

Basing his premises on certain plausable facts and 

figures drawn from the lives of his fellowmen, he concludes that 

marriage does not solve the problem of sex. Celibacy is for the 

few, and only the chosen few are worthy. It is admitted that there are 

cases where marriage turns vagabonds into steady citizens, and that 

men and women will, for love of their mates and. children practice 

virtues that unattached individuals are incapalbe of. Bu.t too 
' 

often these are not aloways virtues but self-denial; and for 

Bernard Shaw self-denial is a deadly sin. This belief is that 

marriage which is not permanent is a guarantee against the a[Jcg-

at ion of the natural law that entitles man and woman to individual 

choice, untramelled effort, and the right to move with a certain 

privacy in one's chosen orbit; but the union of man and wife· until 

death is indicted as intolerable to both parties, and a servitute to 

one or the other. Marriage as an institution within the State is 

also censured. Among the 1~xims for Revolutionists we read:~rriage 

or any other form of promiscuous amonistic monogamw, is fatal to 

large states because it puts its ban on the deliberate breeding of 

man as a political animal. " 
2 

1. Prefaces/ p.l89 

2. Ibid. p.l90 
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Shaw' s ethical views on the subject of marital life 

derive their immediate sanction from his acute and ever present 

sense of economy; while remotely the flow logically from his rel-
,Sel(e. s 

igious belief in the union of the ~s to increase and multiply, 

and thus carry on the work of self-perfection, Which in reality is 

God's work, as He seeks to enlarge and perfect His own being. The 

wuman must not be imprisoned within the domestic walls, condemned 

by her parents to wait in genteel idleness and uselessness for a 

husband, when all her healthy social instincts call her to acquire 

a profession and work: it is her economic dependence on them that 

makes this tyranny effective. The man must escape being ham-

string while the world stands to benefit by the fruits of his 

inspiration: domesticity, breadwinning, and social ties will render 

it impossible to translate his ideas into practical achievement, 

From the point of view of the Life-Force religion the woman is the 

primal vital agency in the fulfilment of Nature's laws. Shaw regards 

her as 

"much more formidable than man, because She is,as it were,archetypal, 

belonging to the original structure of things, and has behind her 

activity,sometimes benevolent and more often malevolent, the great 

au. thor i ty of N a tu.re herself • '\ 

1. Henderson. op.cit. p.81 
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In his dramatic conception of the woman as heroine, 

he broke away from the long-established convention that reached 

back for centuries. By now Everyman had trodden the boards for 

a considerable time, and he was beginning to repeat himself; and 

the romantic heroine was not representative of the modem woman. 

The answer was clear. Shaw created Everywoman, and earned for 

himself the title of the most ungallant of dramatists. His 

unspanked heroines have swaggered their way through a gp odly list 

of provocative plays, causing womanly women to wince at their 

antics, and making life an unpleasant play for Everyman. 

Since the Life-Force has selected the woman as its 

medium of expression, the woman accepts her biological responsibility 

as the "superior sex" and pursues her prey recklessly, making use 

of her wiles,her charms, and even her ruthlessness to accomplish 

the primeval purpose of Nature. The quintessence of Sbavian woman

hood is Ann YJhi tefield, - "that most gorgeous of all my creatures" 

as he calls her- incarnatio~ of fecundity in Nature,wilful, 

unscrupulous,immodest, agressive,dominant, compelling enough to 

make Jack Tanner obey her biological imperative. Anne Whitefield 

bears such a striking character resemblance to her female counter

parts in the other plays: to Julia Craven in The Philanderer, to 

Vivie in Mrs. Warren's Profession, to Savvy {short for Savage) in 

The Gospel of the Brothers Barnabas, to mention only a few, that 

the Shavian woman has been described as an a ft''Ol'' conception rather 
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than a conscious effort at a realistic presentation. Commenting 

on this subject Henderson remarks: "He planks down for our ins-

pection less a life-like portrait of the eternal feminine than 
' 

a philosophic interpretation of the 'superior sex'"• 
1 

The Life-Force knows no moral restraint in the Christ-

ian sense when man and woman set out to accomplish its biological 

purpose. Once the biological requirements have been fulfilled 

there is no reason Why the marriage should not be dissolved. The 

practical solution for pn3sent day marital problems, says Shaw, 

is to make the individual economically independent of marriage 

and the family, and then to make marriage as easily dissoluble 

as any other partnership. It will be the duty of the State to 

take care of the children, assuming of course that the State is 

organized according to the "Communism advocated by Jesus,which 

we have seen to be entirely practicable and indeed inevitable if 

our civilization is to be saved from collapse." 
2 

********************* 

1. Henderson. op.cit. p.83 

2. Prefaces. p.562 
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C H A P T E R III 

- - - T~ SHAVIAN ETHIC - - -

Practicability is a very popular term in this 

century. It is applied universally in the commercial world; it 

is invading the field of education and undennining many old and 

tested values; and in some places it is even considered as the 

touchstone of gpod literature,music,and art. This phenomenon is 

not peculiar to the twentieth century, for the nineteenth century 

Rationalists spole of practical religion and practical ethics. 

Bernard Shaw, who had his roots in the last century continued 

the traditio~ into our time with a display of rationalistic fire-

works that madepeople wonder how the Bible story ever came to be 

accepted. Throughout his works there is a relentless struggle 

J • 
between the Christian ethic based on the Decalogue, and the Shavian 

~ 

ethic derived from Creative Evolution. In every case the Christ-

ian'ethic comes out the worst of the encounter; in most cases it 

turns heel in hasty flight to Mount Sinai. 
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In the first place Eernard Shaw finds himself in opp

osition to the Christian ethic, because he is the sworn enemy of 

what he calls ready-made moralities. His deep seated antipathy 

to every aspect of nineteenth century respectability accounts for 

a great deal of this oppostion. He came to identify Christian 

ethics with the conventional moralits that he saw around about 

him. One of his first published works as a young man was a sting

ing attack on the practice of the religious Revival as it took 

place in his home-town church; and since that time scarcely a 

play, or a preface, or an essay has come from his pen in which 

he did not inveigh against the ?ractice of churchgoing. In his 

eyes it represented middle-class cor~lacency and respectability 

at their worst. The final effect of the Shavian religion is to 

substitute conscience for conforn1ity. We are advised that the 

only really simple thing to do is to go straight for what we 

want and grab it. To regard the prompting of a personal conscience 

as a relic of an effete morality was the theme of a gpod deal of 

nineteenth century dramatic and philosophic writing. In the 

twentiieth century such an attitude merited the accliam of being 

ahead of the times - the highest reward that the century can 

offer. Bernard Shaw had convinced himself that he was ahead of 

his time, and he levelled against Christianity the most serious 

charge that the present age can offer; he said that it was not 
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marching with the times, and he called upon it to revise its 

Bible in such a way that every belief raised to the dignity of 

a dogma could stand the test of science. 

In Shaw's opinion Christian morality is synonomous 

with respectability, and he has classed the sin of respectability 

as one of the seven deadly sins; the other six are: conventional 

virtue, filial affection,modesty, sentiment, devotion to women, 

and romance. With Ibsen, as we have seen, he maintains that as 

far as morals go there is no law; with Nietzsche he refects 

positibely all·morality based on Christian principles. Morality, 

he claims, and his dramatic characters echo his dictum, is as 

shifting as table manners or the rules of the drill grounds. In 

his plays the characters whom he sets up as paragons of respec

tability invariably are bores or fools or furtive sinners,- fully 

conscious of their cant, perpetually on the defensive against the 

attacks of the Shavian types of the unconventional, who are 

usually speaking the wittiest epigrams, and are invariably permitted 

to strut their way through the scene receiving only the most 

craven oppoation. Mr. and 1~s. Knox in Fanny's First Play, Colonel 

Craven and Doctor Paramore in The Philanderer will not draw the 

sympathy of the audience; whereas the characters who defy res

pectability like Dick Dudgeon in The Devil's Disciple, Lady Cicely 

in Captain Brassbound's Conversion, Lavinia in Androcles and the 

Lion, and Vivie in !!rs. Warren's Profession are as commendable 
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people as Shaw's ironic pen will ever allow. 

With equal insistence Shaw points to money as the 

basis of all sound morality. Christianity, being a religion 

that stresses the importance of placing spiritual values first 

is of necessity, according to this view, fated to go down before 

the irresistible march of Socialism, with its stress on material 

values. Money is the most important thing in the world, Shaw 

assures us, because it represents health, strength, honor, 

generosity and beauty as undeniably as the want of it represents 

illness, weakness, meanness and ugliness. Sir Andrew Undershaft 

in W~jor Barbara is the perfect example of the man who has become 

intellectually and practically conscious of the truth that the 

worst of crimes is poverty, and that his first duty, to which 

every other consideration should be sacrificed, is not to be 

poor. This is the Gospel of St.Andrew Undershaft: Money is 

essential to salvation. To teach children to despise flOney is 

wicked. Thanks to our cowardice and political imbecility, ooth 

caused by poverty, all sensible people quite rightly strain 

every nerve and every canon of morality to @St an independent 

income. But when attained, some of them find that the presence 

of poverty in others taints the very social atmosphere with the 

noxious odours of ignorance and vulgarity. 

In the course of the play Undershaft delivers an 
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~passioned speech on the train of human misery that follows on 

the hideous crime of poverty. The following is an excerpt: _ 

"Cusins: Do you call poverty a crime? 

Undershaft: The worst of crimes. All other crimes are virtues 

beside it:itblights whole cities; spreads horrible pestilences; 

strikes dead the very souls of all who come within sight, sound 

or smell of it. What you call a crime is nothing: a murder here and 

a theft there, a blow now and a curse then: what do they matter? 

they are only the accidents and illnesses of life: there are not 

fifty genuine professional criminals in London. But there are 

millions of poor people ,abject people ,dirty people, ill fed, ill 

clothed people.''! 

Undershaft, who is here the mouthpiece of Bernard Shaw, 

seems to think that every permicious disease of society has its 

certain origin in the degradation of lower class poverty. His 

dramatic creator makes Undershaft raise very troublesome doubts 

a.bou t the moral probity of certain fo:rms of Christian proselytizing 

among the starving poor. He confronts his contemporaries with 

the Question: is there any possible use for good in the mission-

ary efforts of such a body as The Salvation Army?; Is it not 

unfair to attempt the conversion of a starving man with a Bible in 

one hand and a slice of bread in the other? UnderShaft boasts: 

"I will undertake to convert West Ham to M:ahometanism on the same 

1. Y~jor Barbara. p.281 
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te~s • • • • bring (the hungry man) to me here and I wi 11 drag 

his sould back again to salvation for you. Not by words and 

dreams; but by thirty-eight shillings a week, a sound house in 

a handsome street, and a permanent job." 
1 

Religion and the social order are inextricably bound 

up with each other in the Sh:·.vian world-view, hence a religion 

that does not look to the physical as well as the metaphysical 

needs of humanity cannot, he maintains, claim any adherence from 

a rational being. He finds that the Christian religion in its 

effort to con~ribute its share in the social and political 

fields has been too docile towards the powers that be at moments 

when "it becomes the duty of the Churches to evoke all the powers 

of destruction against the existing order. tt But if they do this, 

he argues, the existing order must forcibly suppress them. 

Hence Churches are suffered to exist only on condition that they 

preach submission to the State as at present capitalistically 

organized. These observations were made in the comparative 

peace and order of the year 1905, at a time when kings ascended 

their thrones with good and reasonable hopes of wearing their 

crowns until they died. The comfortable,assuring sense of 

unbroken dynastic rule was summed up in this historic announcement: 

!he King is dead. Long live the King% And there was every good 

1. ].lf.aj or Barbara. pp 281, 282 
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reason for hoping, at the close of the long Victorian peace, that 

the announcerrent would be repeated again and again. It will be 

understood that for dynamic spirits like Shaw the age appeared 

too monotonous, the working classes too obedient, too easily 

pleased. We know that those classes earned his contempt for their 

apparent docility. But his long life has spanned the two ex

tremes of security and insecurity; and to-day he may well ponder 

over the vanishing vision of security, and the approaching spectre 

of ~ervile State. The more mature Sbaw will bear in mind the 

chain of social and international upheavals that has made the 

past forty years memora.ble; and he will note the fact that 

those leaders who are ~apt into power on the crest of revolution 

take strict me~sures to ensure that the same procedure is not 

repeated while they themselves hold the reins of power. 

