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ABSTRACT

George Bernard Shaw’s drama stands as a powerful critique of social hypocrisy, exposing the moral
contradictions, ideological inconsistencies, and socially constructed norms embedded within late-Victorian and
early modern British society. Through witty dialogue, incisive characterization, and provocative thematic
exploration, Shaw dismantles the moral pretensions, institutional double standards, and pseudo-ethical
frameworks associated with marriage, religion, capitalism, class hierarchy, and militarism. This paper examines
how Shaw exposes the persistent tension between public morality and private belief, revealing deep-rooted
moral paradoxes, class-based exploitation, and performative ethical behaviour. Focusing on selected plays—Mrs
Warren’s Profession, Arms and the Man, Major Barbara, Man and Superman, and Pygmalion—the study
demonstrates that Shaw employs dramatic irony, satire, Shavian wit, and intellectual debate to interrogate
dominant ideologies and to unmask the hidden power structures that shape social values. By challenging
conventional norms, rigid moral codes, and hegemonic discourses, Shaw encourages audiences to rethink
accepted beliefs and confront the contradictions within modern society. Ultimately, Shaw’s theatre functions not
merely as entertainment but as a catalyst for ethical introspection, social criticism, and progressive reform,
reinforcing his position as a leading dramatist of moral and ideological transformation.
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INTRODUCTION

George Bernard Shaw (1856-1950), one of the most influential dramatists of the modern era, devoted his theatrical
career to exposing the inconsistencies, contradictions, and moral pretensions of British society. His works emerged
during a period marked by rapid social transformation, where Victorian ideals were increasingly at odds with modern
social realities. Unlike traditional playwrights who treated morality as an unquestioned, absolute value rooted in rigid
convention, Shaw viewed morality as a flexible social construct shaped by class interests, economic forces, cultural
habits, and ideological conditioning. In Shaw’s perspective, society sustained itself through forms of public virtue that
masked private corruption, creating a climate of persistent social hypocrisy. Shaw’s plays frequently dramatize
conflicts between appearance and reality, duty and desire, idealism and practicality, exposing the underlying tension
between what society demands and what individuals genuinely believe or experience. These dramatic tensions create a
dynamic framework through which moral conflict becomes central to character development and thematic structure.
Shaw believed that drama should operate as a forum for rational inquiry rather than mere sentimentality or
entertainment. For him, the stage was a platform for debate, argument, and intellectual engagement, allowing audiences
to interrogate socially accepted beliefs, inherited values, and moral assumptions. This paper analyses the representation
of social hypocrisy, ideological tensions, and moral dilemmas in several major plays by Shaw, focusing particularly on
how he uses satire, dramatic irony, and intellectually charged dialogue to expose the contradictions embedded within
modern life. By uncovering the disparities between professed ideals and lived realities, Shaw invites readers and
audiences to recognise, question, and challenge the socio-moral structures of their own society.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

A substantial body of scholarly work has examined George Bernard Shaw’s engagement with moral critique, social
satire, and ideological analysis. Researchers across literary, sociological, and theatrical disciplines have explored how
Shaw challenged conventional moral standards and exposed the hypocrisies embedded within British society. Holroyd
(1988) offers one of the most comprehensive biographical and critical accounts of Shaw, highlighting his lifelong
commitment to intellectual drama designed to question and reform social institutions. Holroyd argues that Shaw’s plays
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were constructed not merely for entertainment but as strategic interventions aimed at reshaping public consciousness on
issues such as class oppression, gender inequality, and moral double standards. Weintraub (1992) examines the Fabian
socialist foundation that underpins Shaw’s dramatic and political outlook. His study demonstrates how Shaw’s critique
of capitalism, social hierarchy, and economic exploitation emerges from a strong ideological conviction that societal
progress depends on exposing and dismantling class-based hypocrisy. Weintraub’s analysis situates Shaw within a
broader movement of social reformers who sought to challenge the moral claims of capitalist society. Innes (2002)
provides a detailed exploration of the moral dilemmas and intellectual debates that permeate Shaw’s plays. He notes
that Shaw resisted providing simplistic resolutions to complex ethical problems, preferring instead to stage moral
conflict as an ongoing struggle shaped by competing values, social pressures, and ideological constraints. Innes
emphasises that this complexity is central to Shaw’s modernist approach to drama.

