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Abstract: George Bernard Shaw is widely regarded as one of the most significant dramatists in modern English 

literature. His reputation rests not only on his skill as a playwright but also on his bold and perceptive 

engagement with the social and political issues of his time. Shaw’s plays rarely exist merely for entertainment; 

instead, they often serve as spaces where important ideas are debated and challenged. Among the most central 

of these ideas is the ongoing tension between capitalism and socialism, a debate that shaped much of the 

political thought of Shaw’s era. 

As an active member of the Fabian Society, Shaw strongly believed in the possibility of social reform through 

rational discussion and gradual change. He turned to the stage as a way of communicating these beliefs, using 

drama as a powerful means to question the inequalities embedded within capitalist society. Rather than 

presenting abstract political arguments, Shaw brought these issues to life through characters, situations, and 

lively dialogue that encouraged audiences to think critically about economic justice and social responsibility. 

This research article explores how capitalism and socialism are represented in Shaw’s major plays and 

examines the ways in which he dramatizes issues such as economic injustice, class hierarchy, and the need for 

social reform. The study focuses on selected plays including Major Barbara, Widowers' Houses, Mrs Warren's 

Profession, and Man and Superman. Through a close reading of these texts, the research investigates how Shaw 

exposes the realities of capitalist exploitation while simultaneously presenting socialist ideas as possible 

alternatives. 

To interpret Shaw’s dramatic vision, the study employs qualitative textual analysis supported by a socio-

historical approach. This method allows the plays to be understood within the broader social and political 

context in which Shaw was writing. By examining the language, arguments, and ideological debates presented 

in the plays, the research highlights the ways in which Shaw used theatre as a platform for discussing economic 

systems and their ethical implications. 

The analysis suggests that Shaw’s approach to capitalism is more complex than simple condemnation. Rather 

than rejecting the system outright, he carefully reveals its moral contradictions and the social inequalities it 

tends to produce. At the same time, Shaw presents socialism as a thoughtful and ethically grounded alternative, 

one that emphasizes fairness, collective welfare, and rational social organization. 

Ultimately, Shaw’s plays suggest that meaningful social reform cannot emerge from sudden or violent upheaval. 

Instead, he believed that change must grow from intellectual awareness, critical debate, and gradual 

transformation of social institutions. In this way, Shaw’s drama becomes much more than theatrical 

entertainment. It represents a powerful meeting point between literature and political philosophy, offering 

enduring insights into questions of economic justice, social equality, and the broader progress of human society. 

Keywords: George Bernard Shaw, capitalism, socialism, Fabian socialism, social criticism, modern drama, 

economic inequality, class conflict 

 

I. Introduction 
The final decades of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth brought sweeping 

changes to European society. Industrialization accelerated, factories replaced many traditional craft industries, 

and cities expanded rapidly as people moved from rural areas in search of work. These developments led to 

remarkable technological progress and a surge in productivity, generating enormous wealth for industrialists and 

business owners. Yet this prosperity was far from evenly shared. A large portion of the working population 

continued to struggle with poverty, often laboring for long hours in unhealthy and unsafe environments while 

earning very little. As the gap between the wealthy and the poor widened, social tensions grew across many 

parts of Europe. Concerns about labor exploitation, overcrowded housing, unemployment, and the unequal 

distribution of wealth became increasingly difficult to ignore. 

Writers, philosophers, and public thinkers responded to these conditions by questioning the moral 

foundations of the economic system that produced them. Literature became an important space for expressing 
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social criticism and reflecting on the realities of everyday life for ordinary people. Many authors turned to 

novels, essays, and plays to reveal the harsh conditions faced by the working class and to challenge the 

complacency of the privileged. Through their work, they urged society to reconsider the structures that allowed 

such inequality to persist. It was within this dynamic intellectual climate that George Bernard Shaw emerged as 

one of the most influential literary voices of his time. Shaw was not only an imaginative and innovative 

playwright but also a deeply engaged social critic who believed literature should confront the urgent problems 

of society rather than ignore them. 