The stand taken by Sbaw on the question of Anarchism 

versus St.Paul's precept of obedience to the higher authorities 

seems to fluctuate between these two poles according to the nec

essities of the situation as presented in a particular play, and 

according to the mood of the author which Yaries from impish 

;revocation to mature and sensible reflection. In 1888 he wrote 

two very clever articles entitled, My Friend Fri tzthunder, the 

Unpractical Socialist, by Redbarn Wash, and Fritzthunder on 

Himself- A Defense by Robespierre 1~rat Fitzthunder • These 

papers ccnstitue a reductio ad absurdum of the unpractical and 
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revolutionary Socialist. The history of Sbaw's faith in lv!arxian 

Communism began with a fervent belief that dialectical materialism 

was the true faith, and that Karl Marx was its prophet. Through 

the influence of the Hampstead Historic Society, of Sydney 'Nebb 

and Philip H. Wicksteed, and through his own study of Capital 

he came to see the fallacies inherent in the Marxian theory of 

value as a guide to economics, and in the principle of Class War 

as a means of regulating human society. He does not believe that 

the social struggle follows class lines, because the people who 

really hate the capitalist system are, like Ruskin,Morris, 

Tolstoy, Hyndman, Marx and Lasalle themselves capitalists, where

as the fiercest defenders of it are the masses of labourers, 

artisans, and employees whose trade is at its best when the rich 

have most money to spend. He had no patience with demagogues 

and theorists who spoke as if the lines of battle ran between 

the classes, and not through them; and he left no one in doubt 

that those mystic forces - historical development and Progress 

with a large p- in which the 1furxists rest their firmest hope, 

were not part of his scheme for leading humanity towards the 

millennium. By the end of the eighties he had become convinced 

of these facts: that Anarchism is impossible, that the Class-War 

d that Marx' s theory of value is an exploded will never come, an 

fallacy. 
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Henderson holds that ttin the technical sense of 

Socialist economics, Shaw occupies the opposite pole to Individ

ualism and Anarchism •• (and he adds) yet in a very definite and 

general sense Shaw is a. tmrough-paced individualist and anarchist. n
1 

His biographer goes on to explain that if individualism means a belief 

in the Shakesperean injunction "To thine own self be truen, in the 

Ibsenic doctrine "Live thine own lifezt' then Shaw is an individ-

ualist heart and soul; and if anarchism means an enemy of convention, 

of prevailing moral standards, of current modes of administering 

justice,then Shaw is the most revolutionary anarchist now at large. 

But if, on the other hand writes Henderson, 

"Individualist means one who distrusts State action, and is 

jealous of the prerogative of the individual, proposing to restrict 

the one and to extend the other as far as is humanly possible, then 

Shaw is most certainly not an Individualist. If Anarchist means 

dynamitard, incendiary, assasin,thief; champion of the absolute 

liberty of the individual and the removal of all government restraint; 

or even a believer as Co~nunist, in a profound and universal sense 

of high moral r~sponsibility present in all humanity, then Shaw is 

a living contradiction of Anarchism."2 

I might add that he is a living contradiction of himself 
• 

when he coroos to lay down the law for the Christian Chruches. After 

castigating the Churches for allegedly selling themselves to the 

1. Henderson. op.cit. p,l69 

2. Ibid. PP• 169,170 
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rich to be a sort of auxiliary police by taking off the insurrection

ary edge of poverty with coals and blankets, bread and treacle, and 

soothing and cheering the victims with promises of spiritual reward 

in the world to come, he launches into a passionate defense of a 

Madrid anarchist who tossed a bomb into a royal wedding procession, 

slaying twenty-three persons besides wounding ninety-nine. The 

"human wolves" who clamoured for the blood of the assasin are in 

turn hounded by Shaw, who defended the culprit on the ground that 

he was a victim of our vicious and unnatural concept of justice, 

which makes every culprit pay the price for his crime by ihflicting 

on him a punishment still more vicious and unnatural in the form of 

"sentences of years of imprisonment so infernal in their unnatural 

stupidity and panic-stricken cruelty, that their advocates can 

disavow neither the dagger nor the bomb without stripping the mask 

of justice and humanity from themselves also."1 

Later on we find Shaw in the other camp. It seems that 

any stick is good enough to beat the Churches with. Previous to 

the First World War he found to his moral repugnance that the 

clergy were mild instead of militant. After the war,when peace was 

restored. and the "grim law of the jungle" temporarily suspended, he 

hit out strongly at the "war-consecrating cathedrals". 

1. Prefaces. p.133 
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Having examined the iniquitous and cowardly role 

played by the Churches in the \rorld as he saw it, and having 

goaded the Churches on to revolution as the only honest way to 

clear theri spotted shields, Shaw makes the following reflection:

"Such is the false position from Which neither the Salvation Army 

nor the Church of England nor any other religious organiz~tion 

whatever can escape except through a reconstruction of society." 
1 

His argument leads him to this conclusion: Christianity has 

two faces. There is the popular Christianity which has for its 

central theme a vicarious atonement: this he regards as a pagan 

sacrifice to Shelley's Almighty Friend- a"tru.mpery expiation" 

as he calls it. Bu.t there is also a nobler and profounder Chris

tianity which affirms the "sacred mystery of ·Equality", and takes 

a stand against the inhuman folly of punishing crime with crime. 

The student feels here the need of casting a critical glance at 

Bernard Shaw to see if he also has not two faces; and though the 

evidence may on the face of it warrant such a judgment, there is 

other evidence to the contrary, and it cannot be neglected. There 

are and were among his literary colleagues men of sound judgment 

many of whom have vanished for his intellectual honesty and moral 

courage. Not least among them was the late G.:·:.Chesterton, who 

though he often found himself in the opposing camp on questions of 

1. Prefaces~ P.l32 
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fundamental issue, nevertheless pays this sincere tribute: "His 

intellectual honour is as solid a~ it is splendid. He would 

loathe chivalric allusions to the stainless sword or the un-

spotted shield; I therefore introduce them with all the malice 

or truth." 
1 ~,"st 

Everything in the world is ~t for the Shavian 

will, but in the process of milling a ggod deal of the old 

accepted truths come out with the chaff. Shaw will accept no 

dogmat,whether in science or religion, until it has passed his 

own severe sceptical scrutiny. He is sceptical of everything 

under the sun, just as he is quite incredulous about the figures 

advanced by astronomers concerning the distance of the sun from 

the earth. He is not impressed with the pretensions of the 

learned. His definition of a learned man is "an idler who kills 

time with study"; he regards the knowledge thus acquired as false 

knowledge, and more dangerous than ignorance. He confesses that 

he found it impossible to believe anything until he could conceive 

it as a scientific hypothesis. "Bews.re of the mln whose God is 

in the skies." is his warning to all revolutionists who wish to 
2 

succeed. And his advice to Christians is: beware of legends that 

are passed off as dogma, for the test of a do~~ is its universality. 

1. G.K.Chesterton. "George Bernard Shaw". Fortnightly Review. Vol.l36 p.l50 

2. Prefaces. p.l91 
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"As long as the Church of England preaches a single doctrine 

that the Brahman, the Buddhist, the MussulllL9.n, the Par see, 

and all the other sectarians who are British subjects cannot 

accept, it has no legitimate place in the counsels of the 

British Commonwealth, and will remain what it is at present, 

a corrupter of youth, a danger to the State, and an obstruct

ion to the fellowship of the Holy Ghost." 
1 

~lsewhere,however, Shaw does not place such a high 

premium on the popular vote as a guide to the truth. He has 

consistently emphasised his disbelief in the ability of the 

average man to discover religious and moral truths for himself. 

Under present circumstances, he maintains, the number of people 

who can think out a line of conduct for themselves is very 

small, and the number who can afford the time for it is still 

smaller. ~ben he makes a distinction between religious do~na 

and religious legend it is difficult to avoid the conclusion 

that in his comparison of the two, the dogma is not much 

higher in his scale of values than the legend. He uses the 

typewriter as an example. The machine we are using now is 

the best we can get, but it is by no means a perfect instrument, 

and no doubt fifty years hence the authors of that day will 

wonder how men could have put up with so clumsy a contrivance. 

1. Prefacew. p.517 
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When a better one is invente·d we shall buy it. In the same way, 

he argues, Protestants and Catholics must make the best use of 

their creeds, until better ones are evolved. He makes this 

practical suggestion: "This would be better recognized if 

people took consciously and deliberately to the use of the 

creeds as they do to the use of typewriters." In the Preface 
1 

to Back to Methuselah we are advised to pool our legends and 

make a delightful stock of religious folk-lore for all mankind. 

"With our minds free from pretense and falsehood we could enter 

into the heritage ofall the faiths. China would share her sages 

with Spain, and S)ain her saints with China. The Ulster man who 

now gives his son an unmerciful thrashing if the boy is so tact-

less as to ask how the evening and the morning could be the first 

day before the sun was created, or to betray an innocent calf-love 

for the Virgin Mary, would buy him a bookful of legends of the 

creation and of mothers of God from all parts of the world,and 

be very glad to find his laddie as interested in such things as 

in marbles or Police and Robbers. "
2 

It is here that Bernard Shaw's religion, which is 

essentially monistic, shows itself in sharpest conflict with the 

Christian religion. If we agree with Mrs. Besant that there is 

only one religion in the world, that all faiths are only versions 

1. Henderson. oppcit. p.470 

2. Prefaces. p.518 



Page 97. 

or perversions of this one faith, then there is no reason why 

the saints of Spain and the sages of China should not be ven

erated in one Pantheon by all mankind. According to the theo

sophical creed of Mrs. Eesant the universal Church is simply the 

world-soul of the universal self. It is the doctrine that we 

are really all one person, that there are no real walls of in

dividuality between man and man. Bernard Shaw deduced from the 

teachings of Jesus that God and man are one, and he fitted this 

as a dogma into his own system, which explains all life in terms 

of Samuel Butler's monistic conception of a universal spirit 

permeating all things animate, and perhaps,(since his later 

works contradict his early view) inanimate. G.K. Chesterton 

contrasted the Christian point of view with that of the theo-

sophist when he wrote: 

"If souls are separate, love is possible. If souls are united 

love is obviously imp os sib le. • • Love desires personality; 

therefore love desires division. It is the instinct of Christ-

ianity to be glad that God has broken the universe into little 

pieces, because they are living pieces ••• All those vague 

theosophical minds for whom the universe is an immense melting 

pot are exactly the minds which shrink instinctively from that 

earthquake saying of our Gospels,which declare that the Son of 

God came not with peace but with a sundering sword ••• There is 

no real possibility of getting out of pantheism any special 
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impulse to~m~ral,action. For pantheism implies in its nature 
~f t!''ltL '""'117 1.r 4S 1"de( as e:c,.,l~f!/1_,· ~a-d;_· /~~ 1n 

;/s n;fwu.. that one thing is greatly preferable to a~ other " c.vrv -- .,-·-
• 1 

Shaw concludes his Preface to Major Barbara, and 

his record of what appeared to be the grim absurdities inherent in 

modern Christian civilization with three suggestions for the 

reformation of society and religion. The first condition of 

reform is tbat the wealth of the country should be divided 

among the inhabitants in such a way that no crumb shall, save 

as a criminal's ration, go to any able-bodied adult who are not 

contributingby their personal exertions to the common wealth 

not only a full equivalent of what they take, but a surplus 

sufficient to provide for their superannuation and pay back the 

debt due for their nurture. The second suggestion is that 

punishment as a form of moral correction, vmen it involves the 

imprisonment of the culprit until such time as he \rill be 

allowed to return and continue his course of lawlreaking, be 

abandoned in favour of the more humane and economical method of 

putting the recalcitrant in a lethal chamber, as any sane 

person would do to a dangerous dog. Shaw sees in the present 

dispensation of justice an extension of the Christian doctrine 

of atonement, redemption and salvation, citing as example the 

conscience- Mone paid by the wealthy in the form of hospital 

subscriptions and charitable donations generally, as a sort of 

1. G.K.Chesterton. Orthodoxy. pp.244-246 
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scapegoat sacrificial offering for their criminal negligence 

towards the workers in their employment. 

He is continually emphasizing this personal belief: 

that we shall never have real moral responsibility until every

one know that his deeds are irrevocable and that his life 

depends on his usefulness. He proposes that the most effective 

way to deal with a criminal is to make him hate himself by re-

fusing to hate him, as Y~jor Barbara refused to hate Bill 

Walker. His doom then will be the doom of Cain, who, failing 

to find either a saviour or a policeman or an almoner to help 

him pretend that his brother's blood cried from the ground, had 

to live and die a murderer. I include the following excerpt, 

n salon 
because it is significant as being a condemaation of Shaw's 

interpretation of the Christian doctrine of penance in general, 

and the theme of Major Barbara in particular:-

"Cain took care not to commit another murder; but had he been 

allowed to pay off his score he might possibly have killed Adam 

and Eve for the mere sake of a second luxurious reconciliation 

with God afterwards. Bodger (the whiskey manufacturer in the 

play, who gave money to the Salvation Army) will go on to the 

end of his life besetting people, because he can always depend 

on the Churches to negotiate his redemption f~ a trifling 

percentage of his profits."1 

1. Prefaces. p.l37 
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The third suggestion is that the world should take 

stock of its religious creeds to ascertain whether they are at 

variance with modern scientific knowledge and present day social 

ethics. Shaw has come to the conclusion that there is not a single 

credible established; religion in the world; and he comments:"This 

is perhaps the most stupendous fact in the whole world situation."
1 

Creeds, he asserts, must be intellectually honest if they do not 

wish to escape the derision of the great teachers of the world. 

