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Abstract

George Bernard Shaw prefigured and heralded a
momentous transit in the panorama of theatre by
instituting a framework of drama that composited
intellectual stringency with social appraisal—
ensuring the doctrine "New Realism." Shaw
advocated drama as an ingredient for veracity,
candour, and moral lucidity renouncing the
conspicuous traditions and utopian romanticism
of 19th-century theatre. His theatrical pursuits
like Arms and the Man, Man and Superman,
Pygmalion, and Mrs. Warren’s Profession, are
not the source of theatrical narrative but deeply
furnish socio- political betrothal. His realism was
refectory in its rigorous illustration, profound
insistent where he employed wit, enigma, and
satirical dialect to divulge the deceptiveness of
Victorian society, the incongruity of capitalism,
and the insanity of customary morality. He
erected a theatrical doctrine where illusion and
conviction dominated the stage, and moral
excellence displaced the valiant action. This
paper explores the genius of Shaw who built a
theatrical surrounding of ideas, where the concept
of heroic domain is reconceived, social standards
are dissented, and realism becomes the weapons
of reviving the conscience of the viewers. This
study asserts that Bernard Shaw's theory was not
only an emigration from customary forms but a
conscious act of cultural refinement and
intellectual elevation with a unique composition
of satire, sermons, and dramatic transformation.
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Introduction

After the lapse of nearly two centuries, English
Drama became fully alive towards the close of
nineteenth century and the last three decades of
this century showed a great advance in different
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aspects of theatre. There had been a gradual
disappearance of the ancient prejudice, a study
rise in standards of judgement due to spread of
education, and a deepening conviction that a
certain amount of leisure is the natural right of
every individual. Darwinian Theory had trembled
religious certitudes, and the intensification of
socialist contemplation had commenced to
confront long- established class structures.
Bernard Shaw emerged as a dynamic figure that
was instrumental in shaping English stage with
contemporary interest, fresh dimension, and as a
national art amid the cultural anarchy as well as
social disorder. Shaw’s dramatic outlook was
strongly dominated by the social dimensions
propagated by Henrik Ibsen, who broke through
the slick conventionalities of the old theatrical
norms advocating intellectual dimensions, social
norms, and impregnated with a purpose. Shaw
knew what his age was eager for, and
endeavoured to make drama an important tool to
elevate the picture of real life facing urgent social
problems, a factory of thought, a promoter of
conscience, an elucidator of social conduct, and
re- orientation of dramatic art and literature. His
drama dealt the issues of class, gender,
capitalism, religion, and war—issues that polite
society preferred to leave unspoken.

He endeavoured to enlighten his audience to its
own implications and interpretations. He saw the
spirit of time, the change of outlook in the
viewers and strived to make possible the realistic
fervour in his drama. The theatre was his job, his
office, and his workshop, and he instinctively
knew that he was there to discuss life instead of
art. In Arms and the Man, he described the
romantic aspect of warfare. In Mrs. Warren’s
Profession, he exposed the economics of vice. In
Man and Superman, he depicted the evolutionary
theory into a humorous romance. In Pygmalion,
he highlighted how class is constructed and
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maintained through language. Shaw earnestly
advocated a theatrical realism that was
provocative, cerebral, and reformist throughout
these plays. This paper propagates Shaw’s “New
Realism”—a pattern of drama that includes
satire, ideology, and ethical inquiry. It explores
Shaw’s theatrical genius, his philosophical
implications, and his dramatic ideologies in his
major plays. It elucidates that Shaw’s theatre
served not just as entertainment but as a
revolutionary  platform  for  truth and
transformation.

Shaw’s Creative Genius and Dramatic
Intellect

George Bernard Shaw’s greatness is escalating
truth which paramount’s in his prowess to mingle
the capacities of a dramatist, philosopher, and
reformer. Shaw regarded the theatre not simply as
a manifesto for storytelling but as an arena for
ideas as compare to other writers. He proclaimed,
“I am not a mere teller of stories; I am a preacher
of sermons.” This is distinctly apparent in the
fundamental nature of his plays, where characters
often behave as mouthpieces for ideological
demeanours.

One of the noteworthy attributes of Shaw’s
genius is his methodology of dramatic irony
through characters and portraits. He compelled
audiences to revaluate their presumption by
presenting characters who defy conventional
substantiated morality. In Arms and the Man, for
example, Captain Bluntschli is a cowardly soldier
who estimates life over honour. In Pygmalion
Eliza Doolittle is a flower girl who expands
agency through education but challenges the
expected path of romantic suppression. Shaw
transposed the elements of heroism, femininity,
and virtue to highlight the hypocrisy implanted in
traditional morality.

