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Abstract 

 

 

 

The objective of this essay is to approach a larger 

comprehension of the drama of George Bernard Shaw. The 

essay studies the combination of ideas and aesthetics in the 

play Mrs Warren’s Profession; how theatrical and mainly 

literary aesthetics interplay with political ideas and what the 

consequence of this combination is. The study illustrates that 

the dramatic method consists of using ideas as effective 

theatrical tools to move the reader/viewer by thought and not 

by sentiment. The study also illustrates that a key to 

understanding Shaw‟s drama can be found in the construction 

of operas and symphonies; musical theoretic constructions are 

an integrated dramatic technique in Mrs Warren’s Profession. 

The study shows that it is a play with a political and social 

purpose; to raise awareness of the mechanisms of prostitution. 

The play does not use simplifications in terms of good and evil. 

It questions conventionality, unveils social hypocrisy and 

attempts to disillusion the reader/viewer. The antithesis 

between realism and idealism is an important source of 

dynamics and constitutes one of the principal aesthetical 

constructions. 
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Introduction 

 

Do we define Mrs Warren’s Profession as literary and theatrical art or merely as political 

propaganda in disguise? In 1893 George Bernard Shaw (1856-1950) published his first play 

Widowers’ Houses and said: “Nobody […] will find it a beautiful or lovable work”.
1
 When 

asked to tell the difference between himself and Oscar Wilde in their professional activity, 

Shaw said that his fellow Irish playwright was an artist and he himself simply a propagandist.
2
 

The statement is probably intending to be more provocative and witty than it expresses 

Shaw‟s true belief but it strikes a crucial mark; that of the conflict in Shaw‟s writing between 

political ideas and theatrical and literary art. The objective of this essay is to as profoundly as 

possible study the symbiosis of these aspects in George Bernard Shaw‟s second play; Mrs 

Warren’s profession. The play was written in 1893-94 and published in Plays Pleasant and 

Unpleasant (1898).  For three decades it was prohibited on public stages by the Censorship 

which considered its content to be immoral and improper for the public stage. 

     The implemented method of the analysis is necessarily overstepping methods due to the 

chosen subject and the character of the play. The method is partly biographical, sociological, 

and philosophical. To use a Marxist literary method would not contribute to this study. The 

play openly expresses Marxist ideas and it is to a dominant extent coherent with Marxist 

literary aesthetics. This study will concentrate on how political ideas are combined with 

theatrical and literary aesthetics and what the outcome of it is in Mrs Warren’s Profession. A 

vital importance in this study is dedicated to the play‟s dialectic construction and the synthesis 

of realism and idealism. There will be no attempt to pursue a thesis in this essay. The 

objective is instead to understand the mechanisms that are fundamental to the play. The 

intention is to as fully as possible understand the symbiosis of the historical aspects, the 

biographical and technical aspects of the play itself and how these interact.  

    The study consists of two parts; the first draws the historical context and background while 

the second deals with the construction of the play and discusses the play‟s combination of 

ideas and aesthetics, and the use of ideas as aesthetics. 

     The books that have been most helpful in this study are Martin Meisel‟s Shaw and the 

Nineteenth-Century Theatre, Nicholas Grene‟s Bernard Shaw: A Critical View, Colin 

Wilson‟s, Bernard Shaw A Reassessment, Robert F. Whitman‟s Shaw and the Play of Ideas , 

and The Norton Anthology of English Literature.    

                                                
1 Nicholas Grene, A Critical View  (London 1984), p. 19. 
2 Ibid. p. 3 (originally a self-drafted interview in the Star 1892). 
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Definitions and Terminology 

 

     In The Quintessence of Ibsenism (1891) Shaw presents a definition of what he means by 

idealism. He acknowledges the ambiguity of the term. As Shaw sees it, the ideal represents 

an image of what ought to be. The great danger he claims is when it gets confused with what 

is and when it gets wrongly considered as reality. The main confusion in the terminology is 

that being idealist can be interpreted as someone who is in search of a better reality and 

someone who wants to hide reality. Shaw pursuits the truth, but does not claim absolute 

knowledge of being able to recognize it. Whitman writes that “[a] significant feature of 

Shaw‟s image of reality is his willingness to accept its indefiniteness and mutability”.
3
 

     In this essay the term idealism represents the pleasing and the untruthful, while realism 

pursuits the truth whether it is pleasing or not. The terms will mainly be applied when 

discussing the dynamics of the play which is closely tied to one of the protagonist characters; 

Vivie. The idealism that Shaw wishes to enter into polemic with, are both the passive and the 

active, the one that is not interested in the truth, and the one that actively tries to put it away. 

Immediately this leads us into a philosophical discussion on truth and reality, but that is not 

the objective of this study. In Shaw it is quite a concrete allusion; the truth of the social 

conditions.  

     The aesthetics of Mrs Warren’s Profession are rooted in the realist literary movement. 

There is no ambition in the play to mimic man in a psychological manner; there is hardly any 

psychological realism in Shaw. Nevertheless, it is realistic in that way that it gives us what is 

on the surface. Shaw‟s ambition is social, and more specifically, economical realism.  

     Another problematic definition is aesthetics. Aesthetic judgement is to a high degree a 

personal matter, and this study does not build its foundations on my judgement of what 

aesthetics should be. The objective of this essay is not to examine whether Mrs Warren’s 

Profession is a likable play or not, but to understand it by examining its construction. 

Inevitably, the construction of the play constitutes its aesthetics. The objective is to 

understand the construction and thus understand the aesthetics. The reader might frown at 

and object to the subtitle, “The Combination of Ideas and Aesthetics…”, claiming that 

aesthetics are built upon ideas and should not be separated thus. To clear all 

misunderstanding it is the social and political ideas that are contrasted against theatrical and 

literary method. 

                                                
3 Robert F. Whitman, Shaw and the Play of Ideas (Ithaca, N.Y. Cornell U.P., 1977), p. 33 f. 
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London and the Drama 

“I am simply a propagandist” 

 

In 1892 Shaw stated “I am simply a propagandist” compared to Oscar Wilde whom he called 

an artist.
4
 But as Grene points out, it is rather unwise to take the distinction between Wilde as 

an artist and himself as merely a propagandist literally.     

     Shaw learned from Thomas Carlyle the potential of exaggeration and it is often a difficult 

question to answer, whether or not to take him seriously. Still, it strikes the very essence in 

this essay – the aspect of political art. It is clear that Shaw writes with an ambition to raise 

awareness, to stir and question the romantic idealism, as we will discover in the analysis of 

Mrs Warren’s Profession.  