The eternal preoccupation with religions and creeds 

on Shaw' s part is not merely an expression of his irresistible 

urge to meddle in every field of human interest, and to expose 

hypocricy and cant Wherever he found it in human institutions, 

particularly in those institutions that had roots in the 

nineteenth century. The truth is that he is a deeply religious 

man. He is thDroughly convinced that civilization needs a rel*gion 

as a matter of life or death. There are many elements in Christ-

ianity that prove a hindrance to his intellectual acceptance of it 

as a satisfactory religion, and chief among these are the fact of 

miracles recorded in the Gospels, and the Genesis account of the 

creation. He· speaks with a hearty Victorian contempt about the 

idea of miracles, as if they were a supposed breach of faith on 

the part of nature: he seems strangely unconscious that miracles 

1. Prefaces. p.l37 
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are only one phenomenon of his favourite theme of the doctrine of 

the omnipotence of the will. The Bible story of the origin of man 

he regards as an unforgivable breach of faith with the science of 

biology, and also, following his own logic, with the science of 

religion, because it is his firm belief that the first condition 

of all religions, if they are to be intellectually· acceptable to 

rational human beings, is that they have a faith which is first 

and fundamentally a science of metabiology. 

Darwin converted the crowd, said Shaw, because he 

had such a faith. Darwinism attracted all classes and all beliefs 

because it was a creed that explained in biological terms the origin 

and purpose of man in the univers. \Vhy, the question is raised, is 

there no revolt against the dogmas of mathematics though there is 

one against the ·dogmas of religion? Scient ism, though it is by no 

means "free from legends,witchcraft,miracles,biographic boostings 

of quacks as heroes and saints, and of barren scound·rels as ex-

plorers and discoverers" is still not questioned as to the truth 
1 

of its teaching, even though the law ofinverse squares is as in-

comprehensible to the common man as the Athenasian creed. The 

reason for this, says Shaw, is that Scientism distinguishes between 

the legend and the dogma. No student of science he points out, has 

been taught that specific gravity consists in the belief that 

1. Prefaces. p.519 
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achieve the salvation of his own soul. The Will to Socialism was 

thus grounded in a profound individualism; he felt their organic 

connection".
1 

To work for the realization of public and private welfare is in 

Shaw's estimation, the goal of all right living; a Life should be 

lived for its own sake and for the sake of the general well-being 

of humanity. In one of his public speeches he said: 

''why should not a man say: 'When I die my country shall be in my 

debt% Any man who has any religious belief will have the dream 

that it is not only possible to die with his country in his debt 

but with God in his debt also." 
2 

The right road to wisdom is one thing; to discover that 

road for oneself, or to lead others to it is another- Bernard Shaw 

has concluded that the ordinary methods of inculcating honourable 

conduct are not merely failures, but worse still, they actually 

drive generous and imaginative persons to a dare-devil defiance of 

them. The fault of this he lays to the teaching which tells men 

to be good without giving them any better reason for it than the 

opinion of men who are neither attractive to them, nor comprehensible 

to them. Elder Daniels will never convert Blanco Posnet; on the 

contrary he perverts him, because Blanco does not want to be like 

his brother. According to the Life-Force interpretation man is 

constantly striving to achieve a higher expression of himself, just 

as God is aiming at self-perfection through creation. ~O~Bg ~ 

1. Henderson. op.cit. p.l90 

2. Ibid. p.512 
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Archimides jumped out of his bath and ran nakedthrough the streets 

of Syracuse Shouting Eurika,Eurika, or that the law of inverse Sfluares 

must be discarded if it could be proved that Newton was never in an 

orchard in his life. True religion must be such, that it will 

inspire mankind to lift its eyes to the hills, to make what might 

otherwise be a humdrum and fruitless existence a journey that is 

both adventurous and self-satisfying. As he seas it, religion should 

walk hand in hand with the Res Publica: the sense of civic respons-

ibility ahould develop at the same pace as the sense of spiritual 

reality. Shaw is a republican in the literal and Latin sense; he 

cares more for the Public Thing than for any private thing. This 

passion for order and equity had fallen to a lower ebb during his 

earlier period than at any other time during the nineteenth cent-

ury. Individualism was the fashion; and commercial individualism 

was excelled only by the artistic individualism of the fin de 

siecle. 

At the Cheshire Cheese, Where the Rhymers' Club met, the 

literary revoltes talked over their cakes and ale about restoring 

the spirit of the Elizabethan age. But they were as far removed 

in spirit from their Mermaid Tavern models as Oscar Wilde and 

Ernest Dowson were from William Shakespeare and Ben Jonsan. Wilde, 

by far the greatest wit and raconteur of the time, attempted to 

make the'Nineties draw up an esthetic declaration of independence; 
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the battle-cry of the group was the now outworn but then revolution-

ary "Art for Art's Sake" 1 The movement was more of a reaction 

against the monotony of Mid-Victorian sentimentality than any 

positive attempt to come to grips with reality, to face the whole 

of life, or to interpret the times to the people. The esthete's 

search for beauty became a search for sensations. It degenerated 

into a pose of mild heresy, and a half-hearted defense of 

artificialities. "\~lilde himself " writes Louis Untermeyer 

"possessed the three things which he said the English would never 

forgive - youth,power, and enthusiasm ••• he urged that art should 

not, in any sense, be a p<:.lrt of life but an escape from it. "The 

proper school to learn art is not Life - but Art"- And in the 

same essay ("The Decay of L.ving") he wrote, "all bad Art comes 

from returning to Life and Nature, and elevating them into ideals. :t 

Elsewhere he declared his motto: "The first duty in life is to 

be as artificial as possible. \'!hat the second dt'..ty is no one has 

" discovered" • 
1 

A terrific reversal of social valuation had been pro-

duced in Europe by the publication of Marx's Capital. Nietzsche 

had, as he claimed, effected a "transvaluation of values" in 

modern morals, and this shift of scale was becoming evident in 

London in the conversations of Oscar 1:1ilde. Ib:sen' s attack on 

1. Louis untermeyer- i'Iodern British Poetr.v• New York.Harcourt,Brace 
& c 0.1942 p. 7 
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conventional idolatry and domesticity had pilloried the Tennysonian 

heroes as howling cads. In literary London, which had not read 

further than 1~caulay and Anthony Trollope, Shaw seemed a scandalous 

phenomenon, whereas he was simply in the forefront of a revolution in 

morals. He had assimilated Marx and Henry George, discovered his 

affinities with Ibsen and Nietzsche, and had taken his fellow-countryman 

Wilde seriously. The latter had visions of Socialism as the means of 

liberating the soul of man; but one cannot escape feeling that he was 

speaking for the man in the parlour rather than for the man in the 

street. He looked to Socialism as being the only politicalsystem 

compatible with man's primary purpose and duty: the development of 

his individuality. He agreed with Samuel Butler and with :aernard 

Shaw that judicial punishment should be abolished, and that crime 

should be treated as a disease. But a Fabian would never have written: 

"The fact is,that,civilization requires slaves. The Greeks were quite 

right there. ''1 
Where Shaw regarded the State to be indispensable as a 

means for making possible one great consummation: the development of 

the strong,sound,creative personality, Wilde was dreaming of the day 

when the functions of the State would come to be fewer and fewer,until 

finally the state would be reduced to an agency for distributing goods 

1. Oscar Wilde. "The Soul of 1v'ran Under Socialism", The Works of Oscar ':Jilde. 
p.498 
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in equal share. "Individualism, then,"he writes, 

"is what through Socialism we are to attain to. As a nat11ral 

res11lt the state m11st give 11p all idea of gpvernment. All modes 

of government are fail11res. Despotism is unjust to everybody,incl11d-

ing the despot, who was probably made for better things. Oligarchies 

are unjust to the many, and ochlocracies are unjust to the few. High 

hopes were once formed for democracy; b11t democracy means simply 

the bludgeoning of the people by the people for the people".
1 

The State as at present capatalistically organized Shaw 

views as simply a huge machine for robbing and slave-driving the 

poor by brute force. The State as he sees it in the Socialist 

Utopia is a reliable guarantee against the stifling of aesthetic 

and spiritual aspirations by the tyranny of economic necessity, 

whereby, as it obtains under the reign of commercial competition, 

the breadwinner is often forced to sell his soul on the black 

market of moral values in order to ass11re an income for the sus-

tenance of his dependants. Shaw looked to the Socialist State as 

the highest expression of the P11blic Thing~ 

'~t bottom, it was a deeply religious, a fundamentally humanitarian 

motive, which drew him into Socialism. The birth of the social 

p~ssion in his so11ld finds its origin in the individllal desire to 

compass the salvation of his fellow man •••. He realized that only 

by personally seeking to effect the salvation of society could he 

1. Oscar Wilde. ttThe sould of Man Under Socialism",The Works of Oscar V!ilde. 
p.498 
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Present-day morality, on the other hand, as the Creative Evolutionist 

sees it, asks man to strive by his deeds to base his conduct of that 

of his elders. The conflict between the old and the young generations 

when their respective moral standards are brought into dramatic 

focus is analysed with perspicacity and a good play of wit in The 

Philanderer. Colonel Craven, who pretends to be symbolic of the 

Old Order considers himself superior by that siliest and most 

snobbish of all superirorities, the mere aristocracy of time. Charteris, 

the philanderer, is the progressive Ibsenite, and representative of 

everything new in his generation. The Colonel tells Che,rteris that 

in his young days he would have no more behaved like Charteris than 

he would have cheated at cardso After a pause Charteris says: 

"You'rs getting old Craven; and you want to make a merit of it, as 

usual" 
1 

To be like our fathers is not enough in the opinion of 

Bernard Shaw. In fact he ~arely misses a dramatic occasion to make 
! 

fun of the father-morality. He arguesit this way: the root reason 

why we do not do as our fathers advise us to do is that we none of 

us want to be like our fathers. They are but human models, whereas 

the intention of the Universe is that we should be like God. 

Shaw has ever been at pains to dissociate himself from 

all acce~ted ethical systems. In fact he has condemned these in 

the strongest terms. He is ~ot concerned that according to certain 

1. The Philanderer. p.l60 
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moral conceptions all human beings fall into classes Labelled a 

liar, a coward, and a thief is to let everyone know that he intends 

to continue to the end of his life deceiving people, avoiding 

dangers, making bargains with publishers and managers on princ-

iples of supply and demand instead of abstract justice, and indul-

ging all his appetites,whenever circumstances commend such action. 

He threw in his lot with the fiery moral anarchs of the nineteenth 

century who like 1~filliam Blake went bodily overto the side of the 

devil and started a devil's party. Up to this time the advocatus 

diaboli was a person unheard of outside of the Sacred Congreg.ation 

of Rites in the Roman Catholic Church where a legal counsel was 

appointed for the devil to press the latter's claim to the soul 

of a pious person during the process of canonization. The poss-

bilit~es of defending the devil openly ''as a much misunderstood 

and fundamentally right-minded regenerator of the race" appealed 
1 

to the revolutionary soul of Bernard Shaw. Shaw discovered to 

his delight that the nmneteenth century produced a few worthy 

witnesses for the Son of the Morning, and these are straightway 

nominated as good Shavians- a saving remnant with independent 

views and strong personal convictions; lone lights piercing the un-

iversal darkness of respectibility and conventional virtue. William 

Blake, he discovered, was a true Diabolonian, and a poet too; which 

was a fortunate thing, for it entitled him to pass as a paradoxical 

1. npen Portraits & Reviews." Collected Works. Vol.29. p.230 
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madman instead of a blasphemer. Swinburne explained Blake "and 

even went so far as to exclaim :"Come down and redeem us from 

virtue"; but the pious influences of Putney reclaimed him, and he 

is now a respectable Shakespeare-fearing man. tt Mark Twain looked 
1 

promising for a while, but he surrendered finally to the overwhel~ 

ing American atmosphere of chivalry,duty,and ~ntility. Then came 

Ibsen the. second - greatest, and finally Shaw the greatest of the 

Diab olonians. 