Another aspect of his genius is the way he applies
the paradox and aphorism. His plays dazzles with
lines like:

“He who can, do. He who cannot, teaches.” (Man
and Superman)

“The perfect love affair is one which is conducted
entirely by post.” (The Philanderer)

These epigrams work as intellectual projectiles—
short, witty, and explosive in implication. They
exemplify Shaw’s skill at distilling complex
truths into memorable phrases that continue to
resonate.

Shaw also redefined the role of the dramatist and
wrote extensive prefaces to his plays, sometimes
longer than the plays themselves. These essays
served as prolific manifestos, offering insights
into his  philosophical  worldview and
contextualizing his characters as embodiments of
broader social forces. They reveal his belief that
drama should instruct as well as entertain.
Playful Provocations: The Satirical World of
Shaw

Shaw understood well what his age was desirous
for, hence forbid the impulsive technique of the
classical drama, the conventional embellishment,
and romantic adaptations by evolving his own
technique of depicting the social, political and
moral vices by enlightening people and
improving society, institution, the whole
mankind. He resolved to uplift the drama to an
intellectual level with the obvious implication
that drama is an intellectual, logical exposition of
real life and social issues. Shaw for the first time
made drama a harmonious whole by synthesising
art with craft and enhancing its literary and
theatrical qualities.

In Man and Superman the “Don Juan in Hell”
interlude epitomizes this approach .There is no
action—only metaphysical discussion among
Don Juan, the Devil, Dofia Ana, and a statue
lasting over an hour in performance. This act is
central to comprehend Shaw’s concept of the
“Life Force”—his belief that human progress is
channelized by an evolutionary will embodied
most fully in women. Shaw twisted the theatre
into what Raymond Williams called “a
schoolroom of liberation”—a region where
audiences were taught to question, not affirm.
Shaw also trimmed away asides, soliloguies,
irregular division of acts, the three classical
unities and the plot construction. Shaw wanted to
reinforce English Drama in three ways: first by
vehemently opposing Irving tradition of action on
the stage; secondly by attacking his
contemporaries for the note of compromise in
their plays; and thirdly by advocating the cause of
Ibsen which gave an idea of what he wanted
others to emulate.

The New Hero: Virtue and Valour in Bernard
Shaw’s Plays

Traditional drama exalted heroism in terms of
physical strengths, noble pedigrees, battlefield
valour, or romantic fatality, particularly in the
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classical and romantic modes. Heroes were often
depicted in majestic, idealized roles, colossal -
than-life personalities who performed with
passionate zeal or divine valour. Bernard Shaw
elementary despised these conventional ideals.
He believed that authentic heroism did not lie in
warlike glory or tragic suffering, but in the
capacity to question, to reason, and to resist the
pressures of social conformity. His definition of
heroism was submerged in moral gallantry,
intellectual self - sufficiency, and ethical
uprightness.

Shaw’s portrait heroes who are not kings,
champions or warriors, but individuals who are
gallant enough to think differently in societies
that demand capitulation. These characters
personify what may be called "moral
subversion"—challenging the dominant dictates
not by force, but by reason. In Shaw’s world, true
heroism demands standing alone with the courage
of one's convictions, especially when such
convictions oppose accepted norms.

In Arms and the Man, Captain Bluntschli seems,
at first glance, to be a coward who carries
chocolates instead of cartridges, abandons
theatrical acts of heroism, and declines to glorify
war. But his alleged cowardice is actually a form
of enlightened realism. Man and Superman
furnish another example of heroic virtue through
the character of John Tanner. Tanner’s refusal to
yield to social and romantic expectations,
particularly the institution of marriage, is not
rooted in selfishness but in a higher philosophical
purpose. In  Pygmalion, Eliza Doolittle
epitomises yet another facet of Shavian heroism.
Her journey from a flower girl to a self-assertive
woman is not about transformation through
appearance or assimilation into the upper class.
Rather, it is a wrestle for identity, dignity, and
purity. Even in Mrs. Warren’s Profession, Shaw
refutes traditional morality by portraying Vivie
Warren as a woman of unbreakable principles.
Vivie’s decision to reject both her mother’s
corrupt wealth and her suitor’s romantic ideals
reflects her uncompromising commitment to
rational ethics. She emerges as a heroine who
refuses to be emotionally exploited or socially
intimidated. For Shaw, such moral resolve—
especially in women—constitutes true bravery in
a hypocritical world.