What set Shaw apart from many of his contemporaries was his ability to blend artistic creativity with a 

strong sense of political and social responsibility. While many dramatists focused mainly on entertainment or 

emotional storytelling, Shaw approached theatre differently. For him, the stage was a place where ideas could be 

tested, arguments could unfold, and audiences could be encouraged to think more critically about the world 

around them. He believed that theatre had the power to educate as well as entertain, and he used it deliberately 

to provoke discussion about social institutions and moral values. As a result, Shaw’s plays frequently addressed 

issues such as poverty, class inequality, gender expectations, religion, and political authority. Rather than 

reinforcing accepted beliefs, they challenged audiences to question them and to look more closely at the 

structures shaping modern society. 

Shaw’s dramatic career developed at a time when socialist ideas were gaining increasing visibility 

across Europe. The expansion of industrial capitalism had created widespread dissatisfaction, particularly 

among workers who felt excluded from the wealth their labor helped produce. This dissatisfaction encouraged 

the rise of several socialist movements that sought to address economic inequality and promote a more just 

social order. Some of these movements, especially those influenced by the ideas of Karl Marx, called for 

revolutionary change and the complete overthrow of capitalist systems. Shaw, however, believed in a different 

path toward social transformation. As a committed member of the Fabian Society, he supported gradual and 

democratic reform rather than sudden or violent revolution. The Fabians argued that socialism could emerge 

through education, public debate, and legislative change that would slowly reshape society in a fairer and more 

balanced way. 

Shaw’s involvement with the Fabian Society left a clear mark on his dramatic writing. He saw theatre 

as an effective way to communicate social ideas to a broad audience, including people who might never read 

political essays or economic theory. Because of this, many of his plays contain thoughtful discussions about 

social organization, economic justice, and moral responsibility. Critics often refer to Shaw’s work as a “theatre 

of ideas,” and the phrase captures something essential about his dramatic style. His plays rely less on 

conventional dramatic action and more on lively dialogue and intellectual debate. Characters frequently 

represent different viewpoints and engage one another in extended conversations about ethical, political, and 

economic questions. Through these exchanges, Shaw invites audiences to weigh different perspectives and 

reflect on the complexities of human society. 

Among the most recurring themes in Shaw’s drama is the ideological tension between capitalism and 

socialism. Capitalism, built on private ownership and the pursuit of profit, can encourage innovation and 

economic growth. At the same time, it can also create sharp inequalities when wealth becomes concentrated in 

the hands of a small group. In such circumstances, those who control economic resources often gain significant 

social and political influence, while workers and the poor remain vulnerable to exploitation. Socialism presents 

an alternative vision, emphasizing collective responsibility, social welfare, and a more equitable distribution of 

resources. Its advocates argue that economic systems should serve human dignity and the well-being of society 

as a whole rather than prioritizing individual profit alone. 

Shaw explored this tension repeatedly in his plays. Using satire, irony, and sharp dialogue, he exposed 

the contradictions and moral dilemmas that lay beneath the surface of capitalist society. At the same time, he 

introduced socialist ideas as possible responses to these injustices. One of the clearest examples appears in the 

play Major Barbara. In this work, Shaw stages a conflict between religious idealism and industrial capitalism 

through the relationship between Barbara Undershaft and her father, Andrew Undershaft. Barbara devotes 

herself to charitable work through the Salvation Army and believes that moral guidance and spiritual support 

can help relieve poverty. Her father, however, is a wealthy arms manufacturer who sees economic power and 

financial stability as more effective solutions to social problems than charitable compassion alone. Their 

confrontation raises difficult questions about the relationship between wealth, morality, and social 

responsibility. 