When he wrote The Devil's Disciple Shaw remarked: 

"there never was a play more certain to be written ••• at the end 

of the nineteenth century" • Significantly it is one of a group 
2 

of plays entitled Three Plays for Puritans/ The author appoints 

himself as advocatus diaboli, and he really gives the devil his 

due. He was determined to solve the Problem of Evil through 

Creative Evolution, having noted Darwin's success in that field, 

though he was only a Natural Selectionist. Darwin pleased the 

Humanitarians by giving them a ready defense against the ateist, 

when the latter made God the final c&use of all the evil and 

cruelty unmistakeably evident in the world. The atheist argued that 

the author of evil, if he exists, just be strong enough to overcome 

God, else God is morally responsible for everything He permits the 

devil to do. Circumstantial Selection solved the Problem by giving 

1. ttPen Portraits & Reviews." Collected Works. Vol.29. p.455 

2. Prefaces. p.714 
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Evil a natural explanation. It showed that horrors which had 

every appearance of being elaborately planned by some intelligent 

contriver are only accidents without any moral significance whatever. 

Shaw was evidently as dissatisfied with this escape as 

he was unimpressed by the Gospel explanation with its picture of an 

incessant internal struggle between the claims ot God and Mammon; 

of the distinction between the children of the world and the children 

of light; of the sharp line drawn between Good and ~vil. He had ats 

own idea of what constituted Godd and what constituted Evil. He 

held it to be indisputable that there is no authority by Which you 

can classify people according to principles of abstract justice: 

these principles themselves are merely conventions imposed on the 

suffering, patient have-nots, who are blind enough to accept them 

unquestioningly, by the complacent hypocritical haves, who pride 

themselves in their virtue because they are obedient to a code that 

guarantees the perpetuation of their privileged position. Human acts 

are not by their nature evil he claimed; they are but the expression 

of the will,which is intrinsically good. This will, this Life-Force 

must not be regarded as naturally malign and devlish. Says Henderson 

"His life-work may be said to consist in an attack upon the con

ception that passions are necessarily base and unclean; his art works 

are glorifications of the man of conviction who can find a motive, 

and not an excuse for his passions; whose conduct flows from his own 

ideas of right and wrong; and who olJeys the law of his own nature in 

defiance of appearance, of cri ticism,and of authority.'\ 

1. Henderson. op.cit. pp465 
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The devil has a very special and very useful role to 

play in the Shavian scheme of things. Just as we have homeopathic 

medicine and homeopathic education (so called in the ?reface to 

Back to Methuselah) there is no reason why we should not have 

homeopathic morality he argues. Doctors when they want to rid you 

of a disease, or a symptom, inoculate you with that disease,or give 

you a drug that produces that sym.Qtom, in order to provoke you to 

resist it. lby not administer a dose of evil to see if the reaction 

will not be good? John Bunyan, who was an excellent Diabolonian, 

would,Shaw believes,approve of this practice. He writes that 

"Bunyan ended one of his stories with the remark that there is a 

way to hell even from the gates of heaven, and so led us to the 

equally true proposition that there is a way to heaven even from 

the gates of hell. "1 

Following the tradition of Vergil and Dante be made an imaginary 

tour of the Underworld in the Third Act of Man and Superman. Putting 

the telescope to his blind eye (his mischievous eye), like the 

British admiral, he failed to see Dante's inscription over the gates. 

Instead he found that the devil was a thoroughly decent fellow, and 

that he and Don Juan and the other guests were all very interesting 

talkers - and good Sha vian.s in to the bargain. 

Yfue11 he speaks of Good and Evil in their II13sterious and 

baffling manifestations, Bernard Shaw keeps his eye steadily fixed 

1. Prefaces. p.71~ 
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on the material world that he can see. His ethical teaching has 

decided affinities with the Pragmatism of Yfilliam James. It affirms 

in effect that every truth has practical conseQuences, and that 

these are the test of its truth; it stresses repeatedly that moral 

and religious beliefs that are unrelated to practice have no power to 

command observances or to inspire men to noble effort or lofty achieve-

ment. Chesterton sees the Shavian moral code as being fundamentally 

Cal vin~_stic; he can reduce the v~hole bright display of aphonst ic 

fireworks on the subject to this fundarrental dogma: that the elect 

do not earn virtu_e but possess it. In support of this view, Chesterton 

cites the character of Julius Caesar, as seen in Caesar and Cleopatra. 

"Julius Caesar" he writes, "prevails over other people by possessing 

more virtus than they; not b , having striven or suffered or bought his 

virtue; not because he has struggled heroically, but because he is a 

hero. So far Bernard Shaw is only What I have called him at the 

beginning; he is simply a seventeenth century Calvinist. Caesar is 

not saved by works,or even by faith; he is saved because he is one 

of the elect." 
1 

Shaw, though he commenced to war on his environment at a 

very tender age,nevertheless retained as part of his character a good 

deal of his cultural and religious heritage. The evidence for this 

recurs throughout his works, and he makes no attempt to conceal ito 

1. G.K.Chesterton. op.cit. p.155 
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In the Preface to John Bull's Other Island where he gives us for once 

a glimpse of the real Hernard Shaw he describes himself as ttv:bl.ently 

and arrogantly Protestant by family tradition"· and auain in the 
'1 0 

Preface to Three Plays for Puritans he outlines the extent of his 

Puritan affinities. He writes: 

"I have,I think, always been a ~uritan in my attitude towards Art. I 

am as fond of fine music and handsome building as ~Tilton was, or 

Cromwell, or Junyan; but if I found that they were becoming the in-

struments of a systematic idolatry of sensuousness, I would hold it 

good statesmanship to blow every cathedral in the world to picas with 

dynamite, organd and all,without the least heed to the screams of the 

g,rt critics and cultured voluptuaries."2 

~Vhen he speaks of Calvinism,on the other hand, he has 

always been at pains to dissociate himself in the most certain fashion 

from the theological doctrine of predestination; which is essentially 

hostile to the defiant and primary prooosition of Crea.tive Bvolution, 

viz. that the will has power to triumph over environment. Chesterton, 

however, might find a basis for his claim in the following quotation 

which Shaw regarded both as excellent doctrine,and as a clear and con-

cise summation of his own views: 

"He that is unjust,let him be ~just still; and he that is filthy,let 

him be filthy still; and he that is righteous,let him be righteous still; 

and he that is holy, let him be holy still. "3 

1. Prefaces. po440 

2. Ibid. p.711 

3. Henderson. op.cit. p.465 
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c.. 
From an acceptance of the prima~y of the will,it was a 

logical step towards the glorification of the passions as the basis 

of moral judgment. Although he is wary about allowing any other 

heresiarchs,especially the Continen'li 'brand, to encroach on his 

idealogical stamping ground, he still would prefer to consider his 

ethical concepts as deriving from the social and moral anarchs of the 

nineteenth century rather than being part of the Christian heretages. 

The 5ritish To~ in Kipling's poem would have to go east of Suez to 

escape the rule of the Ten Commandmants -

"Ship me somewheres east of Suez where the best is like the worst, 

-:ihere there aren't no Ten Commandments • • • • 1 

but the heresiarchs,uncluding Shaw, would like to think that Suez 

was on the Rhine,or on the Thames. They were presuming a good deal 

for human nature when they laid the emphasis on human will and on 

human passion. The philosophy which glorifies the man whose standards 

are within himself,whose rule of conduct is the dictum found in the 

Arabian Nights, "Learn to know thyself! And do thou then only act in 

accordance with all thy desires," carries with it certain inevitable 

and shocking consequences. It is good proof of Shaw's consistency 

that he has not hedged the consequences, when the rule is applied 

to those who will not be acutely aware of the risks involved. His 

doctrine is epitomised in the words of George Brandes, as quoted by 

1. Rudyard I~ipling. ''Mandalay" ,Modern British Poetry. edited by 
Louis Untemeyer. p.l34 
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Henderson:"To obey one's senses is to have character. He who allows 

himself to be guided by his own pas si on has indi-viduality." 
1 

It can be seen that this precept has validity only when 

it is enjoined on the naturally good man. Shaw holds it as a fund-

amental tr th that man is naturally good. But he is keenly aware 

that there is another side to the picture; he knows by experience, 

as everybody knows, that the world, as we see it, is not a good 

advertisement for the naturally good man. He cannot escape the fact, 

and he does not attempt to escape it, that there are people who are 

deceitful,covetous,and crue.l. The solution he offers is contained 

in the di etum of \Villiam Blake, nThe road of excess le ads to the 

palace of wisdom." He has explained it in greater length in one of 

his philosophical essays,enti tled The Sanity of Art from wnich we 

quote: 

"If 'the heart of man is deceitful above all things,and des)erately 

wicked', then,truly, the man who allows himself to be guided by his 

passions must needs be a scoundrel; and his teacher might well be 

slain by his parents. But how if the JOuth,thrown helpless on his 

passions, found that honesty,that self-respect,that hatred of 

cruelty and injustice ••• were master passions,:nay that heir 

excess is so dangerous to youth that it is part of the wisdom of 

age to say to the young: 'Be not righteous overmuch: why shouldst 

thou destroy thyself'? ••• The truth is that passion is the steam in 

1. Henderson. op.cit. p.465 



Page 116. 

the engine of all religious and moral systems. In sofar as it is 

malevolent,the religious are malevolent too, and iBsist on human 

sacrifices, on hell,wrath,and vengeance. You cannot read Browning's 

Caliban upon Selbos, (Natural Theology in The Island)wi thout ad.mi tting 

that all our religions have been nade as Caliban mad his, and that 

the diffemence between Caliban and Prospero is not that Prospero has 

killed passion in himself whilst Caliban has yielded to it, but that 

Prospero is mastereEl by holier passions than Caliban's." 
1 

Bernard Shaw believes in putting first hings first. The 

Gospel teaching is to pay attention to spiritual matters first,after 

which all the other needs of man will be fulfilled. The Sh2.vian 

teaching is to seek first the things that are necessary and p~actical 

in order to make one's existence a comfortable and profitable ex-

perience in the physical sense,and then the needs of the SJirit can 

be satisfied in due course. There is a strang~ and practical present 

worldiness about the mysticism of Shaw. He would canonize his saints, 

not for the superabundance of their virtues and gpod works, but rather 

for the paucity of their mistakes. His advocatus diaboli would press 

the charges that his client had condoned vaccination or vivisection; 

that he fell short of true Socialism in his politieal faith, or 

True Vitalism in his religious faith. The su_preme heresy would be a 

deliberate and conscientious disregard for money. It should be estab-

lished that the Life-Force had operc'.ted throu.gh the would be saint in 

1. "The Sanity of Art," Collected Works of :Bernard Shaw. Vol.l9.p~315 
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an exceptionally high degree,a1lowl·ng fo.r a hl"gher vital conscious-

ness, a larger vision, and a more acute evaluation of the follies of 

people. And it should be made clear that in oonverting,say, a useful 

coal-miner into an inspired "talkertt, the talk was more than camp-

a/' 
ensation in terms of the social welfare that resulted~ the loss of 

coal suffered by the community. 

Shaw is ~ convinced that the useful saint is ~BKk a 

rare phenomenon; therefore he makes it a point to keep his eye peeled 

for the quack reformer. He sees that ever~· generation boasts of 

Progress, but he has strong reservations about the word as it is used 

by so many pygmy imitations of the true Progressive. 

"In moments of progress (he writes) the noble succeed,because things 

are going their way: in moments of decadence the base succeed for 

the same reason: hence the world is never without the exhiliration 

of contemporary success.tt The saint,he believes, is a true Progressive; 
1 

but real saints are limited to a handful in any generation; the quack 

saints, the mob-gathering talkers are legion; and generally they are 

nothing more than a new incarnation of the old idol worshipping 

Idealists,who were ready to turn the world upside down to satisfy 

the lust of an overweening egotism • .setter the ordinary,stolid, 

unimaginative citizen than these all-devouring Molochs. The Dauphin 

in Saint Joan is an example of the good king. Mediocre, unambitious 

of fame,willing to serve the gods that are,he is the Shavian type of 

the good citizen who has received his quota of Life-Force inspiration 

1. Prefaces. p.l94 
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and no more. In the Epilogue to the play - an imaginary scene set in 

1920 A.1. in which the principals return to earth from the other world

Charles the Dauphin, who had later becJme Cm rles VII of France, spea.ks 

his mind. 

"Yes: it is always you good men who do the big mischiefs. Look a.t meZ 

I am not Charles the Good,nor Charles the ~;Vise,nor Charles the :Bold. 