     Shaw considered himself a revolutionary critic, blaming many of his colleagues of not 

having sufficient knowledge in social questions and moral issues. Shaw also claimed that he 

and his Anglo-Irish colleagues had a better understanding of the English behaviour. Due to 

their Irish roots they had the perspective of the outsider.
5
  

     The aspect of the Censorship in England is crucially important. Mrs Warren was withheld 

from public performance in England by the Censorship for thirty years. From 1737-1968 

plays had to be licensed by the Lord Chamberlain to be performed. In many of his numerous 

articles and essays Shaw criticizes the Censorship.
6
 

     Shaw‟s admiration for Ibsen‟s plays is of great importance. He very much admired and 

endorsed the realist aspects of Ibsen‟s plays, and their rejection of idealism. Although, it must 

be said that rejection here means a struggle between realism and idealism rather than simple 

solutions. Shaw admired Ibsen‟s seriousness as an artist and the dialectic structure of his 

work.
7
 Nicholas Grene sees in Shaw an “extraordinary hybrid” of Ibsen and Wilde, but states 

that it should not be interpreted that they are the most important or most powerful influences 

to Shaw. Shaw‟s You Never Can Tell is by Nicholas Grene considered as his most “Wildean 

play”. Their style “inverts and parodies the norms of human experience”. Yet, “[i]n being like 

Wilde and Ibsen simultaneously, Shaw is not the least bit like either of them”.
8
  

     For many years, before entering the profession of writing drama, Shaw worked as a critic 

of theatre, music and other arts. This made him develop a strong idea of what art, and drama 

                                                
4 Grene, p. 3. 
5 Ibid. p. 4. 
6 The Bodley Head Bernard Shaw, p. 365f. 
7 Grene, p. 7f. 
8 Ibid., p. 8-11. 
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in particular should be. Already in his very first play, Widowers’ Houses, Shaw has a clear 

perception of the method and ambition he aimed for. For example, let‟s take Plays: Pleasant 

and Unpleasant; even though their style differs significantly in both cases, as Grene puts it, 

“...reality is where we are to come out” 
9
 

     Meisel makes it clear that Shaw seeks to construct a: 

 

[…] critical-realistic drama in which ideals and conventions were criticized, tested, 

examined, ridiculed, and proposed, and in which dramatic situations had no value 

except as instruments to test ideals and conventions, and to reveal character.
10

  

 

Active as a critic of drama, music and other arts many years before launching his own career 

as a playwright, he objects to the conventionality and moral fundamentalism that the plays in 

London at the time were built upon. He objected to the cliché of character, plot and 

sentiment.
11

  

     A prominent and revolutionary playwright in the 1860‟s and 70‟s was Thomas William 

Robertson. His plays treat contemporary British issues in realistic settings, in opposition to 

the melodrama that was very popular at the time. Meisel writes: “Shaw‟s method in 

playwriting, from first to last, was exactly opposite to the method of the playwrights in the 

line of Robertson, for Shaw put all the conventions on the surface and the truth-of-life 

underneath.” 

    Shaw was aware that the audience enjoyed theatre that let them escape reality and that they 

do not like plays with a purpose, he himself did not seek to please the audience, quite the 

opposite. He does not dress his plays for the pleasure of the audience. Instead he thrusts a 

powerful triviality, raising awareness and being critical of moral and social ideals. Meisel 

writes: 

 

He attacked or held himself aloof from the well-made play and the elevated 

rhetorical-romantic play, but borrowed conventions from them, to slight, to 

expose, to laugh at, to convert to his own uses. Thus, he creates convention-bound 

characters, frequently stage-struck romantics, who are contrasted with clear-eyed 

„realists‟; and he exploits conventional dramatic situations, which are brought to 

unconventional, „realistic‟ conclusions.
12

   

 

                                                
9 Ibid., p. 15. 
10 Martin Meisel, Shaw and the nineteenth-century theatre (Westport, Connecticut 1963), p. 66f. 
11 Ibid., p. 68.  
12 Ibid., p. 92. 
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Engels describes the growing social injustice in The Condition of the Working Class (1884). 

Britain is going through a rapid change and London is becoming the commercial capital of 

the world with two and a half million inhabitants. Engels describes the slum areas that are 

growing and the segregation of those who have and those who have not. The picture that 

emerges in his book is one of great injustice and inhuman conditions for the working class.
13

   

     In early January 1858 a letter signed by “One More Unfortunate” appeared in the London 

Times. The writer of the letter claimed to be a prostitute asking to be anonymous. The letter, 

published two years after Shaw‟s birth, is a letter of defence and an attack on hypocrisy. It 

very much resembles the speech of defence by Mrs Warren in the play. By the eye of the 

public and society, prostitution was considered tremendously immoral. It is perhaps relevant 

to draw the similarities between the anonymous letter and Mrs Warren‟s defence. The writer 

of the letter asks: “Now, what if I am a prostitute, what business has society to abuse me? 

Have I received any favours at the hands of society? If I am a hideous cancer in society, are 

not the causes of the disease to be sought in the rottenness of the carcass?”
14

 

     The similarity between the two is in many aspects very high; the argumentation, the 

construction and the language. It is not as relevant whether or not Shaw might or might not 

have read this letter before writing Mrs Warren’s play. What is relevant is that he gives the 

point of view of the prostitute. He makes a social problem the motive of his play without 

altering it, without embellishing or exaggerating the awfulness of the situation. He simply 

gives it as it is. As we shall see later, Mrs Warren ridicules the hypocrisy of the society, as 

does the writer of the letter and she does it in the same manner. Both the letter and Mrs 

Warren‟s defence turn inside out words such as “shame”, “sin” and “virtue”.  

      

Shaw and the Opera 

 

My method, my system, my tradition, is founded upon music. It is not founded 

upon literature at all. I was brought up on music. I did not read plays very much 

because I could not get hold of them, except, of course Shakespear, who was 

mother‟s milk to me. What I was really interested in was musical development. If 

you study operas and symphonies, you will find a useful clue to my particular type 

of writing.
15

 

 

                                                
13 Friedrich Engels, “The Condition of the Working Class”, in The Norton Anthology of English Literature 8th 

edition, editor Stephen Greenblatt (New York 2006), p. 1565. 
14 Anonymous, “The Great Social Evil” in The Norton Anthology, p. 1594. 
15 Meisel p. 38, Originally; Shaw at Malvern in Robert F. Rattray, Bernard Shaw: A Chronicle (London, 1951), p 

20. 
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A crucial aspect of Shaw‟s drama can be understood by means of understanding his musical 

childhood. Both his mother and sister sang professionally. In theatre Royal in Dublin, Shaw 

attended many performances in his youth, among them many operas. And, as Martin Meisel 

points out; the opera and drama were much closer than they are today.
16

 Shaw himself did not 

take a direct part in the practice of music to a greater extent than to learn to play the piano. He 

has said that he finds the dearth of music intolerable. During his childhood, he was 

surrounded by music, particularly great choral music and music of the Italian opera. 

Throughout his entire life music was indispensable to him.
17

  

    Shaw considered the opera superior to the spoken drama in the aspect of expressing very 

sophisticated poetic feelings.  

 

The drama of pure feeling is no longer in the hands of the playwright: It has 

been conquered by the musician, after whose enchantments all the verbal 

arts seem cold and tame. […] there is, flatly, no future now for any drama 

without music except the drama of thought. 