Shaw endeavoured to peel away the romantic
notions that boosted the empire, patriarchy,
religion, and class privilege. His heroes are rarely
rewarded in conventional terms; they often end
up alienated, ridiculed, or alone; yet their triumph
lies in self-possession and moral clarity. They are
warriors, not of battles, but of ideas—intellectual
rebels committed to social progress. In essence,
Shaw's contribution to modern drama lies in this
radical ethical shift. He offered a model of virtue
deeply relevant to the modern world by aligning
heroism with thoughtfulness rather than violence,
and autonomy rather than obedience, His heroes
are thinkers, not conquerors; reformers, not
romantics who seek liberation through reason,
not conquest. In redefining heroic virtue, Shaw
did not merely revise theatrical character types—
he redefined the very soul of modern drama.
From Romance to Reality: Shaw’s
Revolutionary Realism

Man and Superman (1903) is a four-act
philosophical comedy that strengthens Shaw’s
New Realism with its theme as the tension
between romantic apparition and metamorphic
necessity. The protagonist, Jack Tanner, is an
anarchist intellectual who resists marriage,
viewing it as a trap set by the Life Force—the
biological drive embodied by the female
character, Ann Whitefield. The play subverts
romantic comedy conventions by framing
courtship as a battlefield of ideas. As Shaw puts
it, “The natural man is only interested in the
natural woman.” The play’s realism is
evolutionary, not photographic—it reflects
deeper truths about human behaviour and social
evolution.

Arms and the Man was one of Shaw’s earliest
critical successes written in 1894. The play
fabricates romantic fallacy about war and honour.
The protagonist, Captain Bluntschli, is a practical
Swiss soldier who carries chocolates instead of
bullets—a comic narration that becomes a
catastrophic critiqgue of martial heroism. By
contrasting Bluntschli with Sergius, the vain and
theatrical Bulgarian officer, Shaw dismantles the
notion that bravery lies in reckless courage.
Sergius wins battles through blunders, while
Bluntschli survives through pragmatism. Shaw’s
realism emphasizes survival over sacrifice, truth
over theatre.
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Pygmalion (1912) remains Shaw’s most
attainable and popular play, which offers a
satirical picture of the modern society. The
transformation of Eliza Doolittle from flower girl
to duchess is not magical—it is linguistic and
educational. Professor Higgins’ phonetic training
reveals that class distinctions are prejudiced and
constructed. Shaw exhibits how accent, diction,
and appearance are used as instruments of social
exclusion. “You see this creature with her
kerbstone English,” Higgins says, “the moment |
can make her speak properly, she can pass off as
a lady.”

Perhaps Shaw’s most horrific work, Mrs.
Warren’s  Profession (1893), depicts the
economic exploitation of women with brutal
honesty. When Vivie Warren discovers that her
mother has funded her education through a
brothel business, she is appalled—but not
morally. Shaw refuses to demonize Mrs. Warren.
He presents her as a survivor of poverty and
limited options. The play’s real villain is the
capitalist society that leaves women no viable
alternatives. As Shaw states in his preface, “The
world’s wealth is built on the underpayment of
women’s labour.”

Vivie’s ultimate decision to break from both her
mother and male suitors is radical. She chooses a
career in mathematics and declares her
independence. This ending was shocking to
Victorian audiences but perfectly aligned with
Shaw’s realist agenda.

Conclusion

Bernard Shaw pioneers the theatrical revolution
with his unwavering commitment to truth, reason,
and social reform. At a time when theatre was
largely content with apparition, nostagialism, and
escapist entertainment, Shaw insisted that it could
become a forum for moral, political, and
philosophical inquiry. Through his advocacy of
the "New Realism," he transformed drama from a
decorative art into a vehicle for confronting social
injustices, challenging entrenched ideologies, and
awakening intellectual and ethical consciousness
in the audience.

His revolution was not in theatrical technique
alone but in the very purpose of theatre. For
Shaw, the stage was not a place to escape reality
but a space to reimagine it. He redefined the
playwright as a public intellectual and the
audience as a participant in social discourse. As

such, his contributions helped to pave the way for

later modernist and postmodernist dramatists

who viewed theatre as an instrument of
transformation and activism.

That spirit of inquiry and visionary idealism

defines Shaw’s theatre—a theatre that remains as

vital, challenging, and necessary today as it was
over a century ago. As contemporary society
continues to grapple with issues of inequality,
identity, freedom, and truth, Shaw’s plays still
speak with clarity and relevance. His legacy is not
merely that of a dramatist, but of a reformer who
wielded drama as a tool of enlightenment.

Bernard Shaw’s New Realism, thus, endures not

as a historical moment, but as a living force in the

on-going evolution of modern theatre.
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