Joan's worshippers may even call me Charles the Coward because I did 

not pull her out of the fire. But I have done less harm than any of 

you. You people with your heads in the sky spend all your time trying 

to turn the world upside dow.n; but I take the world as it is,and say 

that top-side-up is right-side-up; and I keep my nose pretty close to 

the ground. And I ask you what king of France has done better,or 

been a better fellow in his little way?'\ 

Bernard Shaw' s conception of the Brave New ::rorld is that 

of a place fii for ordinary people to live in. But there will be 

exce)tions to the rule; and in this case he insists that the exceptions 

are a real necessity. The Life-Force goes about its business by a 

thousand devious and hidden paths. Once in a while a favoured mortal 

by grant of a superabundant appetite for evolution will be selected 

to be a child of li;$ t, that he may in the course of his earthly 

journey lead the people back to first Principles. Shaw believes that 

there are forces at work vd'lich use individuals for purposes :t1G.r fo-r 

transcending the purpose of keeping these people alive,and prosperous, 

and happy. That such forces exist is established,he says,by the fact 

1. st.Joan. p.179 
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that men will sacrifice life,and happiness,and prosperity in the 

pursuit of knowledge and social readjustrr~nts,even though they can 

expect no temporal reward,and rarely get it, for their unselfish 

efforts on behalf of others. 

He believes that St.Joan was the medium of such a 

force; and his play pretends to explain the French national heroine 

in these terms. Presented as a "Chronicle Play in Six Scenes and 

an EpLLogue", it traces the workings of the evolutionary appetite 

in Joan: how this superpersonal urge led her from the quiet 

fields near the Vosges to the court of the Dauphin of France; how 

she rode over a thousand obstacles with superhuman zeal, out-

braving the braves knights,in order to accomplish her heaven-sent 

mission; how she trampled on her way the toes of distraught Charchmen 

and feudal lords, who, mistaking her simplicity for another sin, 

led her to the stake at Rouen,crushed by a conflict of the three 

powers: Regal,sacerdotal, and Prophetical. 

It will be understood that Shaw's defense of The 1~id 

would never have won a vote on the heroism of her virtues in the 

Sacred .Congreg,ation of Rites. But the play is an artistic and 

eloauent declaration of the Shavian postulate that saints are nee-
"" 

es~y,even for Creative Evolution. Joan's voices and visions are 

given a quasi-naturalistic explanation. The play reads: 

"Joan: I hear voices telling me what to do. They come from God. 

Robert: They come from you:r inBgination. 
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Joan: Of course. That is how the messages of' God come to us." 
1 

The diverse manners in Which the imagination dramatises 

the approach of superpersonal forces is,Shaw thinks, the problem 

of the psychologists; and he leaves it e.t that. Th~ point he 

wishes to emphasize is that these forces are there, and will appear 

at certain times; that the saint who is the medium of these forces 

cannot resist them even though it rreans misunderstanding, suffering, 

and even premature death. The final summing up is an indictment of 

humanity: the world, says Shaw, is not safe for saints. He lets 

Joan - the newly canonized Saint Joan,- speak tbe final word: "0 God 

that madest this beautiful earth, When will it be ready to receive 

Thy saints? How long, 0 Lord, how long?" 
2 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * **' 



CHAPTER IV1 

CREATIVE EVOLUTION 

After advocating Socialism for over twenty years, 

Bernard Shaw began to have grave doubts whet~ r, after all, 

political theories however excellent on paper could ever be 

properly applied. The stumbling-block was man. By the year 1903 

he had decided that all evidence of progress was definitely an 

illusion. He saw that the mere transfiguration of institutions 

as from militar,y and priestly dominance to commercial and 

scientific dominance, from commercial domdnance to proletarian 

democracy are all but changes from Tweedledum to Tweedledee. Man 
. 

as he is has shown himself incapable of solving the vast and 

complex probl~s forced upon him. It is no use trying to substitute 

Fabian methods for those of the b,~ricader or the dynamitard: both 

are equally futile. "Man will return to his idols and his 

.rupidities in spite of all "movements" and all revolutions, until 

his nature is changed. "l Unless man is replaced by a more highly 

evolved animal - in short by the Superman - thP world must r~in 

a den of dangerous animals, concludes Shaw. How is the Super.man 

to be produced? T.he answer is : where there is a will there is a 

way. The solution lies in "Evolution. 1
' 

Shaw's argument runs as follows: Darwinian science 

holds out no hope whatever; it reduces life to a cruel conflict 

l. Prefaces. p. 179 



9f blind forces, ruling out any possibility of progress because 

it rules out the power of will and the presence of a plan. Eut 

there are grounds for hope in Creative Evolution. The force 

which made life evolve from the simple cell to the more complex 

organisms of brain, nerve, and muscle does not stop with man. 

God achieves His purpose by trial and error. God is a Creative 

Purpose, and all living creatures are experiments in the 

realisation of this great design which is the attainment ot 

power over matter and circumstance. The Purpose, alias the 

Life-Force, alias the Evolutionary Appetite, alias God may make 

frightful mdstakes which Its creatures have to remedy. As Don 

Juan explains it in Man and Superllla;rt• 
-· 

"Life is a force which has made innumerable exper-

iments in organising itself ••• the mammoth and the man, the 

mouse and the megatherium, the flies ani the fleas and the 

Fathers of the Church, are all more or less successful attempts 

to build up that raw force into higher and higher individuals, 

the ideal individual being omnipotent, omniscient, infallible, 

and withal, completely, unilludedly, self-conscious : in short, 

a god." 
l 

That in brief outline is the essence of the 

Skavian religion. But before we can appreciate the super

structure he has raised on the foundation of Evolutionism, 

we must explain the precise meaning Shaw has in mind when he 

uses such ter.ma as Mechanist, Vitalist, La Neo-Lamarckian; 
-

and we must compare the history of Evolutionar.y thought as it 

1. Op. cit. p.p. 158-9 



stands ~bellianed in the exhaustive Preface to Back to 

Methusel~h with the history as it emerges from the works of 

those who laid the foundations. 

When Bernard Shaw has an axe to grind he goes to 

work w.ith that admirable thoroughness which he brings to ever.y 

task whether of construction or destruction; when the instruM 

ment has acquired the necessar.y keenness of edge he begins to 

chop right and left at the noxious growths that mar this 

onward march. One of the knottiest growths he met and one 

which continually tripped him was the Xatural Selection theory 

of Charles Darwin. Bernard Shaw decided that Natural Selection 

was anti-Shavian, and accordingly he went to work on it. If 

the sustained battering of eloquent prose could d~olish a 

theor,y, the broken pieces of Selectionism could be counted 

after the Preface to Back to Methuselah was written. 

Vitalism - one of the rival biological theo~ies which proved 

acceptable to Shaw can scarcely be said to have been more 

fortunate. After he had finished explaining it, it had 

become merely a term for Shaw's point of view. 

Dramatically Shaw casts Darwin in the role of 

villain as opposed to Lama.rck the hero. This procedure is 

completely in accord with his avowed practice of refusing 

to see both sides of any question at the same time, but 

rather of arguing with reckless bias for or against. ~ut 

though these are the names on the bills, in his own 



consciousness Butler is the hero, and Weismann, the wicked 

decapitator of the tails of mice, is the villain. 

There are roughly five views on the origin and 

development of man and the universe. At one extreme there 

is fue belief portrayed in Genesis which depicts each species 

as having been separately created. Related to this is the 

view held by some Christians who, like, Professor Drummond 

hold that the evolution of life has been consciously directed 

by" an omnipotent and benevolent God. At the other extre.me 

there is the cruder sort of Materialism which, with Democ-

retus, assumes t~ world was made out of dead atoms as a re-

sult of chance. Next is the mechanistic theory made 

popular by the strict Darwinians which assumes that all 

complex species, including man, have been evolved from a few 

simple for.ms chiefly by a process of selection of chance 

variations known as Natural Selection or the Survival of 
.. 

the ~ttest. Striking a balance between the mechanistic 
.. 

view on the one hand and the strict theological view on the 

other, there is the school of Vitalism, or, as Shaw calls 

it, Creative Evolution, which conceives the main factors of 

development as consisting of a will, or vital impulse, 

striving for more c~lete expression. All these five 

positions have minor variants. 

At an early age Shaw rejected the ~ook of 

Genesis as a guide to the origin of life, and it was not 



long before he had rejected the whole ~ible as a guid~ to 

man's relations with God. The religion inculcated in the 

earlier books he regarded as "a crutt~ly atrocious ritual ot 

human sacrifice to propitiate a murderous tribal deity who 
was, f'or example, induced to spare t~ human race from 

destruction in a second deluge by the pleasure given him by 

the smell of burning flesh when lfoah took of every clean 

beast and of every clean fowl, and offered burnt offerings 

on the altar." 1 Before the age of thirty, though describing 
.... 

himself as an Atheist, he had dissociated from the next 

three theories listed above, and had finally accepted the 

middle position of Vitalistic or Creative Evolution. From 
-; that time on Darwinism became the object of some of his 

most harrowing invective. 

In the year 1906 when he was fifty years oldt 

Shaw was asked by the Fabian Societ,y, which was then 

organising a series of lectures on Prophets of the Nineteenth 

Centur,y, to deliver a lecture on the prophet Darwin. 
~. 

Three years previously on the occasion of the presentation 

of Man and Superman., he had found that "most people were 

unable to understand how I could be an Evolutionist and not 

a Neo-Darwinian, or why I habitually derided Neo-Darwinism 

as a ghastly idiocy, and would fall on its professors 

1. The Adventures of the Black Girl in Her Search for God. 

op. cit. P. 66. 



slaughterously in public discussions." The lecture on 
1 

' 
Darwin was delivered but not published. Eighteen years ot 

further reflection confir.med for Shaw the violent antipathy 

he had always nourished towards Natural Selection. In 1921 

he resurrected t~ lecture and expanded it into the Preface 

for his ~ible of Creative Evolution which he called Back to . . ... 
Me thus elah. 

Shaw went to work to turn back the tidal wave 

of Darwin's popularity and to rehabilitate those thinkers 

who though antedating the publication of Ori~n of Speci~~· 

and forgotten in the great acclamation that greeted the oook, 

still he thought, possessed the right key to the secret of 

evolut1on. The Preface sets out to establish the thesis 

that Darwinism is a cruel and pessimistic creed which in 

effect banished mind from the universe and reduced all 

beauty and ~ntelligence, all strength and purpose to mere 

chance. It proceeds to examine the history of Darwinian 

thought, trying to put the finger on ~he reasons why su~n a 

blighting and inhuman explanation of man's origin and 

purpose rece1ved such joyt·u.L acceptance. Darwin, it is 

admitted, pleased the Hu.ma.ni taria.ns; he pleased the . 
Socialists; he pleased the Capitalists; he emulated Karl 

larx and founded the second creed of the centur.y; he made 

1. Prefaces. P• 480. 



the Whole world Kin. Finally, it has to be admitted that 
-

Darwinism is not finally refutable. When a man tells you, 

says Shaw, that you are a product of Circumstantial 

Selection solely, you cannot disprove it. "You can only 
~ 

tell him out of the depths of your inner conviction that 

he is a fool and a liar."
1 

.... 

The question is asked, what was the secret 

of Natural Selection's phenomenal success? T.he secret was, 
-- ..... 

we are told, that it never puzzled anybody. Shaw eXplains 

it thus: 

"If very few of us have read ~e Origin of 
~ 

Species from end to end, it is not because it overtaxes our 

mind, but because we take in the whole case and are prepared 

to accept it long before we have come to the end of the 

innumerable instances and illustrations of which the book 

mainly consists." 
2 

Darwin arrived just in time to lead the revolt 

for which the people were waiting, the revolt that is 

against anthropomorphic idolatr.y. T.he prevalence of a strong 

desire to re-examine accepted values and institutions was 

greatly responsible for the unusual reception which greeted 

textbooks tha·t were undoubtedly on the face of them dull 

1. 
Prefaces. p. 502 

2. Ibid p. 500 



scientific treatises. T.he Origin of Species was a fresh 

att~pt to satisfy the hunger for a plausable explanation 

of the origin of life at a time when the Genesis account 

seemed to be taking a heavy pounding from the big guns of 

nineteenth century science. It came with a simple formula 

that seemed to cover all the cases. 

Continuing his explanation Shaw shows that in 

another field Karl Marx touched the minds of his generation 

with a book that might have passed as a patchwork quilt of 

facts and figures about economic donditions, a book that 

would have been remelllbered chiefly for its unrelieved 

dullness except that it also contained a spirited attack 

upon the conventional respectability that covered the 

snobbery of the bourgeoisie, 

whose practice it had been to identify success in life with 

big profits. 

"The moment ]l[arx showed t:m. t the relation of 

Ill 

the bourgeoisie to society was grossly immoral and disastrous. 

and that th~ white vmll of starched shirt fronts concealed 

and defended the most infamous of all tyrannies a.nd the basest 

of all robberies, he became an inspired prophet in the mind 

of every generous soul whom his book reached. u 
l 

What did it matter if the pages of Capital proved 

1. Prefaces. p. 509 



. 
that Marx had never breathed industrial air, and had dug his 

case out of blue books in the British MUseum? The great fact 

was that Marx had for the moment the World Will by the ear. 

