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Major Barbara : A Personal View

Nicholas Williams

Major Barbara is probably Shaw’s most
controversial play. I have argued that the play suffers
from being too ambitious: the dialectical elements do
not translate well into Shaw’s dramatic construction.
Nor do Shaw’s presentation of the arguments which
lead to Cusins’ acceptance of his new role at the head
of the Undershaft Empire —and Barbara’s emotional
commitment to this new cause in her life —have the
clarity of a Platonic dialogue. Undershaft wins all the
arguments, but Barbara’s strange regression in the
play’s final moment renders the purely rational
argument as simplistic. This is the play’s hidden
strength.

I think as Shavians we have to defend Shaw, not as
a dialectician, but as a dramatist of great honesty.
Philosophical or political argument has human
consequences as the twentieth century has tragically

shown. Major Barbara, first performed in 1905, pre-

_2_

empts the kind of terrible dilemma that thinking
people had to face in the twentieth century. Barbara is
our surrogate, and the play will only work if there is
sufficient identification with this young idealistic
woman.

However, contemporary realities surely played
their part in Shaw’s writing of the play. I have always
thought that Major Barbara is more than coinciden-
tally a play written to contribute to a political agenda:
a Royal Commission on poverty set up in 1904 by the
then prime minister Arthur Balfour. It is a Fabian play
in this sense. As a matter of historical fact, leading
Fabians Beatrice and Sidney Webb escorted Balfour to
the first performance of Major Barbara at the Court
theatre in December 1905. The play’s contemporary
purpose is undoubtedly political; as were so many
plays presented for the first time at the Court theatre.
John Galsworthy’s 1906 political satire, The Silver
Box, another contribution to the “new drama” of the
Vedrenne-Barker season at the Court, takes aim at the
way in which a corrupt political culture will inevitably
shape the younger generation.

The argument that Shaw presents in Major Barbara
of
unemployment and poverty. The power of evan-

is based in local realities: Edwardian realities
gelism (Salvationism) threatened—in the mind of a
rationalist like Shaw—to divert from pre-existing
possibilities like the sort of giant enterprise that

the Undershaft Empire represents. (Interestingly
enough, Bertolt Brecht’s St Joan of the Stockyards
(1932), in its English title, sees Salvationism as akin
to socialist idealism) The play is part socio-economic
but
Williams is partly correct in this) Shaw was not at the

analysis, part satire even; (and Raymond
cutting-edge of “formal innovation,” and the play
still looks like a late nineteenth century creation. But
Shaw’s mode of construction may indeed have as
much to do with his calculation of how much the
Edwardian audience could accept in stage terms.

Shaw’s honesty lies in the character of Barbara, and
of Cusins too. The audience can see the interplay of
intellect (Cusins) and idealism (Barbara). But by en-
couraging the audience’s identification with these two
characters, Shaw has fallen perhaps too easily into the
usual gender divisions of the melodrama. For many
critics, the ending of the play, where Barbara tugs at
the skirts of her imperious mother, Lady Britomart,
undermines the play’s intellectual framework. Not at
all: It asks questions about the nature of all rational de-
cisions where the human element is ignored.
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Man and Superman 2\ 5785

Love among Men and Women
in Man and Supermann
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Octavius, % L T Octavius ® # Violet & Z D K
HectorT& 3%,

Z ZCTli Tanner & Ann D78 2 iz L &3
5. Octavius & Ann & @ 2 &, X 5 IZ Hector
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Portia and Epifania:
The Merchant of Venice and The Millionairess
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