 

Shaw did not reject emotion in drama, but he considered it in the service of thought, “to 

make thought live and move us”.
18

 

     He considered the vocal contrast of great importance.
19

 Shaw habitually referred to 

questions of tone and style as a matter of “key”.
20

 In Mrs Warren’s Profession this 

operatic mindset and strategy is highly present, particularly in the second act. Starting 

with the clergyman‟s line,
21

 “Rev. Samuel [Rising, startled out of his professional into 

real force and sincerity] Frank, once for all, it‟s out of the question. Mrs Warren will 

tell you that it‟s not to be thought of.” Meisel shows us the operatic construction: 

 

Bass rising, Startled…into real force and sincerity   [Rev. Samuel] 

     Baritone [assenting]   [Crofts] 

     Tenor with enchanting placidity  [Frank] 

     Alto reflectively   [Mrs Warren] 

Bass astounded 

    Baritone [assenting] 

    Alto nettled 

    Bass [plaintively – losing the lead] 

Alto defiantly 

                                                
16 Ibid., p.11 f.  
17 Ibid., p. 40. 
18 Ibid., 41 ff. 
19 Ibid., p. 48. 
20 Ibid., p. 55. 
21 George Bernard Shaw, “Mrs Warren‟s Profession” in The Norton Anthology, p.1759. 
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     Bass collapsing helplessly into his chair 

     Tenor [continuing unperturbed] 

     Baritone gets up…frowning determinedly  

Alto turning on him sharply 

     Tenor with his prettiest lyrical cadence 

     Baritone [defending his challenge for the lead] 

     Bass [supporting Baritone] – Mrs Warren’s face falls 

 

Actors have witnessed how he directed them almost as a maestro directs his orchestra, 

using musical terms.
22

 Meisel also shows how Shaw uses ideas as if they were musical 

themes. “Theme as melody and theme as idea are equated” writes Meisel, Shaw aims 

for a “drama of impassioned thought, a heroic drama of ideas”.
23

  

 

Philosophy and method 

 

I am convinced that fine art is the subtlest, the most seductive, the most effective 

instrument of moral propaganda in the world, excepting only the example of 

personal conduct; and I waive even this exception in favor of the art of the stage, 

because it works by exhibiting examples of personal conduct made intelligible 

and moving to crowds of unobservant unreflecting people to whom real life 

means nothing. [...] That is why I fight the theatre, not with pamphlets and 

sermons and treatises, but with plays; and so effective do I find the dramatic 

method that I have no doubt I shall at last persuade even London to take its 

conscience and its brains with it when it goes to the theatre, instead of leaving 

them at home with it‟s prayer-book as it does at present.
24

 

 

Shaw read the French translation of Marx‟s Capital in 1882 (56)
25

 and it became a turning 

point in his life. He admired Marx personally. “I was a coward until Marx made a Communist 

of me and gave me a faith, he announced; Marx made a man out of me.” (49) But the 

admiration was not blindly devoted, Shaw was not in complete accordance with all aspects of 

the theories and he often engaged in conflicts with fellow socialist intellectuals who had a 

dogmatic perception of the theories (56). He also believed in gradualism and not revolution 

(63).  

     He makes it clear that his intentions with his playwrighting are not to induce “voluptuous 

reverie, but intellectual interest […]”.
26

 Grene writes that: “There is only text, no sub-text” in 

Shaw‟s plays. There is a certain aspect of triviality in the drama that is of great importance in 

comprehending the plays dramatic strategy. The play presents ordinary people doing very 

                                                
22 Meisel, p. 57. 
23 Ibid., p. 60f. 
24 The Bodley Head Bernard Shaw (London 1970), p. 236. 
25 Whitman, p. 56. Reference continues in the text. 
26 The Bodley Head Bernard Shaw, p. 249. 
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ordinary tings; reading the paper, going for walks, having dinner. And amidst this triviality 

there is the aspect of money. The language participates in this play of triviality as well, not 

drawing attention from the play. Much like in Shaw‟s previous play, Widower’s Houses 

where the protagonist Harry Trench goes through disillusionment, Shaw leaves one of the 

play‟s protagonists to deal with a moral dilemma. The outcome however, is slightly different 

in Mrs Warren’s Profession. In the end, Vivie refuses to accept that her mother is still running 

her brothels even though financially it would not be necessary. Unlike Harry Trench she does 

not accept being supported by an unjust capitalistic system. In the end, having cut the bonds 

with her mother, she plunges into devoted work.     

    The presence of other dramatists while writing the play, Shaw resolutely denies. “I never 

dreamt of Ibsen or De Maupassant, any more than a blacksmith shoeing a horse thinks of the 

blacksmith in the next county.” He states that: “If a dramatist living in a world like this has to 

go to books for his ideas and his inspiration, he must be both blind and deaf. Most dramatists 

are.”
27

  

    Meisel shows that the rhetorical drama of the eighteenth and nineteenth century was a 

drama of passions and sentiments and not ideas. Shaw believed in intellectual passion, and 

that it is able to give a more lasting enjoyment than any other.
28

 Meisel argues that Shaw 

treats ideas as passions. Shaw writes: “My method of getting a play across the footlights is 

like a revolver shooting: every line has a bullet in it and comes with an explosion.” 
29

  

     To Shaw the quality of a play meant the quality of its ideas. But he has not what one might 

describe as a strict and systematically structured philosophical table; instead it is about 

systematically revealing problematical social aspects.
30

 

     Shaw studied economic theory with one of the best in the field (31). As Whitman points 

out, Shaw does not claim knowing what reality is and presenting it to us, but he asks us to be 

realists. It is an important distinction (32). A frequently used tool is the antithesis between 

idealism and realism. It is a source of the dynamics in most of his writing, writes Whitman 

(35) who detects mysticism in Shaw, as if he wanted to apprehend larger realities, moral and 

intellectual, that he dimly perceives (40).  

     Perhaps it is necessary to discuss Shaw‟s relationship to the theories of Marx. Wilson 

claims that Shaw read the French translation but did not have sufficient competence in the 

language to fully grasp its content. Shaw, says Colin, had difficulties in grasping Marx theory 

                                                
27

 Ibid., (A letter to the Editor of The Daily Chronicle, London, 30 April 1898), p. 267ff. 
28 Meisel, p. 443. 
29 Ibid., p. 431ff. 
30 Whitman, P. 26ff. Further reference to Whitman is given in the text. 
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“that the „value‟ of a commodity is the value of the labour that has gone into it”.
31

 Wilson 

explains; the theory of Marx is “that the competitive system is bound to destroy itself and 

that it must be taken over by a workers‟ society”. There are no moral judgments whether 

capitalism is evil or not, it is the laws of economics (62).  

     An important aspect that Wilson remarks is that of Shaw‟s personality. He writes that 

“[a]ll his novels have been full of romanticism disguised as antiromanticism.” (73) It could 

perhaps fit Mrs Warren’s Profession as well. The main objective is to disillusion, make the 

reader/audience approach, what Shaw considered, the truth. In that sense there seems to be a 

belief that change is possible.  