The same was true of Darwin. One wonders if Bernard Shaw at 

the age of sixty-five was making a supreme ef;-:-ort to get the 

World Will by the ear. 

Shortly after he had reached the age of forty his 
~ . 

mind began to turn from the immediate and practical problems 

of social reform to a long-range comprehensive appraisal of 

all human effort to solve the problems raised by human 

aggregation, or, as it is called, civilization. Accordingly, 

in 1901, he took the legend of Don Juan in its Mozartian form 

and made it a dramatic parable of Creative ~volution. 

Unfortunately, since he could not resist indulging his talent 

for lavish and brilliant decoration, nor forget his comedic 

spirit, the result was that nobody noticed the new religion 

in the midst of the intellectual whirlpool. Though the 

critics took him seriously as philosoph~r and social reformer, 

the impression made on the public was not what had been 

expected. In the meantime the tradition of good theatrical 

fare was coming to be an accepted thing; the idea current at 

the turn of the century that a playwright is a person whose 

business it is to make unwholesome confectionary out of 

cheap emotions was giving way to a healthy broadmindedness 

that tolerated the intelligent discussion on the stage of 

social, ethical and religious topics, thanks in large 



measure to Shaw's inspirin~eadership and his incessant 
-· 

propaganda on behalf of the New Drama. 

The second legend of Creative Evolution written 

in 1921 under the title Back to Methuselah is the author's 

-
final effort to give dramatic form to his religious ideas. 

It is a set of five plays. Though the epigrams, the sallies 

of wit, and the other contents of the Shavian bag of tricks 

make their wonted appearance, this set-of plays has 

unmistakable evidence that he is in a ver.y serious mood; I 
. 

might even say, in a very sad and serious mood. There are 

moments when he becomes pensive as a man often does when 

his minds' eye looks out over a great expanse of time, and 

this pensiveness has a strong tinge of unspeakable sadness 

that evokes an outburst of something that is unmistakeably 

poetic. Before ringing up the curtain, he gives us a peep 

at the hidden mysteries he is about to unfold. "I exploit," 

says he, "the eternal interest of the philosophers' stone 

which enables men to liv~ forever." - l 

He has hitched his wagon to the star of 

Vitali~tic Evolution. Re has discovered the true heir to 

the vacant throne; and this princeling whom he has set up 

and crowned will lead the wandering race to the high 

destiny which was marked out for it. But contenders must 

1. Prefaces. P• 524. 





!n like manner the~struggle between the rival claimants to 

truth in biological dispute has all the dramatic and life 

like aspect of an old lfclrality Play, with angels and devils 

battling it out before the gasping audience, until finally 

the Dal"flinian devil, unable to withstand the righteousness 

of the Lamarckian angel, is hi seed off the stage by the 

outraged audience and soundly trashed as he makes his 

ignomi.nious way to the door. 

It looks as if Shaw was convinced that the lay 

man's mind was in a complete muddle concerning the true 

facts of the hi story of Evolu ti oni sm. In this he was probably 

right. The elerk, the bus-driver and the policeman was 

tied to his job for one-third of the day, he slept during 

mother third, and the remainder of the time was all too 

~ort considering the need of relaxation and the calls of 

domestic lif'e. It was all right for the handful of free men 

who, like Bernard Shaw and Samuel Butler, were not shackled 

nth responsibility and had plenty of time to spend in the 

British llu.seum. This situation exemplified the painful 

probl~ that confronted the educationalist at that time, 

and that still confronts us today. Sha.w was more keenly 

aware of it than most writers. We see that the demand for 

a re&dT-Dde code of morals, f'or a ready-made political 

creed, and a ready--made answer to the unexpected thorny

queatiOD has become as widespread as the demand for the 



read1·Dde · poduot "of the factory. The popular mind, robbed . 

ef ita tr:Lstine sanit,., cannot w1 tho~t direc 11J.on from a 

popu.lar leader examine and weigh the merits and deme~i ts ot 

1 case. The appeal must be directed to the emotions as well 

as to the intellect. Hence the success ot the so called 

colourful character as political educator; hence Lord 

Saliabury' s remark that what the people wanted was a circus; 

hence Bernard Shaw' s npopular melodrama" and his history ot 

Evolutionism as the man in the street 'Jould appreciate and 

uderstand it. 

Beginning with the Greek philosopher Empedodes 

and his four elements Fire, Air, Earth, and Water the Preface 

traces the development of Evolutionism through Aristotle, 

Unnaeus, Iveviranus, down to Lamarck, Buffon, and the two 
-

Darwins- Erasmus and Charles. T.heexample of the giraffe's 

neck is taken to illustrate the different points of view. 

One may believe that God originally created its long neck, or 

tluit an animal with a neck of normal length, by stretching 

it out to reach the tender leaves high up an the tree, would, 

in successive generations elongate tle neck until it functions 

as we see- it to-day. Or a prP.historic breeder might have 

selected the longest-necked animals and bred them deliberately 

to secure a natural curiosity. Darwin rejected all these 

~lanations; he simply said that if the neck of the animal 

was too 1hort it died by being unable to reach its food. 
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Animals with longer necks would have a be'f;ter chance to 

surTiVe, and would thus be selected by Nature to carry 

on the species. Lamarck, on the other hand saw a c erta.in 

~ose at work. The animal with a short neck faced with 

starvation when all the lower leaves were used up, consciously 

strove to elongate its neck in order to reach the higher 

leaves, until after a period of time it adapted itself to 

this new necessity and actually succeeded in acquiring the 

giraffe-like neck we know today. 

So far so good. But at this point Shaw beiins 

to draw his own conclusions to the Darwinian hypothesis, and 

to ascribe unusual miracles to the Vi talist wonder-worker. 

Then to round out the romantic episode he ropes in some 

strange bedfellows for both protagonists - one group called 

Net-Darwinians who were remarkable for a total disregard of 

U.gination, metaphysics, poetry, conscience, and decency; 

and the other known as lieo-Lamarckians who, numbering himself 
-

mong their enlightened company held thoroughly sane views 

on t~ nature of inherited acquirements, and advanced the 

hopeful proposition that if the weight litter under the trivial 

stimlllus of athletic competition could "put up a muscle" it 
.... 

was reasonable to believe that an equally earnest philosopher 

00Uld "put up a brain." 

The catalogue of infamies associated with Neo

~nduians is ,pread over several pages of powerful prose. 

These inolude TiTiseetion, fatalism, blind cruelty, and the 



praotice of using knives instead of eyes. The Preface reads·: 

•Jt.er since Jle (:Darwin) set up Circumstantial Selection as 

ine creator and ruler of the universe, the scientific world 

haS been the very citadel of stupidity and cruelty. "l We 

further discover that Darwinism implied that "street a:rabs 
. .... 

are produced by slums and not by original sin: that prosti tu tea 

are produced by starvation wages ani not by feminine 

eoneupiscence•2 The be~ievers in Natural Selection, it appears 

are Fatalists banishing or ignoring will: they :regard Nature . 
' -

"as nothing but a casual asaresation of inert and dead natter. tt 3 
.. 
If this, says Shaw, be no blasphemy but a truth of science, 

"then the stars of heaven ••• the mountains and 

hills may no longer be called to exalt the Lord with ua by 
-

praise: their work is to modify all things by blindly starving 
. 

and murdering everything that is not lucky enough to survive 

in the uniTersal struggle for hogwash." 
4 

1. 
Prefaces. p. 504 

2, Ibid. P• 508 

3, Ibid. -p. 498 

4, Ibid. p. 498 



' !he crucial question of Free Will, the same that 
... 

Ui reDt JDrope asunder in the sixteenth century, that had 

,orried J(artin Luther, ·and John CalTint and the Council ot 
- ~ 

Trent, arose from the ashes and blazed up again during the 

latter half of the nineteenth century. The publication ot 
I 

!he Orisin of Species and more especially of ,~e .Des.cent ot -
.. 4 ....... iran made it necessary to go back to the beginning and 

reconsider the position of the will in relation to the new 

antagonist called Environment. Some philosophers were still 

loathe to rake the coals. Professor Haeckel, following the 
--

lead given by Emil du Bois-Reymond, numbered freedom of the 
~ 

will among the seven "world-enigmas:" 'tu t he disposed of 
, --the problea without much ado by simply declaring that it did 

. not exist. "The freedom of the will" he wrote in The -.I ,. 
..... _'.,.. 

Riddle of the Universe," is not an object for critical 
.. 

scientific inquiry at all, for it is a pure dogma, based. on 

an illusion, and has no real existence." 
1 ... 

Bemard Shaw, on the other hand, though he was 

in s~atbT with the monistic philosophy of Haeckel, regarded .. -
Free Will as a very real thing, and as far back as 1891 he 

had come to grips with it in "The Qpintes~enc'e' ·"t .}Jts~n.i~UJ. • 
. 

Here he attacked the mechanic~i utilitarian ethic for 

treating man as the sport of every circumstance. Thirty 

1• lr.nat Haeckel. The Riddle of the Universe. P• 16 



. rs later we find him with added veh~Jnenoe denouncing yea 
Jatural Selection for laying the whole emphasis on the whims 

1r environment. He speaks of its "blind coarseness," its 
- fl ..., 

"sbailow logic," its "sickening inhumanity." He ~vri tes : 
~ ~ ~ 

iithere is no place in Darwinism for free will, or any otner 

;ort of will." 
1 

Furthermore we ar~ told that Neo-
. 

DarwiDiSJI produced the war, and led to political opportunism 

in excelsis, which brought parliaments into contempt and 

left the road free for Syndicalism; that it held self-control 
-

to be a defiance of the inexorable laws of Nature, so thAt 

"the true way to deal with drunkeness is to flood the country 
. 
with cheap gin and let ~he fittest survive."a We are led to 

"' 
believe that it meant lendingthe authority of science to 

every political and economic theory that could be called in 

to support the suppression and elimination of the weak by 

the strong - the enslavement of the masses by the captains of 

industry; that it gave moral authority to Free Trade, F:ree 
~ .. 

Contract, Free Competition, Natural Liberty, Laissez-faire. 
- - -

"We all began going to the devil with the utmost cheertulnessn 

writes, Shaw. 
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"Ever,yone who had a mind to change, changed itl•• 

1, 

!refac e1• p. 504 



we were gaily dancing to our damnation across the rainbow 

bridge which Darwinism had thrown over the gulf which 
• . 
separates life and hope from death and despair." 

1 
..... 

When stating his position in reference to the 

various schools of Evolutionism, Shaw has not only over

simplified the different theories, but he has often mis

represented the history of them in order to square them with 

his own hypothesis. 

Though he takes his stand on the Lamarckian 
-

principle that acquirements are heritable there are passages 

in his writings which might be taken as supporting the 

opposite Weismann view. For instance, when he first 

attempted to dramatise his religious faith he wrote : "The 
- . 

bubble of heredity has been pricked : the certainty that 

acquirements are negligible as elements in practical 

heredity has demolished the hopes of the educa ti oni sts as 

well as the terrors of the degeneracy mongers." 2 This 
~ 

quotation has wrongly been taken oy some commentators to 

mean that Shaw was at one time a supporter of Weisma.nn. A •• 
study of the context will show that he is merely pursuing 

his favourite practice of arguing with reckless bias for 

or against a certain point of view. In this case the 

1• Prefaces. 

2, Ibid. 

p. 501 
·-

p. 159 



.. subject of discussion was Progress; and because he held veri 
.. 

atroBi coDvictions regarding a hereditary "governing olasstt 

·as an eneJJY of Progress, he made a clean s~eep of this form 

of heredity. If Weismann could be of any help, so much the 

better. On the other hand, Shaw' s plan for the successful 

breeding of the Superman postulates the belief that fe.vour

~leTariations are transmi~ted from generation to generation. 

lie ~resented this thesis clearly in the final dramatic 

version of his religious faith. The Preface to Back to 

lethuselah reads : "To an Evolu ti oni st there are no other 

habits (except acquired habits) a man being only an amoeba 
,. 

with acquirement s. "1 
... 

We will now consider the main ch~rges brought 

against Darwinism, and try to resolve the confusion arising 

out of the Shavian picture of the different schools of 

thought. 