Powell (2010) contributes to the discourse by emphasizing Shaw’s view of hypocrisy as a systemic rather than an
individual failing. According to Powell, Shaw’s critique extends beyond personal moral weakness to expose the
institutional and structural forces that compel individuals to act in contradictory ways. This interpretation positions
Shaw as a dramatist who seeks to reveal the broader social mechanisms that produce moral conflict. Bloom (2015)
argues that the intellectual and philosophical nature of Shaw’s plays is reflected in characters who embody competing
moral philosophies. Through their dialogues and ideological clashes, Shaw constructs a dramatic environment in which
conflict becomes a means of interrogating established beliefs. Bloom suggests that this dramatic strategy allows Shaw
to dramatize the tension between moral ideals and practical realities. Collectively, these studies reveal that Shaw’s
theatre is not merely moralistic but ideologically interrogative. His plays function as analytical tools that expose hidden
contradictions, institutional hypocrisies, and the complex interplay between individual agency and social structure. The
existing literature positions Shaw as a dramatist deeply invested in using theatre as a medium for social critique and
ethical inquiry.

3. Shaw’s Concept of Social Hypocrisy

George Bernard Shaw’s dramatic vision is deeply rooted in his belief that Victorian society was constructed upon a
series of carefully maintained illusions. These illusions included notions of moral respectability, rigid gender
expectations, patriotic pride, and entrenched class superiority. Shaw observed that such ideals were not genuine
expressions of societal virtue but mechanisms designed to preserve existing power structures and justify unequal social
arrangements. Shaw sought to dismantle these illusions by exposing the yawning gap between publicly professed
values and the private realities of individual and institutional behaviour. One of the primary tools he employed was
satire, through which he mocked the superficial moral codes and artificial standards of respectability upheld by
Victorian society. His satire often targeted the contradictions inherent in social norms, revealing how supposedly
virtuous ideals could mask self-interest, prejudice, and exploitation. Dialogue-driven intellectual debate forms another
central technique in Shaw’s critique of hypocrisy.

His characters frequently engage in extended discussions that challenge conventional assumptions and confront deeply
rooted ideological biases. By allowing opposing viewpoints to clash on stage, Shaw created a dynamic intellectual
space where audiences were encouraged to question long-established beliefs. Shaw also subverted traditional heroic
ideals, particularly in his critique of militarism and romanticized notions of bravery. He often portrayed war not as a
noble enterprise but as an irrational and destructive institution driven by incompetence, nationalism, and economic
motives. Through such portrayals, Shaw challenged the societal glorification of violence and exposed the moral
contradictions embedded in patriotic rhetoric. In addition, Shaw reinterpreted the roles of religion and capitalism,
confronting the ways in which these institutions collaborated to maintain social inequity.

He highlighted how religious organizations, while preaching compassion and charity, often relied on funding tainted by
ethically questionable industries. Capitalism, in Shaw’s view, perpetuated class exploitation under the guise of free
enterprise and moral responsibility. Critiques of patriarchal institutions such as marriage further illustrate Shaw’s
broader critique of societal hypocrisy. He revealed how marriage was often less an expression of romantic commitment
and more an economic arrangement designed to control women and reinforce gender inequality. Across his body of
work, Shaw demonstrates that morality itself is frequently weaponised within society. Moral discourse becomes a tool
used to justify exploitation of the poor, control the behaviour of women, glorify war, and maintain entrenched class
privilege. By exposing these contradictions, Shaw aimed to encourage audiences to reevaluate the moral foundations of
their social world and to recognize the ideological forces shaping their perceptions.

4. Analysis of Social Hypocrisy and Moral Conflict in Selected Plays

4.1 Mrs Warren’s Profession: Economic Hypocrisy and Moral Judgement

This play represents one of Shaw’s most direct and confrontational attacks on the hypocrisy of moral condemnation,
especially where society refuses to acknowledge the structural and economic forces that shape individual choices. Shaw
exposes how Victorian social morality, while outwardly strict and judgmental, is built upon economic exploitation that
leaves women from impoverished backgrounds with little agency or opportunity. Mrs Warren is judged harshly by
society for managing brothels, yet Shaw reveals that women of her class had extremely limited avenues for economic
survival. Respectable employment options for working-class women were poorly paid, exploitative, and socially
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degrading. Prostitution emerges not as a moral failure but as a consequence of systemic inequities. Through Mrs
Warren’s story, Shaw challenges the legitimacy of a society that condemns individuals for circumstances it itself
creates. Vivie Warren, Mrs Warren’s daughter, represents rational morality and intellectual independence. However,
even Vivie struggles to fully comprehend the systemic oppression that forced her mother into such a profession. Her
decision to reject her mother’s lifestyle reflects the persistent tension between idealistic morality and socioeconomic
reality.