    Shaw expressed further importance for Marx, he stated as follows about having read 

Capital: “That was the turning point in my career. Marx was a revelation. His abstract 

economics, I discovered later, were wrong, but he rent the veil. He opened my eyes to the 

facts of history and civilization, gave me an entirely fresh conception of the universe, 

provided me with a purpose and a mission in life.”
32

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
31 Colin Wilson, Bernard Shaw: a reassessment (London 1981) p. 58. Further reference is given in the text. 
32 Whitman, p. 78. (Originally by Hesketh Pearson, George Bernard Shaw: His Life and Personality London 

1961). 
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Idealism and Realism 

 

Vivie has had the best education that can be bought but it is her mother‟s business in 

prostitution that has paid her way. There is in the play a dialectical structure very similar to 

that which can be found in Shaw‟s first play Widowers’ Houses, where there is a process of 

disillusionment. Harry Trench develops from an ignorant and naïve character to a 

disillusioned and more or less cynical one. He realizes that his own economic stability is 

involved in the immoral proceedings, but he does not know how to change the condition and 

accepts it. The case is similar in Mrs Warren’s Profession; Vivie is in the beginning of the 

play ignorant of her mothers business. They are almost strangers to each other. Their 

relationship is tense.     

     The enigma of Mrs Warren‟s profession becomes slowly evident to Vivie who has a major 

crisis. Believing that her mother started the business in a very desperate economic situation 

she calms down and shows admiration for her mother‟s ability to work her way up from 

poverty and despair. But when it becomes evident to Vivie that her mother is still in the 

business, rupture is inevitable and insinuated as definite. 

     The stage directions in the very beginning of the first act possess a detailed character. The 

geographical position is given, in the southwest of London. One of the two protagonists, Vivie 

is here presented. She is lying in the grass and making notes. In these directions Praed is also 

presented as a man “with something of the artist about him”.  Shaw is devoted to giving the 

reader a clear picture of the surroundings and of the appearance of the characters. 

      In the following conversation between Praed and Vivie, it becomes clear that Vivie takes a 

superior position; Praed has a very careful and humble approach. Vivie welcomes him when 

he presents himself. The reader is then given a more thorough presentation of Vivie.  

 

She proffers her hand and takes his with a resolute and hearty grip. She is an attractive 

specimen of the sensible, able, highly-educated young middle-class Englishwoman. Age 22. 

Prompt, strong, confident, self-possessed. Plain business-like dress, but not dowdy. She wears 

a chatelaine
33

 at her belt, with a fountain pen and a paper knife among its pendants.
34

  

     

There is a high degree of narrative structure in these descriptions, more common perhaps in a 

novel than a play. It is as if Shaw wants to spare the time to show all these qualities in Vivie 

                                                
33 Original note in The Norton Anthology; ”A decorative clasp or hook on a girdle or belt, to which a number of 

short chains are attached bearing household implements or ornaments”   
34 Shaw, ”Mrs Warren‟s Profession” in The Norton Anthology, p. 1747. Further reference is given in the text. 
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throughout the play and just gives them to us straight away, insinuating already here that this 

is not a play where the human characteristics are in the centre of attention. 

    When Praed mentions Vivie‟s mother, Mrs Warren, it becomes obvious that the mother-

daughter relationship is tense and instable. Vivie does not let Praed proceed with his 

conventional behaviour towards her. He seems to consider it his duty to sit on the hard chair 

and let Vivie have the softer one but she does not let him. “Praed: Oh, now d o let me take 

that hard chair. I like hard chairs. / Vivie: So do I. Sit down, Mr Praed.” (p.1747)  

     Then he proposes that they meet Mrs Warren who is arriving by train at the station, but 

once again Vivie rejects his proposal, arguing that her mother can find her way home, once 

again turning conventionality upside down.  

     The discussion on conventionality that follows, started by Praed, confirms Vivie‟s 

unconventional behaviour even though Praed does not have the courage or the will to enter a 

discussion with Vivie that he would almost certainly lose. When ever there is space for a 

cliché Vivie eliminates it before it can see daylight. 

    The meeting between Praed and Vivie is a meeting between the conventional and the 

modern, the cliché and the unexpected. Here we find two opposite ideas of womanly 

behaviour. Praed‟s idea of the woman becomes in contrast to the actual behaviour of Vivie an 

obsolete and old-fashioned one. When she tells him of how hard she has had to study 

mathematics at Cambridge he exclaims: “What a monstrous, wicked, rascally system! I knew 

it! I felt at once that it meant destroying all that makes womanhood beautiful.” (p.1749) She 

then upsets him further by telling him that she has not come to enjoy her vacation but to 

study. He tells her that she makes his blood run cold. The culmination of this dialogue is 

perhaps the following lines by Vivie: “…I like working and getting paid for it. When I am 

tired of working, I like a comfortable chair, a cigar, a little whiskey, and a novel with a good 

detective story in it.” (p.1749) It is a struggle of two opposites in a very spectacular way. It is 

an encounter of Praed‟s obsolete idea of female behaviour and Vivie‟s actual behaviour. This 

way Shaw has built up a tension before the next scene where the word “ideal” is closely 

examined and questioned. Considering Praed, it is possible that he embodies Shaw‟s 

discontent with the artists of his time. He is narrow-minded and hopelessly stiffened in his 

perspective of womanhood. The only artistic thing about him seems to be his appearance. 

Perhaps this is Shaw‟s way of expressing discontent with his colleagues in the business 

    The dialogue then takes another turn, now involving Mrs Warren, who is about to enter. 

Praed tells Vivie that she is “so different from [Mrs Warren‟s] ideal.” The aspect of ideal 

becomes here in the centre of attention. Vivie asks: “Do you mean her ideal of me?” / Praed: 
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“Yes” / Vivie: “What on earth is it like?” Here Shaw destroys the conventional image that 

Praed has projected. What indeed is ideal womanhood? In this passage the word ideal is 

turned inside out and found to be an obscure and empty word. It is perhaps possible to view 

the encounter of Praed and Vivie as one of idealism and realism, a synthesis of these, 

shattering the traditional and absolute projection of what ought to be womanly.  

    Throughout the first act, whenever Mrs Warren is mentioned, there is a mystification 

considering her profession. Vivie is ignorant of it and so is the reader and the audience. This 

way the playwright, by letting us share this incertitude, brings us closer together. Praed is just 

about to reveal something about Mrs Warren when she enters, leaving us and Vivie lingering 

in incertitude. 

     Again with a vigorous handshake Vivie opens the eyes of Crofts who is accompanying 

Mrs Warren. The authority of Mrs Warren is immediately manifested. Here Shaw needs to 

and does clear Vivie out of the way in order to present Mrs Warren without distractions. The 

confusion of the Warren family relations than becomes increasingly difficult to grasp when 

Praed and Crofts discuss Vivie‟s father, insinuating that both of them could be her father. 

Both feel attracted to her and the incestuous implication has a provocative effect. 

     Before closing the first act the play introduces Frank, who declares to Praed that Vivie is in 

love with him. In the following discussion with his father, Samuel, Frank discusses Vivie. 

Again there is room for an interpretation of their meeting as one of conventionality and 

unconventionality, while the aspect of money is introduced. There is a mystification of the 

relationship between Mrs Warren and Samuel, involving some letters. Samuel is very much 

uneasy during the encounter while she addresses him with great confidence, insinuating some 

advantage over him. 

