
major barbara by george bernard shaw

Major Barbara by George Bernard Shaw is a thought-provoking play that delves into themes of morality,
poverty, and the complexities of human nature. Written in 1905, this three-act play explores the moral
dilemmas faced by its characters, particularly focusing on Barbara Undershaft, a young woman who is the
daughter of a wealthy arms manufacturer. Shaw's work is renowned for its sharp wit and societal critique,
and "Major Barbara" is no exception. This article will explore the key themes, characters, and historical
context of the play, as well as its enduring relevance in today's society.

Overview of Major Barbara

"Major Barbara" is set in London and revolves around the lives of the Undershaft family, particularly
Barbara, who is a major in the Salvation Army. The play challenges conventional notions of good and evil
through its exploration of the relationship between wealth and morality. Shaw's characters represent
various societal viewpoints, creating a rich tapestry of dialogue and conflict.

Plot Summary

The plot unfolds as Barbara grapples with her beliefs about poverty and salvation while her father,
Andrew Undershaft, arrives unexpectedly. As a wealthy munitions manufacturer, Undershaft embodies
the very capitalism that Barbara seeks to fight against through her work in the Salvation Army. The
central conflict arises from the differing ideologies of Barbara and her father, leading to thought-provoking
discussions about the effectiveness of charity versus the systemic issues that perpetuate poverty.

Key Characters

1. Barbara Undershaft: A strong-willed and idealistic young woman who believes in the power of the
Salvation Army to uplift the poor. She is determined to save souls but struggles with the implications of her
father's wealth.

2. Andrew Undershaft: The play's antagonist, a successful arms dealer who believes in the necessity of
wealth and power. His views challenge Barbara's ideals and force her to confront the realities of her beliefs.

3. Stephen Undershaft: Barbara's brother, who represents a more traditional view of morality. He is a weak
character who struggles to find his own identity amid the powerful figures around him.

4. Adolphus Cusins: A philosophical suitor to Barbara, Cusins provides a voice of reason and represents the



intellectual approach to the play's moral questions. His interactions with both Barbara and Andrew push the
narrative forward.

Major Themes

"Major Barbara" explores several themes that remain relevant today. Below are some of the most significant:

1. The Nature of Wealth and Poverty

Shaw presents a complex view of wealth and poverty. Through Andrew Undershaft, he argues that
wealth can be a tool for good, while Barbara's belief in altruism is challenged by the harsh realities of
poverty. The play raises critical questions:

- Can wealth be morally justified if it helps alleviate suffering?
- Is charity sufficient to address systemic issues of poverty?

2. The Conflict Between Idealism and Realism

Barbara's idealism clashes with her father's pragmatic worldview. The tension between these perspectives
invites the audience to consider the effectiveness of charitable organizations versus the need for systemic
change. Shaw's characters embody these conflicting ideologies, and their interactions highlight the
difficulty of reconciling idealism with the realities of the world.

3. Gender Roles and Feminism

Barbara Undershaft is portrayed as a strong female character in a male-dominated society. She challenges
traditional gender roles through her position in the Salvation Army and her refusal to conform to societal
expectations. Shaw uses Barbara's character to critique the limitations placed on women and to advocate for
greater autonomy and agency.

4. Morality and Ethics

The play questions the nature of morality itself. Andrew Undershaft's belief that morality is a construct
shaped by societal norms contrasts sharply with Barbara's more traditional views on right and wrong. This
moral ambiguity invites the audience to reflect on their own beliefs and the societal values that inform



them.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate "Major Barbara," it is essential to understand the historical context in which Shaw wrote
the play. The early 20th century was marked by significant social and political upheaval, with the rise of
industrial capitalism, the women's suffrage movement, and ongoing debates about class and poverty. Shaw,
a prominent figure in the Fabian Society, aimed to promote social reform through his writing. "Major
Barbara" reflects these issues, making it a crucial work for understanding the era's complexities.

Impact and Legacy

"Major Barbara" has had a lasting impact on theatre and literature. Its exploration of moral dilemmas and
societal critiques continues to resonate with audiences today. The characters and themes challenge viewers
to engage with the pressing issues of their time, making the play relevant across generations.

Adaptations and Performances

The play has been adapted for various mediums, including film, radio, and stage productions. Notable
adaptations include:

- The 1941 film directed by Gabriel Pascal, which brought Shaw's work to a broader audience.
- Numerous stage performances that have interpreted the play through different cultural lenses, allowing
it to resonate with contemporary issues.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Major Barbara by George Bernard Shaw" remains a compelling exploration of morality,
wealth, and human nature. Through its rich characters and engaging dialogue, the play challenges
audiences to confront their own beliefs about charity, poverty, and the role of wealth in society. As we
navigate modern societal issues, Shaw's insights continue to provide a valuable framework for
understanding the complexities of human relationships and the moral choices we face. Whether one is
studying the play in an academic context or enjoying it as a classic work of theatre, "Major Barbara" invites
deep reflection and discussion on the pressing issues of our time.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Major Barbara'?
The play explores themes such as the conflict between idealism and pragmatism, the nature of poverty and
wealth, and the moral implications of war and capitalism.

Who is the protagonist in 'Major Barbara' and what is her role?
The protagonist is Major Barbara Undershaft, who works at a Salvation Army shelter and grapples with
her beliefs about salvation, morality, and the influence of wealth.

How does George Bernard Shaw portray the character of Andrew
Undershaft?
Andrew Undershaft, Barbara's father, is portrayed as a wealthy munitions manufacturer who challenges
traditional moral values by advocating for the necessity of wealth and power in society.

What is the significance of the Salvation Army setting in the play?
The Salvation Army setting serves as a backdrop for the conflict between Barbara's idealism and her
father's realism, highlighting the complexities of social welfare and the effectiveness of charity.

What message does Shaw convey about the relationship between wealth
and morality?
Shaw suggests that wealth does not inherently corrupt but can be a force for good, as demonstrated by
Undershaft's belief in using resources to enact change, contrasting with Barbara's more traditional views.

How does 'Major Barbara' reflect Shaw's views on feminism?
The play reflects Shaw's progressive views on feminism by presenting a strong, independent female
character in Barbara who challenges societal norms and asserts her own beliefs about duty and morality.

What role does the character of Stephen play in 'Major Barbara'?
Stephen, Barbara's fiancé, represents the conflicted middle-class perspective, caught between his love for
Barbara and his moral objections to her father's business and values.



How does the ending of 'Major Barbara' provoke thought about social
change?
The ending prompts the audience to reflect on the complexities of social change, suggesting that idealism
may not be enough and that practical solutions, even if morally ambiguous, may be necessary for real
progress.
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