Moral conflict: Vivie’s moral judgement of her mother, despite her intellectual awareness of structural injustice,
highlights the conflict between absolute moral standards and the harsh economic realities imposed by class-based
inequality. Shaw uses this conflict to underscore the duplicity inherent in moral discourses that ignore their economic
foundations.

4.2 Arms and the Man: Hypocrisy of War and Romantic Heroism

In this play, Shaw dismantles the glorified illusion of war that prevailed in nineteenth-century European culture. Instead
of depicting soldiers as noble heroes, he presents war as an irrational enterprise driven by incompetence, fear, and
human error. Shaw critiques romanticised nationalism and exposes the extent to which society lies to itself about the
nature of warfare. Captain Bluntschli serves as the realist figure who counters the romantic fantasies embodied by
Sergius. Bluntschli’s practical, even humorous attitudes toward battle undermine Sergius’s inflated notions of heroism
and valor. Raina’s idealized view of bravery and love is also mocked through Shaw’s witty treatment, revealing how
deeply she has internalised socially constructed myths of heroism. Shaw’s portrayal of war as absurd rather than
glorious challenges conventional patriotic propaganda. He suggests that nationalistic pride often masks incompetence,
wastefulness, and moral dishonesty. Moral conflict: The characters experience tension between romantic ideals and
pragmatic truths. This conflict exposes the moral dishonesty inherent in glorifying violence while ignoring the suffering
and chaos that war actually produces. Shaw’s critique urges audiences to reconsider whether society’s heroic narratives
of war are ethically defensible.

4.3 Major Barbara: Capitalism, Religion, and Ethical Contradictions

Major Barbara is one of Shaw’s most complex engagements with the interplay between capitalism, religion, and
morality. The play questions whether charitable institutions can maintain ethical purity when they depend on financial
contributions from morally dubious industries. Barbara initially believes in the moral mission of the Salvation Army.
Her faith collapses when she discovers that much of the organisation’s funding comes from industrialists involved in
alcohol production and arms manufacturing. This revelation exposes the fundamental contradiction between the
Army’s moral mission and its financial dependencies. Undershaft, Barbara’s father and an arms manufacturer, becomes
the unexpected voice of Shavian moral pragmatism. He argues that poverty is the root of all evil, and that economic
security—not religious preaching—is the true foundation of social improvement. His perspective challenges
conventional religious morality by suggesting that economic power, not moral rhetoric, governs societal wellbeing.
Shaw critiques both capitalism and religious philanthropy by exposing how each relies on the very systems they claim
to oppose. Moral conflict: Barbara’s idealistic morality clashes with Undershaft’s utilitarian philosophy. The play
questions whether genuine morality can exist independently of economic structures, or whether ethical principles are
inevitably compromised by material realities.

4.4 Man and Superman: Gender Roles, Marriage, and Moral Ideals

In Man and Superman, Shaw employs comedy as a means of exploring deep-seated contradictions in gender roles,
marital expectations, and moral philosophy. The play satirizes Victorian notions of romance by revealing the economic
and social motivations that underlie marital relationships. Tanner’s radical, anarchic philosophy regarding personal
freedom and societal norms clashes sharply with Ann’s determined pursuit of marriage, which Shaw presents as both
instinctual and socially conditioned. Ann represents the “Life Force,” a Shavian concept that drives human progress
through biological and social imperatives. The play critiques Victorian gender hypocrisy, exposing how society
publicly idealises romantic love while privately treating marriage as a strategic economic arrangement. The Don Juan
episode further deepens the philosophical dimensions of the play by staging a metaphysical debate on human purpose,
morality, and responsibility. Moral conflict: Tanner’s struggle between intellectual rebellion and societal expectations
reflects the tension between individual idealism and the biological-social forces that shape human behavior. Shaw uses
this conflict to question whether genuine autonomy is possible within a society governed by inherited norms and
evolutionary drives.

4.5 Pygmalion: Class Pretensions and Social lIdentity

Pygmalion offers a powerful critique of class superiority and social pretension. Shaw reveals that the boundaries
separating social classes are tenuous and artificial, dependent more on language, appearance, and etiquette than on
intrinsic worth or morality. Eliza Doolittle’s transformation exposes how easily society can be deceived by surface-
level refinements. Her ability to pass as a lady simply by altering her speech demonstrates the fragility of class identity.
Through Eliza’s journey, Shaw critiques the assumption that social position is determined by virtue or intelligence.
Higgins, despite his linguistic expertise, is portrayed as emotionally immature and socially insensitive, illustrating
another form of hypocrisy: intellectual superiority without moral awareness. His behaviour exposes the limitations of
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academic knowledge when unaccompanied by empathy and respect. The play highlights society’s tendency to value
outward appearance over genuine character, revealing the artificiality of social hierarchies. Moral conflict: Eliza’s quest
for dignity and self-respect represents the tension between personal identity and the social conditioning imposed by
class structures. Her struggle illustrates the difficulty of defining oneself within systems that reward conformity and
external markers of respectability.