    The first act introduces the characters whilst building up a strong curiosity through 

mystification. The first act belongs to Vivie, being in the centre of attention from first to last 

line. Every character seems to know something that she and we do not, thus bringing us closer 

to each other, letting us go through the same process.  

     Introducing the second act, having presented the characters sufficiently, Shaw leaves out 

unnecessary descriptions of them in the stage directions. In the first act Shaw has presented 

the intrigue and is about to develop it in the second. Frank asks Mrs Warren to come to 

Vienna with him. The confusion lingers. What past do they have in common?  There is clearly 

a sexual tense in this first dialogue. Mrs Warren acting instinctively kisses Frank and 

immediately regrets it, calling it a motherly kiss. Their relation remains undefined. 
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     Mrs Warren proceeds with her dominating manner and Samuel goes one about the 

importance of social position when asked to have Praed as a guest for the night. Frank plays 

on his father‟s ignorance to get him to accept the request. Franks role is increasingly 

becoming on of some kind of a joker. When the discussion turns to marriage between Vivie 

and Frank, Samuel is violently opposed, claiming it to be impossible for a reason he cannot 

reveal, while Mrs Warren provokes him with her best abilities. Mrs Warren changes her mind 

when she finds out that Frank has no money. In the play, in the end it‟s all a matter of money. 

 

Frank: [Plaintively] This is ever so mercenary. Do you suppose Miss 

Warren‟s going to marry for money? If we love one another –  

Mrs Warren: Thank you. Your love‟s a pretty cheap commodity, my lad. 

If you have no means of keeping a wife, that settles it: you can‟t have 

Vivie. (p. 1759 NA) 

  

A dialectic construction can be found in the opposite ideas: marrying for money/marrying for 

love. Mrs Warren considers Vivie as her property, expecting her to follow her every demand. 

This discussion corresponds with the operatic structure that Meisel has revealed. Thus we see 

how form and content interplay creating a crescendo of intellectual aesthetic richness. We 

notice that it is not only about presenting ideas, or a thesis and an antithesis, but it is to a very 

high degree as well about how they are presented. 

        We are uncertain of Franks intentions for he constantly changes his position and plays 

the part of a joker. When Vivie and Praed enter, the company‟s behaviour improves. Vivie 

shows a venomous contempt for her mother and her friends while Frank jokes. The contrast 

between the two characters is effective.  

     The things that occur in the background during the play are very trivial, walks, meals etc.  

Mrs Warren suspects that Crofts has an eye for Vivie. Again the idea of the woman as 

property is presented, coherent with the content of the poem quoted by Frank. First she is the 

property of her parent‟s, and then she is sold to a husband.  

     He suggests a marriage: 

Crofts: [Suddenly becoming anxious and urgent as he sees no sign of sympathy in 

her [Mrs Warren] Look here, Kitty: youre a sensible woman: you neednt put on 

any moral airs. I‟ll ask no more questions; and you need answer none. I‟ll settle 

the whole property on her; and if you want a cheque for yourself on the wedding 

day, you can name any figure you like – in reason.  (p. 1762 NA) 
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Crofts considers it a business deal, suggesting openly that he buys Vivie. The idea of 

prostitution is present in all aspects of the play, suggesting it to be the normal activity in the 

capitalist system. 

Confrontation and Disillusionment 

 

A highly charged confrontation then follows. Vivie can no longer tolerate her obscure 

knowledge of her mother‟s past. She can not accept being the only one that doesn‟t know her 

mother‟s history. And who is her father? Mrs Warren plays the role of a martyr, accusing 

Vivie of being inhuman. The accusations become ridiculous. How can Mrs Warren expect 

Vivie to settle with so little knowledge of her own past? It is ridiculous because Mrs Warren 

accuses Vivie of cruelty when she herself is walking in those very same territories.  

     The second act develops the intrigue. We are in Vivie‟s position, being as unenlightened 

as she about the circumstances. Their confrontation is dynamic and powerfully effective. 

First it is Vivie who plays the role of a prosecutor, being the aggressive one and then it is Mrs 

Warren who defends herself. Here we arrive perhaps at a key passage in the play for this is 

where Vivie‟s transformation starts. 

 

Vivie: Everybody has some choice, mother. The poorest girl alive may not 

be able to choose between being Queen of England or Principal of 

Newnham; but she can choose between ragpicking and flower-selling, 

according to her taste. People are always blaming their circumstances. The 

people who get on in this world are the people that get up and look for the 

circumstances they want, and, if they cant find them, make them.  

(p. 1766 NA)  

 

 This is the thesis of Vivie. It contains a significant amount of idealism, in the sense that how 

things ought to be is reality to her; it is a naïve and simplified image of the world that she 

presents. The resemblance to the protagonist Harry Trench in Shaw‟s previous play is 

striking. Shaw lets Harry go through a process of disillusionment and that will be the case of 

Vivie as well. Mrs Warren then plays the role of the defendant, now convinced she has to 

prove Vivie wrong. She tells the story of her past.  

      In doing so it becomes evident that she is not an evil monster. Instead it is the system that 

is the malefactor. The value of respectability is minor when confronted with hunger and 

hardship. The play reveals the women‟s dilemma, a striking paradox and the hypocrisy of 

Shaw‟s time. The play presents the marriage as a form of prostitution as well. Mrs Warren: 

“What‟s the use of such hypocrisy? If people arrange the world that way for women, there‟s 
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no good pretending it‟s arranged the other way. No: I never was a bit ashamed really” (p 

1769 NA).  

     Let‟s take a look at what is told by Mrs Warren about the circumstances in her past, and 

how it is told: her father is unknown to her, her mother called herself a widow and worked in 

a fried fish shop that supported the four daughters. Mrs Warren had and still has a sister, 

called Liz, and two half sisters who were ugly and starved looking, but respectable and 

hardworking. One worked at a white lead factory twelve hours a day for nine shillings a 

week, the income of the “comfortable classes” was in 1875 about £ 15 a year,
35

 until she died 

of lead poisoning. The other “respectable” half sister married a government labourer and took 

care of the household until her husband took to drink. This is the passage where Shaw is most 

clear; society does not pay virtue decently.  

     Mrs Warren and her sister Liz pursued another path. The clergyman‟s prediction that 

Lizzie would end up jumping off Waterloo Bridge was only true in part. The expression 

“Jump off the Waterloo Bridge” is used to summarize the faith of the “fallen women” 

meaning misery, prostitution and finally death. Working as a scullery maiden in a 

temperance restaurant, earning 4 shillings a week, Mrs Warren is visited by her sister Lizzie 

who has been missing for some time. She is making herself a fortune in prostitution and the 

sisters enter a partnership. The similarity with the letter of the anonymous victim of 

prostitution discussed above is strongly present. Either way, whether in prostitution or 

working as a shop girl, the system is presented as an exploiter but Mrs Warren is determined 

to make the best of the circumstances.  