That Darwinism leads to. Fatalism and the 

banishing of mind from the universe is still a mooted 

question. Darwin, though he dPvotes a full chapter of 

The Descent of 11an to a study of the intellectual and moral 

faculties during primeval and civilized times, nevertheless 

refrains f'rom .any discussion of the other philosophical 

implications of the Natural Selection hypothesis. There 
( 

11 no reference to Free-Will. But this aubj ect has been 



~eh debated by Darwin's commentaters, beginning with Samuel 
- -

:su.tler -who first introduced the charg~ that Circumstantial 

Selection banished mind from the universe, and ther~by 

caused a certain haughty displeasure among his opponent•• 

George "Nhitehead in his critical study ot 

Bernard Shaw maintains that 

•Darwinism does not imply Fatalimn and the - , 
abolition of will and mind from the universe. It implies 

aer·eJ.y that the will and mind are conditioned by pressure 

of circumstances acting upon the potentialities contained 

nthin the individual.•! 

Since Yr. Whitehead has not defined the nature 
-

and force of this 11-pressure" of' circumstances, the reader is 
.. .. 

not convinced that the charge has been confuted to 

satisfaction. Even Shaw rejects the notion that the will is 

stronger than destiny. In one of his earlier wri tin:gs he 

rules out the so called man of indomitable will. He says of 

him : 

•Only by plunging into illusions to which every 
-

fact gives the lie can he persuade himself' that his will is 

aforce tmt can overcome all other forces, or that it is 

less conditioned by circumstances than a wheelbarrow is."
2 

1. Whitehead. op. cit. p. 86 

2. The Quintessence of ·Ibaenism. p. 55 



The preTailing belief among those who accept 
. 

the Jatural Selection hypothesis appears to be that of an 

.180ru.table and complex invironmental situation. The 
l . 

'· haphazard method employed in aelectiDI variations is 
. 

eapbasised by modern exponents of Darwinism. In The Science 
. . 

of Li:Ce, product of the combined efforts of Julian Hu.iley, - -
K.G~ and G.P. Wells, we read : "Variation is at random ••• 

·(evolution) is the result of purposeless and random 

;ariation sifted by purposeless and automatic selection." 1 

The Epicureans regarded Fatalism as blind chance. If it is 
. 

admitted that the variations which alone make ·evolution 

possible are random ·variations, and, furthermore, that Nature 

does not !lllow all its creatures sufficient opportunity to 

adapt themselves to their environment and master it before 

fgrlne or superior animal force forestalls them, preferring 

not those who are stronger or cleverer, but those who are 

fittest, then it will be understood why Bernard Shaw linked 

latural Selection with the fatalistic attitude. 

Shaw speaks of the Life-Force as working b7 

trial and error to produce the Superman. This Purpose 

governing the universe finds itself opposed by animal and 

material nature in its eternal war upon matter. Only when 

it has •mastered •••• matter to its uttermost confines•• 
2 

will 

1• IV.G. Wells, J".s. Huxley, G.P. Wells. The Science of Life 
ol. 1. p. 641. 

2
' ~a.ck to lcthua elah. p. 300 



it attain to the fulness of its being. The very fact that 
. 

aan is able to obstruct the working of the Life-Force by 

iuduliiDg his egoistic urges presupposes hi~ fre;,dom of 

choice. The evidence is that Shaw puts his faith in the 

freedom of the will, in the divine capacity for creation 

rising higher than environment and doom. He holds that 
-

Life which is the force behind the Man aims at developing 

the soul, because without it he blunders in to death. Just 

as Life, after ages of struggle, evolved that wonderful 

bodily organ the eye, so that the living organism could see 

where it was going, so it is evolving to-day a mind's eye 
-

that shall see the purpose of life, and work for that 

purpose instead of baffling it by setting up short sighted 

personal aims. 

"I sing not arms and the hero," proclaims Don 
. ... ~ 

Juan, "but the philosophic man : ·he who seeks in contemp• 
.. 

lation to discover the inner will of the world ••• " 
1 

.... 
In the long run the Shaw versus Darwin dispute 

on the subject Fatalism versus Free W'ill still leaves us 

with the age-old question, human will versus destiny. This 

time the protagonists used a new terminology, but they 

aerely- went back over the same ground that had been covered 

by their predecessors; and they left us none the wiser. We 

are still wondering how to reconcile individual choice with 

1 final Purpose. 

1• !an pd Super.aaa.q. P• 160 



In 1921 Shaw wrote, "I was a Neo-La.ma.rckian."l , 
..... 

Be was referring to the views he held in 1903. This statement 

causes confusion in the mind of the reader, considering that 
" 
the tera Jeo-La,marckian applies to one who b~lieves that 

acquirement a are heritable, and seeing that Shaw then 

supported the Weismann theory which denied such a thesis. 

Charles Darwin, as a matter of fact, could be called a Neo

Lamarcldi.n.2 Sbaw has confused his position still more··· by 

~dopting the vi talistic views of Samuel Butler. In the 

Preface to .Back to Methuselah (1921) the~ terms Vi t~lism a.nd 
,... 

Ieo-Lamarckism are used to signify the same thing, whereas 

1, Prefaces. p. 486 
--

2, The Science of Life (Vol 1. p. 427). reads: uTo this 
, .... - ,... ... ~ •. 

day the belief' in the inheritance of acquired characters is 
• 

called Iamarcki SJD. With the inclusion of an involuntary 

response to environment ••••• and the i.Dheri tance of this 

response, it is called Neo-Lamarckism. ••• 

Professor ~ulian Huxley' in his ~iving Thoughti 

ot Darwin {p. 78) explains that Darwin was severely handi-
.~ 

capped by the biological ignorance of his generation. "All 

he could do," he wri tee, "was to make it highly probable 

that a good deal of the visible variation seen in living beings 

domestic or wild, was inherited, without .knowing tlE precise 

extent or method of the inheritance." 
' 

George Whitehead's review of the history of 

Evolutioaiem in Bernard Sha.w Explained (p. 95)includes the 

statement, "Charles Darwin, then, was a N eo-Lama.rckian •" 



is a wide diffe:rence between the two. Whitehead point'S 
there 
out that La•arck was not a Vi talist, supporting the view vri th 

•this quotation from his writings : "Life is a purely physical 

J),aoaenon. All its phenomena depend on mechanical, physical, 

~dch6dcal ·causes which are inherent in the nature of matter 

itself • "1 

When -he charges that Darwinism regards Nature as 

aca~l aggregation of inert and dead matter, Shaw is con-
-· 

!laiD& the mechanistic theory with the ancient doctrine 

JaterialiSJA, which found no favour with the Darwinian e • 
. 

Professor Haeckel may be said to speak for the _whoJ.e school 

lhen he explains that •Pure moniB11l is identical neither with 

the theoretical )[aterialism that denies the existence ot 

spirit, and diasolTes the world into a heap of ctead atoms, 

nor with the theoretical spirituali•••••which reJects the 

notion of matter• 
2 

The Ieo-I•marckian view appeals most to those 
-

coabata.Dt apiri ta who would figure man in a Promethean and 

f11all7 hopeful conflict with the uni Terse as stubborn 

matter; ap.in the mystic and the believer in a directive 

divinity i11cline very naturally towards the concept ot a 

1• ihi tehead. op. oi t. P• 96 

a. Baeckel. op. ci t. j. 20 



·.ddell urge in nature which impels organisms to develop from 
1U . 

lpecies ot simple forms to those of greater complexity. 

Bergson was attracted to lleo-Lamarckism, because, as he 

~ressed it in Creative Evolution1 it is "of all the later 
-

forms of evolutionism, the only one capable of admitting an 

internal and psychological principle of development." 
1 

Not 

~atisfied with the mechanical explanation of the evoiu tion 

process Bergson postulated a factor which is beyond the 

grasp of intelligence - an elan vital or impulse inherent in 

matter, and forcing its way upward in the scale of conscious-

ness. 

"This impetus, sustained right along the lines 

of evolution among which it gets di videc , is the fundamental 

cause of variations, at least of those that are regularly 

passed on, that accumulate and create new species.",a Bergson 
-

was the link between Shaw and the earlier evolutionists. 

Taking the two sets of plays which give dramatic 

expression to his religious creed with their Prefaces and 

·other accompaniments, and paying attention to--references 

found scattered in other parts of Shaw' s works, we get the 

following summary of his Creat,ive Evolution. 

1. Bergson. op. ci t. p. 81 

2, Ibid P• 92 



Adaittin~ that their origins are inexplicable 

he assumes two main entitie~ in the universe - matter and 

the life-Force. The Life-Force is conceived as the Will-to

uve-,more abundantly. It is aiming to become conscious of 

its own pur:pose, and through countless ages species after 

species has been scrapped in its effort to do so. The pur

pose is not size or strength, for the rocks are littered 

with the bones of extinct monsters; not beauty or speed, for 

these were achieved among the llirds and insects before man 

appeared. ][ore complex organism is aimed at, so that 

finally brains capable of helping the Life-Force can be 

developed. But man, in spite of his supremacy is a bungler, 

swayed hither and thither by his appetites, and, having no 

enduring will to higher consciousness, must in turn be 

displaced by the SUperman. The Superman in turn will yield 

to a higher being, the progress of evolution being 

manifested by a gradual rejection of the cares and pleasures 

of the bod7, and a greater preoccupation with the development 

of the soul. The Ancients in Back to Kethuselah are phantom

like creatures who lead lives of pure thought. They represent 

the victory ot Life over matter. Lili th, the mythical being 

of ambivalent s~x who in the begin~ing sundered itself in 
t . 
ftlD and laWlched Jlan and \Voman on the earth, is made to 

return at the end of countless ages to review the record ot 

its descendants. ''I will not supersede them" it reflects, 



iuntil theY have fordei this last stream that lies between 
\ 

flesh and sp~ri t, and disentangle their life from the matter 

that baS alW&.Y'S mocked it. "1 
-

The Life-Force first functioning as a single cell, 
. -

evolves male and female to achieve higher complexity. The 

male accepts the duties of nutrition, the t·emale of repro

duction. The evolution of life is mad~ possible through 

iJagination and will. The serpent, whispering the secret of 

life to Eve in the Garden of Eden tells her : ''When you and 
... ... -~-

Adam talk, I hear you say "Why? 11 
•••• But I dream things that 

never were; and I say :"Why not? •• ••• I am very wilful and must 

have what I want; and I hav~ willed and willed and willed. •• 2 
.... 

The genius is a specialised servant of the Life-

Force. He shares in the tut7 of helping Lif'e on its upward 

struggle. What a piece of work is man~ says the poet. Yes; 

butalso·wh&t a blunderer·~ says Bernard Shaw. Is it not a 
. 

fact, he insists, that man shows his greatest ingenuity in the 

inventions of instruments of death? "There is nothing Man's 

industrial machinery but his greed and sloth: his heart is in 

his weapoaa• 3 is t~e Devil' s indictment of our civilization. 

So far, Shaw, claims, man as egoist or brute has excelled in 

1. !ack to Kethuaelah. P• 299 
2, Ib14. pp. 6,7. 
~. ~ and Su~~rman. P• 151 



thwarting the efforts o£ the Li:fe-~orce by setting up short

sighted. aims. :But just as Life, after ages of struggle 

• 
1 

..... that wonderful bodily organ the eye, so that the 
eTO T~ 

. g orD'anism could avoid a thousand dangers that formerly 
liTlB o 

l
·t 80 it is now evolving a mind's eye that shall see 

slef • 

aot the physical world, but the purpose of life. .Not arms 

and the hero will the philosophic 

•• 
In his progress man nas ~aat aside many illusions. 

Once he e~~~loyed UJ.s reproduotive powers to gain sensuous 

pleasure, to satiety his amative passion as he would any 

Gther appetite, with little thought of creation; and later to 

duplicate himself. Then he invented art, which is "the 
"' 

magic mirror you make to reflect your invisible dreams in 

visible pictures.•1 But as he sought to penetrate deeper 

and deeper into the meaning of lite, he came to perceive 

that art was all make-believe. He put aside his mirrors 

and statues, his toys and his dolls, and sought a direct 

sense of life. His appreciation ot corporeal beauty 

lessened in proportion as his mental processes evolved; in 

t1 h me e came to regard the body as a crud~ly shaped frame 

that was held back from dissolution only by his use ot it. 

Only one thing endured, and that was Life. The destiny ot 

l•!!ck to lcthuaelah. P• 286 



h 
.. ~~n being is to ee immortal: the day will come when 

the ~· 
.-.~ 11 be no people, only thought. "The body was the 

t}1ere ""' 
slaTe of the vortex; but the slave has become the master; 

and we must free ourselves from that tyranny. "l 
... 

The cardinal point i_n the New Theology as 

enunciated by Shaw is the id~ntification of God with the Life

Force. This view is based on the assumption that God can 

~reate something capable of moving towards a cl ear manifest

ation of Himself - and finally redeeming matter, a belief 

which stands in sharp contradiction to the orthodox one which 

holds that God always creates beings inferior to Himself • 
• 

But the attributes of the Life-Force God are not given clearly. 