DISCUSSION

Across Shaw’s dramatic oeuvre, the theme of hypocrisy emerges as a complex and multi-layered phenomenon that
permeates both individual behaviour and institutional frameworks. His plays not only expose contradictions within
social systems but also highlight the internal conflicts that arise when individuals attempt to reconcile personal beliefs
with societal expectations. By weaving satire, intellectual debate, and character-driven conflict, Shaw constructs a
theatrical landscape in which hypocrisy becomes a central mechanism for revealing the moral and ideological tensions
of modern society.

5.1 Institutional Hypocrisy

Shaw’s critique of hypocrisy begins with institutions that claim moral authority while perpetuating exploitation.
Religion, for instance, is portrayed as an organisation that preaches compassion, humility, and charity, yet often
depends on financial support from industries engaged in morally questionable practices, such as arms manufacturing or
alcohol production. This exposure of contradiction undermines the institution’s moral legitimacy. Governments are
similarly depicted as glorifying war and patriotic heroism while concealing the brutality, incompetence, and human
suffering that warfare entails. Shaw reveals how political rhetoric manipulates citizens into accepting violence as a
noble duty, thus masking the destructive realities of war. Society’s moral condemnation of prostitution further
illustrates institutional hypocrisy. Shaw demonstrates that the economic and social conditions that force women into
prostitution are created and sustained by the very institutions that later judge them. This discrepancy between public
judgement and systemic causation reveals the deep-rooted inequities inherent in Victorian social structures.

5.2 Personal Hypocrisy

In addition to institutional critique, Shaw explores hypocrisy at the level of individual character. Many of his characters
present themselves as virtuous, principled, or idealistic, yet their private actions and motivations contradict the values
they publicly espouse. This personal hypocrisy is not depicted as mere deceit but as a reflection of the psychological
tension created by imposed moral codes. Idealistic characters often reveal practical selfishness when their ideals are
tested by real-world circumstances. Shaw uses this contrast to question the authenticity of their moral positions and to
suggest that moral behaviour cannot be separated from material and emotional realities. Furthermore, the so-called
social virtues upheld by characters often mask forms of privilege, manipulation, or exploitation. Politeness,
respectability, and patriotism are revealed to be performative constructs that serve to maintain social hierarchies rather
than genuine expressions of integrity.

5.3 Moral Conflict as Dramatic Structure

Shaw employs moral conflict not only as a thematic concern but as a structural principle in his plays. Instead of
offering neatly resolved moral conclusions, he constructs his drama as an open forum for debate. Characters with
opposing philosophies engage in extended dialogues that expose contradictions in their reasoning, enabling the
audience to witness the complexity of each moral position. This dialogic structure rejects simplistic moral binaries and
compels audiences to confront their own assumptions. By refusing to impose definitive answers, Shaw transforms the
theatre into a space of critical reflection. His plays encourage spectators to recognise the contradictions within
themselves and within the society they inhabit, thereby stimulating intellectual and ethical self-examination.

CONCLUSION

George Bernard Shaw’s plays remain profoundly relevant because they illuminate the persistent tension between
society’s professed ideals and its lived realities. Through incisive satire, intellectual dialogue, and psychologically
complex characters, Shaw exposes the unspoken hypocrisies that shape everyday institutions and moral judgments. His
works do not aim to prescribe absolute solutions to moral dilemmas; rather, they function as catalysts for deeper
inquiry into the contradictions that permeate human behaviour and social structures. Shaw’s dramatic method—rooted
in debate, conflict, and ideological confrontation—reveals that moral uncertainty is not an exception but a defining
feature of human experience. Characters who question, challenge, and contradict themselves reflect the broader
struggle between personal conviction and societal expectation. By highlighting hypocrisy in areas such as war, religion,
capitalism, class, and gender, Shaw compels audiences to reconsider the foundations of their moral assumptions.
Ultimately, Shaw’s theatre serves as a powerful instrument for social introspection and reform. It teaches that true
morality requires honesty, critical awareness, and the courage to question accepted norms. His legacy endures because
he prompts readers and viewers alike to confront uncomfortable truths and to seek a more authentic understanding of
ethical life.
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