 

Do you think we were such fools as to let other people trade in our good looks by 

employing us as shopgirls, or barmaids, or waitresses, when we could trade in 

them ourselves and get all the profits instead of starvation wages? Not likely.     

(p. 1768 NA) 

 

Here Shaw demonstrates to his audience and his readers that prostitution comes from 

insufficient wages and inhuman working conditions, not evil people but a system that forces 

it. This probably caused many conservative and religious readers and viewers to burst out 

with rage. The Censorship could certainly not tolerate a prostitute that wasn‟t shameful and 

who wasn‟t morally distanced from in the play. Shaw leaves out almost all religious aspect. 

Traditionally prostitutes and fornicators were perhaps considered as too weak to resist the 

                                                
35 Norton Anthology, p. A103. 



16 

temptation of the devil. In Mrs Warren there is no superstition or religious relation to the 

issue. 

     The play also strikes at the hypocrisy of the matter and particularly the aspect of marrying 

for money. Mrs Warren is merciless: 

What is any respectable girl brought up to do but to catch some rich man‟s fancy 

and get the benefit of his money by marrying him? – as if a marriage ceremony 

could make any difference in the right or wrong of the thing! Oh! The hypocrisy 

of the world makes me sick! (p. 1768 NA) 

  

Having heard this story Vivie reconsiders and her contempt changes into admiration. The 

story makes her sentimental, filling Frank with contempt, and she can‟t be recognized as the 

Vivie from before. In the marriage proposal by Crofts, Vivie finds out that her mother is still 

running brothels and is completely outraged. The process of disillusionment is complete. 

Vivie turns to work, bitterly exclaiming: “Mr Praed, once for all, there is no beauty and no 

romance in life for me. Life is what it is; and I am prepared to take it as it is.” (1782) And 

later she continues:  

 

You both think I have an attack of nerves. Not a bit of it. But there are two 

subjects I want dropped, if you dont mind. One of them [To FRANK] is love´s 

young dream, in any shape or form: the other [To PRAED] is the romance and 

beauty of life, […] You are welcome to any illusions you may have left on these 

subjects: I have none.     

(p. 1783 NA)  

 

By using exaggeration, Shaw accomplishes a comic and yet highly serious effect. Both Mrs 

Warren and Vivie have a melodramatic rhetoric that is close to the operatic style. Shaw goes 

in the opposite direction of plays and playwriting that are rising from triviality towards 

romance, glorification and escape from reality. He does the contrary. Vivie and the play 

recognize beauty and romance as a mere illusion and reject them, being misleading.  

     In the final scenes of the play there is a confrontation between Mrs Warren and Vivie. Mrs 

Warren thinks at first that her daughter is upset with her because she expected more money 

from her. Vivie wants none of her money. She rejects Mrs Warren‟s materialistic offers. In 

her defence Mrs Warren says she would go melancholy mad if she did not run her business. 

She can‟t imagine herself doing anything else, and if she didn‟t do it somebody else would, 

she says. Mrs Warren is in a sense idealising the mother-daughter relationship. There is also 

in this aspect a struggle between idealism and realism, but it is hardly developed by Shaw 
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and demands little attention, because in his play, human relations are secondary to the 

relation between humans and society, in this case a capitalist system. 

      Vivie is merciless and tells her mother: […] but I should not have lived one life and 

believed in another. You are a conventional woman at heart. That is why I am bidding you 

goodbye now. In the end Shaw makes Mrs Warren cry: “But Lord help the world if 

everybody took to doing the right thing.” (p. 1790 NA) Having lost even more credibility, if 

she ever had any, it becomes a sort of imperative or a question, what if we all tried to do 

good?      

     The play seemingly expresses a great amount of contempt for the pursuit of the personal 

happiness. Vivie rejects it, turning to the creativity in her work. Whitman claims that Shaw 

did not like work for works sake but that he worshiped creativity. To Shaw, happiness was 

“self-centred, transient, sterile, and uncreative”.
36

 By sending Vivie to the refuge of work, 

this seems to be Shaw‟s closing word. 

 

The Aesthetic Combination 

 

The similarity of Mrs Warren‟s past and the plot in Christina Rossetti‟s poem “Goblin 

Market” is striking, and the difference in form just as striking. It is as if Shaw objects to what 

he would perhaps have considered an untruthful poetical form chosen by Rossetti. It is as if 

he enters into polemic with both Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Christina Rossetti. Both Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti‟s poem Jenny (1870) and C. Rossetti‟s Goblin Market (1862) have strong 

elements of the subject of prostitution and they are most likely brilliant examples of the 

aesthetics that Shaw rejects, particularly in the case of Goblin Market. Jenny is more 

immediate but the form is still working against the ideas of the poem. Whatever the case 

might be the similarity of plot and the difference in form leads us to a crucial aspect in 

understanding Shaw‟s aesthetics. It is an aesthetics that has truth as ambition. To better 

understand Shaw‟s theory of aesthetics it is necessary to look back on the theories of John 

Ruskin, 1819–1900 who wrote:  

Painting, or art generally, as such, with all its technicalities, difficulties, and 

particular ends, is nothing but a noble and expressive language, invaluable as the 

vehicle of thought, but by itself nothing. […] It is not by the mode of representing 

and saying, but by what is represented and said, that the respective greatness 

either of the painter or the writer is to be finally determined. […] So that, if I say 

that the greatest picture is that which conveys to the mind of the spectator the 

                                                
36 Whitman, p. 37. 
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greatest number of the greatest ideas, I have a definition which will include as 

subjects of comparison every pleasure which art is capable of conveying. […] I do 

not say, therefore, that the art is greatest which gives most pleasure, because 

perhaps there is some art whose end is to teach, and not to please.  

(p. 1320 NA)
37

  

 

Ultimately it comes down to being a question of truth. The aesthetics of Ruskin and Shaw is 

one where the unembellished truth is in the centre. Ruskin discusses the issue in his Of the 

Pathetic Fallacy
38

 and draws the conclusion that what is beautiful in poetry is often untrue. 

Ruskin writes: “…The spirit of truth must guide us in some sort, even in our enjoyment of 

fallacy.” It is clear that the spirit of truth guides Shaw in writing Mrs Warren’s Profession 

and his way of making the form important is by choosing musicality, another language that 

cannot be true or untrue in the play. It is with music that Shaw embellishes his play.   

     Music and economy were Shaw‟s first intellectual disciplines.
39

 The combination of 

aesthetics and ideas is a combination of musical theory and economical theory. The 

musicality of the play demands a strong imagination of the reader while it is easier for an 

audience at a theatre to detect it. Shaw‟s operatic background leads him to a belief that the 

opera is highly superior to the spoken drama in the aspect of expressing and evoking 

sentiment. Thus the spoken drama needs to have a different ambition. This ambition becomes 

to Shaw to create a drama of ideas, not seeking to please his audience but to disillusion, raise 

awareness of social aspect and in the end improve society, not by means of a revolution but 

by gradualism. 