Sometimes He is pictured as in process of evolution and 

keeping pace with man: God and man are one. Sometimes He 
-· 

is pictured as anthropomorphically impatient with man, 

threatening to supersede him as his predecessors have b~en 

superseded. Jla.n is sometimes conceived as being essential to 

God, and sometimes as non-essential. One thing, howevP-r, is 

clear : the Life-Force existent in man is not omniscient; 

therefore, like mortal man, it must battle its way against 

obstacles unexpected and unprovided tor. 

T.he Life-Force is not 4iscouraged by its mistakP.s. 
H -
owever, imperfect it may deem thP work it has so far 

accomplished, it can nevertheless cast a look back to th~ 

l, !ltk to lethuaelah. P 293 



be&iDDiag, to the tiny speck of protoplasm that first became 

charged with life, and measure that simple organism against 

the highly complex creature that has evolved. Its ~yes are 

on the untold ages yet to come. 
. 

It can wait; for waiting and 

patience mean nothing to the eternal. Lilith, the mythical 
- . 

being,looks to the future as far as thought can reaoh, and 

foretells the victory of Life-Force over matter: 
~ _, 

"Of Life only is therP. no end; and though of its 

million starr,y mansions many are empty and many still unb~ilt, 

and though its vast domain is as yet unbearably desert, ~ 

seed ahall one day fill it and master its matter to its utter

most confines. And for what may be beyond, the eyesight of 

Lili th is too short. It is enough that there is a beyond.~~ 1 

1. Back to M~thuselah. P• 300 



THE SUMMING-UP 

In one of his plays1 Bernard Shaw makes a 

dr~tic persona exclaim in exasperation, "I do not under

stand a single word of wha. t you have just said." The second 

speaker answers in surprise, "I am speaking the -,plainest 
~ 

English." For 'the past sixty years Shaw has been talking to 
-

his conteilllloraries, not only in the plainest of English, but 

also in the stateliest style of English, and yet in the year 

1949 we find an authoritative and highly respected New York 

review announcing the publication of the latest addition to 

the bulky stock -of Sha.vian literature with the headline, 11 G.B. 

Shaw : At 92, a Puzzle Still Unsolved 11
2 • Granting that he is 

- '$ -. 

the most famous man of letters alive to-day, the reviewer, Mr. 
-·-

Joseph Wood Krutch, at the same time admits that there is no 

other statsment which can be made about this nonagenarian not 

almost sure to be contradicted. 

That an author should be hai,led as the greatest 

writer, and in the same breath as a continuing sphinx ~ong 

his conteJD.Poraries is surely a phenomenon; and 1 t 1s a 

phenoaenon that the twentieth century, with its highest laurels 

reserved for t.b.e brow of the thinker "ahead of his time," was 

l. Baek to Kethnaelah. P• 162 

a. Weekly Book Review in ~ew York Her§ld. Tri'bun~, :March 27, 1949. 



tated, ••eJtow, to produ.ee. The verdict was perhaps the most 

ple&liBI that Bemard Shaw could have wished~ tor. "It is a 

cllllleroua thing to be hailed at once ••• as alone all things 

origiaal•l he wrote at the turn of the 'century. Repeatedly, 
" 

he remonstrated with the fate that made his name a byword on 

the five contillents; but he knew that it was G.B.s. the 

journalist who first invented a reputation for Bernard Shaw -

that tl'e author of the Prefaces and the plays was as much a 
~. 

character as any of the confessedly fictional personages who 

appear in those plays themselves. 

To say that this or that conviction - his belief 

in Socialism or his faith in the Life-Force - is the key to 

Bernard·,Shaw, or that such and such a character trait, or such 

and such an accepted system of epistemology explains the man 

would inevitably lead to hasty conclusions. A satisfactor,y 

estimate of this elusive personality compels a careful 

recognition of his many-sidedness leading up towards an 

equation of balanced forces. It would be unwise to accept 

eve17thing he says even in his serious moods as representing 

his personal belief. He finds his mind teeming with a host of 

stimulating ideas, but some of them he only half accepts as 

really valid. They are what Spencer called pseudo-ideas. 

Some of these ideas were once held vigorously, but are later 

1. Prefaces. p. 721 



partly outgrown, with their roots, however, still left 

embedded in the mental s.oil. They represent, maybe, a 

previous phase of development, being comparable to one's 

.younger brotffi r. Shaw has several of these young~r brothers. 

T.hey can be seen gaily dancing through his plays - even his 

religious plays - cutting cerebral capers with hilarious 

abandon; they are enfants terribles who love nothing more 

than to shock old-fashioned people, while their big brother 

sits smiling in the background hugely enjoying the antics of 

these incorrigibles. 

G.K. Chesterton came very close to the truth when 

he stated that Shaw talks to find out what he thinks. T.he 
J. 

latter claims for himself the dintinction of being the only 

man in England who thinks objectively. In his distrust of 

the too subjective ~ind, and his great ambition to get outside 

of this fictional character he has to live with and look at 

him straight in the face, he dramatises his own different 

phases of thought and mood. If, as Sch penhauer r~arked, no 

man ever got outside himself to identify himself, we have here 

an example of one who did th~ next b~st thing when he person

ified the stages of his mental development, presented these 

actors with their appropriate "characters," and watched them 

conduct a dramatic seminar to explain him to himself. 

But the attempt to be over objective has its 

dangers too, and it is possible that, as Rodin observed, "the 

ts3 



first victim of Bernard Shaw' s charlatanism is Bernard Shaw· 

hiaself•l. Speaking to Mrs • van Varst on this subject' Rod in 

concluded: 

"He is perhaps a "fraud" as you AmPricans "put 

it •••• susceptible to impressions as are all artists, and a 

philosopher at the same time, he cannot do otherwise than 

deceive himself •• • It is, in fact, to his Irish blood 

that Bernard Shaw as we know him is due. With the cold Anglo-Saxon 

eurrent only in his veins, he would have proved the "bore" 

par excellence who tries to divert us while reforming 

society, to win our applause by mere idol-breaking. rr 
2 

The reader or the playgoer setting out to solve 

the riddle of such a complex personality will plunge him

self into hopeless confusion if he approach PS the subject 

armed only with the weapon of cold logic. Without the deep 

insight of the humourist he will see mere flippancy where 

he should look for the most f~rocious earnestness; he will 

expect to see truth portrayed in black and vvhi te, whereas 

it has a disconcerting habit of appearing in various shades 

ot grey-; he will turn away from the precious paradox when he 

should reach out t~ grasp the key to wisdom hidden there. 

l, Henderson. op. ci t. p. 501. 

2, Ibid · t 501 op. c1 • P• • 



It is oal1 a deeply serious person who could produce such 

~ffectiTe flippanci es on subjects like war, economic slavery, 

and God, just as only a strong man could juggle with cannon 

balls. It is mostly in his Jesting moments that Bernard 

ShaW may truly be said to be inspired., that is, breathing 

from a bigger self and telling morP truth than he knew. 

When he ceases to be jocose he is apt to appear a mere 

reformer- a militant Socialist aiming missiles at the 

Capitalist ogre; a moral anarch railling at conventional 

virtue; a professed Neo-Lamarckian eloquently asserting that 

Charles Darwin is anathema. That is why the person lacking 

a sense of humour will com:plPtely mistake the messa~e of 

the plays. That is the reason he will never know that 

Bernard Shaw is the most serious man alive. 

It must b~ remembered that in thp dramatic 

parables of Creative Evolution th~?re is no question of a 

new religion, but rather of "distilling the eternal spirit 

of religion • u
1 

This eternal spirit has always been there, the 

author argues, but is has become obscured for ordinary good 

people by the tf?lllporali ties and legends that have accwnul-

ated with the ages. What he emphasis~s is that the so-called 

new religions are new in fact only in so far as they are old. 

1• Prefaces. p. 516. 



The religion of J[etaphysical Vi tali sm is able to meet the 

1 . b ""t challenge, he be ~eves, ecause J. has always been with us" 1: 

it corresponds with a flmdamental and urgent necessity vrhich 

deJI&Ilds a religion that is Pssentially biological. 

Concerning t~ necessity of religion for the 

modern man Shaw is quite posi ti VP. Convinced that this need 

80 far has not b~en satisfied since none of the established 

religions are credible, h~ offers his cont~mporaries a creed 

which embodies what hf:\ considers the best elemP.nts of the 

century's two main currents of thought : Socialism and 

Evolutionism. ucivilization" he once wrote, "needs a 

religion as a matter of life or death. 11

2 
Bernard Shaw, who 

is very anxious that civilization should be preserved, comes 

forward with a religion that is designed to satisfy man's need 

for contact with the metaphysical, without neglecting his 

rational mind, nor his incurable habit of putting theories 

into practical application. The bi blP of Creative Evolution 

covers more ground than any of the world's other bibles. It 

creates a I~zy"th which serves as vehicl~ for a r~ligion, a 

politics, an ethics, a philosophy of history, a system of 

biology, and an eschatology. But chiefly this religion must 

1, !refaces. 

2, Ibid. 

p. 515. 

. 
p. 523. 

rr( 



Onsidered in its relation to Socialism "Every nh . be c • - J;l as e 1n, 

Shaw's career it cannot be too strongly insist~d upon, is 

•the legitimate anc1 logical outcome of his Sociali sm'6l writes 

ienderson. It is within the structur~ of th~ Socialist 

state that his pragmatic code of ~thics finds its most 

satisfactory application. This is thr- onp political 

environment which the will of man can work upon with success. 

Here is the practical application of 1'Ietaphysical Vi talism 

to the field of social and economic adj·J.stmen t. 

This above all : Bernard Shaw is first and 

for~ost a dramatist; and hP is concerned morP with ideas 

than with human passions. Perhaps no other writer has 

succeeded so ;r~ll in making people aware of ideas and of 

their endless interactions. ThPre are scores of self-

contradictions in his '7ri tings. l:lany of tn ese are the result 

of his inability to resist the t Pmpta tion to say a good 

thing; othPrs are the roflection of a dramatic and highly 

imaginative mind. To try and "reconc1.le 11 the philosophy of 

Don Juan with that of th P Devi 1 would be to ignore the 

impotent fact that thf"lse ar~ characters in a play. Who cares 

whether or not Falsta:t·:'co and .aamlPt can bP "reconciled"? 

What counts is the dramat1c t,ruth of each. Just as Shakes

peare excelled in making his audience awarP of the PndlPss 

Pageant of human passion and pPrsonali ty, so Shaw will be 

rene.mbered as t~ man who rev ~al ~d more !'ore i oly than any 

1, leader son. · 481 op. 01 t. p. • 

( ~ 7 



other of his time how many ideas it was possible to have and 

hOW intricate were th~ relations between them. Even while 

Don .ruan is declaiming on the necess1. ty of the Superman, as 

the onlY s&Vl.OUr of the nUJ.Uan race, the Devil is rewarded 

with the pungent line, "Beware of the pursuit of the Super

hUI&D• : it leads to an ind iscriminatf\ contempt of the 

H Human• 1 
Taken in its entirety the religion of Bernard 

Shaw is scarcely one that appeals to a wide section c£ humanity. 

so far as we lmow, he is thE' only person who accepts it 

without reservation. Its effect is mainly homeopathic : it 

is mostly successful in small doses, just as in medicine the 

attenuated dose of virus r~sul ts in a r~covPry of health. 

There is no doubt that because of Shaw a great many people 

have been prodded out of religious complacency into a live

lier and more questioning attitude towards the religious 

truths they are expected to affirm, when formPrly they were 

either ignorant of thP dogmas held by th~ir Church or merPly 

accepted them, at their face value. If the twenty-first 
-

century finds this prophet dated, still it may well cast an 

envious glance at the first half of thP twPntieth because it 

knew him. The accumulation of false values, of conv~ntional 

Piety, of muddy thinking, of political opportunism cloaked as 

righteousness which was the unwholt?som~ sidP of the l~gacy of 

1• !an and Superman. :p. 181. 



the ninete~.nth century called for a ruthless housecleaning. 

Sh&W IQddenly appeared bearing the broom of his wit; and 

the world was a cl ean~r place to live in when he had 

finished sweeping. It \vas only vrhen he undertook to weed 

the Garden of Eden that he ovPrreached himself : this 

time he pulled up a lot of wheat \7i th the tarPs. If 

there are some who think him cynical, they should rem~ber 

that he was dealing with cynical facts. But this is just 

the place where he himself would turn dramatist and give 

the cynic his due. As Don Juan said to the Devil, "there 

ismuch to be learnt from a cynical devil, but I really 

cannot stand a s en timen tal one. "1 

1. Kan and Superman. p. 181 
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