     Mrs Warren’s Profession is a combination of these two elements. The aesthetics lies in 

the musicality, mainly the operatic construction, the stage directions often contain directions 

of the key of a line, while the ideas have their roots in the theories of, as Wilson tells us, 

Adam Smith, Ricardo, Mill, and Marx. Shaw‟s solution lies in the use of a musical method. It 

is a language that cannot contradict the ideas of the play in any way, being different 

languages. Nevertheless, operatic construction is far from the only aesthetical element. 

     For many years before turning to writing drama, Shaw tried writing novels, without any 

success. Wilson writes that Shaw failed as a novelist because “…most of his characters – 

with the exception of the heroes – are pasteboard figures, chessmen that are moved according 

to the needs of the plot. Shaw makes no attempt to get inside them”.
40

 The method proved 

                                                
37 Originally Modern Painters, vol. 1, part 1, section 1, chap. 2. 
38 John Ruskin, “From Of the Pathetic Fallacy” in The Norton Anthology, p. 1322; originally from vol. 3, part 4, 

chap.12. 
39 Wilson, p. 58f. 
40 Ibid., p. 71f. 
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more successful in playwriting. The characters of Mrs Warren’s Profession are indeed 

pasteboard figures and chessmen. Shaw considered his business “…to interpret life by taking 

events occurring at haphazard in daily experiences and sorting them out so as to show their 

real significance and interrelation”.
41

 This statement has an exaggeratedly trivial appearance 

that it is impossible to say what Shaw means. The basic idea of Mrs Warren’s Profession is 

that the society rewards immorality, those who already have money, instead of the hard 

working ones. Shaw claimed that society needs to pay virtue decently.
42

  

     Aspects of hypocrisy, respectability and evil, relationships, marrying for love or money 

and the women question and many more all lead down to one thing, that the system of the 

time brings out the very worst in human beings.  

 

Beyond Good and Evil 

 

It is very easily done to wrongly understand Shaw as a cynic and ascetic but Whitman 

claims, and I must agree, that “it is not the self-indulgence Shaw despises and fears, however, 

but the self-delusion”.
43

    

     In a letter to William Archer concerning Arms and the Man Shaw wrote: “I do not accept 

the conventional ideals. To them I oppose in the play the practical life & morals of the 

efficient, realistic man, unaffectedly ready to face what … must be faced … My whole secret 

is that I have got clean through the old categories of good & evil, and no longer use them 

even for dramatic effect.”
44

  

     In his aesthetical philosophy Shaw excludes what he calls the “old categories of good and 

evil”. In comparison to a Shakespearian drama, let us take Othello, Iago acts the way he does 

because of the nature of his character. This creates an astonishing dramatic effect because it 

alludes to a diabolic cruelty and it is a polarisation and a simplification of good and evil with 

a religious undertone.     

     All serious writers of the western literary tradition post-Shakespeare have some relation to 

his plays and poetry, usually of great significance, and so does Shaw. Even though 

Shakespeare was “like mother‟s milk” to him he has no ambition to imitate him or compete 

with him. The Shakespearian aesthetics and those of Shaw are completely different. 

Shakespeare draws a broad variety of human qualities all with their foundation in jealousy, 

                                                
41 Bodley Head Bernard Shaw, p. 362. 
42 Ibid., p. 358. 
43 Whitman, p. 35. 
44 Ibid., p. 39. (originally Letters, I, 427). 
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lust, love, hate, fear, want of honour etc. while Shaw, perhaps very much as is the case with 

him considering the opera superior to the spoken play in expressing and evoking sentiment, 

considers Shakespeare superior in producing the most complete picture the very essence of 

being human, and human qualities. Shaw moves on to write about how man interplays with 

society. His aesthetics praise intellectual beauty. In this sense, it is my opinion, he moves 

from a tradition of polarisation of good and evil that has its roots in Christianity. This is what 

makes him a revolutionary dramatist.  

     Shaw‟s aesthetics are to a high degree built on the dynamics of the synthesis of realism 

and idealism. He uses exaggeration as a tool in his construction of his drama of ideas. His 

plays revolt against romantic disillusions. To Shaw, what is obviously falsehood and lie can 

never be beautiful. He uses technical methods that cannot contradict his philosophy of 

writing plays, thus combining theatrical art with political ideas. His method is built on 

contrast, polarity, difference, development of character and struggle of ideas leading to the 

birth of another idea. The play is not about the human soul, but what is on the surface of it, 

and about the relation between society and man.  

     Another common theatrical method used by Shaw in the play is mystification. Every 

character, except Vivie seems to know something more in the beginning of the play. Thus we 

are forced to step into Vivie‟s perspective and go through the same process that she does. We 

are as unaware as she is. 

    Shaw does not claim to know what reality is, but his claim stretches so far as to knowing 

what is not. What is the ideal woman? Vivie asks herself. In Mrs Warren’s Profession Shaw 

deconstructs the word “ideal”, telling us that no matter what we believe things should be, we 

can not confuse them with reality. He does not claim monopoly on reality, but asks us simply 

to be realists. It is his belief, and this is fundamental to understanding Shaw‟s aesthetic, that 

intellectual passion is able to give a more lasting enjoyment than any other. He rejected 

finding inspiration in literature, apart from literature of economical theory, and believed that 

“reality” was a far superior muse.  

    It is natural to ask why he did not go into politics instead of writing drama. The answer can 

be found in one of his statements above. “…art is the subtlest, the most seductive, the most 

effective instrument of moral propaganda in the world”
45

 The answer lies in the fact that he 

believed that the theatre had greater potential to make change. Shaw did not reject emotion in 

drama but instead of lies and simplifications he wanted thought to move us. This brings us to 

                                                
45 See above p. 7. 
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a problematical conclusion. Is Mrs Warren both theatrical and literary art as well as an 

expression of political ideas? The theatrical aspect of the play will hence be left out because 

it is outside the subject of literature in which this essay is written. Instead the essay attempts 

to more profoundly discuss the relation between the political and literary aspects and mainly 

how these two pose problematical and difficult possibilities to find a homogeny in the 

construction of the play. 

     The question that can not be avoided is whether Mrs Warren’s profession possesses 

literary value and quality or if it is merely an expression of political ideas. It has become 

evident during this study that Shaw does not have much interest in literature as inspiration, 

but social reality. It is his desire to change society by using an artistic expression that makes 

him write the play. By his own measure he would probably consider the language of the play 

truthful and thereby beautiful.  

     The question remains unanswered; is Mrs Warren’s Profession literature or propaganda? It 

has been discussed in this essay how Shaw uses musical construction as an aesthetic 

instrument. What then makes it literature? Are the words not simply tools to project Shaw‟s 

political reflections? Is he really simply a propagandist? Poetical construction in the language 

of the play is inexistent. No scene in the play can be brought out of its context and read as a 

poetical construction. Just as the characters are chessmen in the play, so are the words.  

     History of literature and history of ideas is in many aspects inseparable, as are these 

aspects in the play. It is not my belief that Mrs Warren’s profession should be dismissed as 

literature and read merely as a political manifest but if we do take Shaw seriously and believe 

him when saying, as in the quote on art above, that he considers it as a tool, where does this 

lead us? That it really is political propaganda in disguise as art? It appears so. Can there be no 

compromise between poetical construction and a play of ideas with an ambition to be 

truthful?  

    The problematical issue is evident to the reader. The shock between the two opposites is 

striking in the play and the construction unwilling to be reconciled entirely. It is a fusion that 

can‟t be easily described, the construction never allows itself to be grasped or categorized. 

This is perhaps what makes its construction ever so enigmatic and provocative.    

     The characters of the play can to a very small degree be spoken of in any psychological 

aspect because psychology is what hides underneath the appearance, and Shaw only gives us 

what lies on the surface. The characters can be discussed in the aspect of how they fit in the 

construction of ideas. In this essay they have been described as chessmen, Mrs Warren is the 

queen and she moves freely in a vertical, horizontal and diagonal direction in the aspect of 
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moral correctness. She is not ashamed of what she does. At least that is what she says when 

Vivie confronts her. This analogy is to some degree suitable to illustrate features of the play. 

The interesting aspect is why she keeps it a secret from Vivie? Is she ashamed to tell her? 

Vivie becomes in our analogy to the chessboard the king that must be protected to every cost 

from the secret of her mothers past and present. In sending her to the finest schools and 

providing for her the finest education Vivie has been far from her mother‟s philosophy of 

conducting her profession without shame and instead she has adapted a mindset independent 

of her mother‟s. During the play Mrs Warren desperately seeks to regain the control and 

power that she has lost or perhaps never had. This is the paradox of Mrs Warren. The 

character tells us that it is not ashamed but acts as if it were, trying to conceal the truth from 

Vivie at every moment. If she was proud of her personal conduct she would not keep it a 

secret but at the same time, whether proud or not she knows that she risks a rupture with Vivie 

because she senses that Vivie will not react favourably. And she is right. By the moves Shaw 

makes with the other characters on his theatrical chessboard, Vivie becomes more and more 

vulnerable to the opponent; the secret of Mrs Warren‟s profession, and finally entirely 

exposed. The question of shame remains thus unresolved.  

      There is to some point a chiastic construction between the two characters; Mrs Warren 

represents the unconventional in the aspect of what is shameful, while she thrusts 

conventionality on Vivie concerning what is womanly behaviour.  

     In his description of Vivie, Shaw points out that even though she is prompt, strong, 

confident etc. and despite a plain business-like dress, it does not look dowdy on her. By 

creating Vivie and Mrs Warren, Shaw dissolves the definition of womanly. How does the play 

fit in the gender debate? Vivie causes a scandalous reaction by not being what she “ought” to 

be, by being unpredictable. The Victorian gender debate is rather complex. In 1847 Queen 

Victoria gave support to the founding of a college for women but considered that women 

should not be allowed to vote. In a letter she describes this issue as “this mad folly”. In the 

mid 1850s there seems to have been a general opinion that the characteristics of the woman 

were and ought to be: “[…] tenderness of understanding, unworldliness and innocence, 

domestic affection, and, in various degrees, submissiveness.”
46

 Vivie is exactly the opposite 

of these characteristics and her character and the play constitutes an objection to the general 

opinion of the female character. Even though Shaw may have been influenced by John Ruskin 

concerning the truth as guidance etc., there seems to be a significant discrepancy between 
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their opinions in the woman question, a conclusion that can be drawn when comparing Mrs 

Warren’s Profession with Ruskin‟s essay “Of Queens Gardens” where he claims that men and 

women are nothing alike, and goes on in this conservative manner.
47

 

     Does Shaw want to set an example with Vivie? It is a difficult question to answer, but by 

the way it ends, it seems as if the play urges women to seek their independence. In Shaw there 

seems to be no right or wrong way, it is never as simple as that, but there seems to be an 

underlying imperative that women should seek their independence in the best way they can. 

And he makes an example of Vivie in the final act.     

     The process of disillusionment is central in the play, but what more specifically is the 

illusion that Vivie and her creator do not want to be a part of? It is difficult to tell whether 

Vivie‟s bitterness is built on exaggeration for dramatic effect or genuine frustration and 

distress, most likely it is both but our experience so far of Shaw suggests the latter.  

     On beauty and romantic love she says: “[…] if there are only those two gospels in the 

world, we had better all kill ourselves; for the same taint is in both, through and through.”
48

  

      It appears as if Vivie is not as much ashamed of her mother as she is of the society that 

she lives in and the system that runs it. And she is bitter that she involuntarily for her entire 

life has been supported by it.  

 

I am sure that if I had the courage I should spend the rest of my life in telling 

everybody – stamping and branding it into them until they all felt their part in its 

abomination as I feel mine. There is nothing I despise more than the wicked 

convention that protects these things by forbidding a woman to mention them. And 

yet I cant tell you. The two infamous words that describe what my mother is are 

ringing in my ears and struggling on my tongue; but I can‟t utter them: the shame 

of them is too horrible for me.
49

   

 

Frank‟s intentions become evident in the fourth act. He has not had knowledge of Mrs 

Warren‟s profession but when finding it out, he can‟t touch her money. Instead he considers 

gambling to be an option. In doing this, Shaw tells us that Frank is not frank, but quite the 

contrary. It is he who has spoken of love‟s young dream but, as it turns out, it has been a tool 

that he considered necessary to get Vivie. His project has failed and he needs not ever see 

Vivie again. What Frank and Praed call beauty and romantic love seem to Vivie be merely a 

veil on the truth.  

                                                
47 Ibid.  
48 Bodley Head Bernard Shaw, p. 342. 
49 Shaw, Mrs Warren’s Profession, Norton Anthology, p 1748. 
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     Vivie refuses, as has been mentioned already, Mrs Warren‟s money and all that it means. 

Vivie tells her: “So thats how it‟s done, is it? You must have said that to many a woman, 

mother, to have it so pat.” (p. 1787f NA) She does not want to sell her belief and in doing so 

become herself some kind of a metaphysical prostitute. Mrs Warren tries to convince her that 

“right” and “wrong” are defined by those with power and money. Vivie can not accept this. 

She admits that under the same circumstances as her mother and Lizzie in their past, she 

would probably do the same because she would not have any choice if she wanted to come 

out of the misery. But, as she tells Mrs Warren, she has the choice and her circumstances are 

different.  

     This brings us to the end of this essay. Every reader who wants to approach a better 

understanding of Mrs Warren’s Profession needs the historical background and the context. 

The play demands social and historical awareness to be understood. Thus it thrusts awareness 

upon every reader that seeks to grasp it and in doing so it fulfils its objective.  

    What can finally be said about the combination of ideas and aesthetics in the play? 

Concerning theatrical presentation musicality and operatic construction plays a significant 

role, as wee have seen. Concerning the language of the play and the literary aspect it does not 

have, and is not supposed to have, any poetic value. This would contradict the fundamental 

philosophy of social truth as guidance, as we have seen as well. Poetic constructions move by 

sentiment; the play seeks to move by thought. The ideas play the protagonist parts, their 

dynamic interplay and struggle is where the aesthetics of Mrs Warren’s Profession are to be 

found.      
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