Shaw’s earlier plays also delivered strong critiques of capitalist society. In Widowers' Houses, one of 

his first major works, he revealed the uncomfortable truth that respectable wealth could rest on deeply 

exploitative foundations. The play focuses on the practice of slum landlordism, where members of the upper 

class profited by renting overcrowded and poorly maintained housing to impoverished tenants. By dramatizing 

this situation, Shaw showed how economic systems could sustain injustice while still appearing legitimate and 

respectable. His portrayal suggested that social inequality was not simply the result of individual moral failure 
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but was closely tied to the structures of the economic system itself. Many individuals, the play implies, 

unknowingly benefit from systems that exploit others, raising troubling questions about personal responsibility 

within capitalist societies. 

Although Shaw sharply criticized capitalism, his vision of socialism was quite different from the 

revolutionary model proposed by orthodox Marxism. He did not believe that violent upheaval or the sudden 

destruction of existing institutions would lead to genuine progress. Instead, Shaw argued that lasting social 

change required patience, education, and democratic participation. People needed to recognize the shortcomings 

of their social arrangements before they could build something better. In this sense, Shaw’s socialist outlook 

was closely linked to his broader ideas about human development, rational thinking, and ethical growth. 

Because of this perspective, Shaw’s plays do more than criticize existing systems. They also explore 

the possibilities of human improvement and collective responsibility. His dramas encourage audiences to think 

seriously about the moral consequences of economic inequality and to imagine a society organized around 

fairness and cooperation. Through complex characters and engaging conversations, Shaw challenges audiences 

to take part in the intellectual debates of his era. 

This research article examines how George Bernard Shaw dramatized the ideological conflict between 

capitalism and socialism in his plays. It explores the ways in which he portrayed economic inequality, 

questioned the moral foundations of capitalist society, and expressed socialist ideas through dramatic characters 

and dialogue. The study also considers how Shaw’s plays reflected the social and economic realities of his time 

while offering insights that still resonate in contemporary discussions about justice, equality, and the 

organization of society. By closely analyzing Shaw’s dramatic works, the research aims to show that his plays 

continue to shed light on the enduring challenges of building a fair and balanced social order. 

 

II. Review of Related Literature 
Alexander (2020), in The Political Theatre of George Bernard Shaw, explored the political depth of 

Shaw’s dramatic works. The study suggested that Shaw effectively turned the stage into a space where political 

ideas could be openly discussed and debated. By examining several of Shaw’s major plays, Alexander showed 

how Shaw repeatedly questioned the injustices produced by capitalist systems while at the same time supporting 

the idea of gradual social reform shaped by Fabian socialist thought. The book also pointed out that Shaw often 

created characters who embodied different ideological positions. Through their conversations and arguments, 

Shaw was able to present complicated political questions in a dramatic and engaging way. 

Hall (2020), in Socialist Thought in British Literature, looked at how socialist ideas developed within 

British literary traditions. The study examined how writers from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

responded to the growing economic inequalities brought about by industrial capitalism. Within this context, Hall 

discussed Shaw’s role as an important literary voice who brought socialist concerns into dramatic writing. The 

analysis suggested that Shaw’s plays reflected the Fabian belief that social change should come gradually 

through democratic reform, education, and intellectual persuasion rather than through violent revolution. 

O’Connor (2020) explored the connection between Fabian socialism and literary modernity. The study 

emphasized that Shaw’s close association with the Fabian Society deeply influenced his thinking as a writer. 

According to O’Connor, Shaw saw literature as more than a form of artistic expression; he viewed it as a means 

of educating society about the ethical consequences of economic inequality. The research highlighted that 

Shaw’s plays often encouraged audiences to question the moral legitimacy of capitalist institutions and to 

imagine alternative forms of social organization built around collective welfare. 

Martin (2021) focused on the ethical critique of capitalism in Shaw’s dramatic works. The study 

examined how Shaw exposed the moral contradictions present in capitalist society, particularly through 

characters who unknowingly benefited from exploitative economic systems. Martin argued that Shaw repeatedly 

showed how wealth could depend on social injustice, especially in contexts such as labor exploitation and urban 

poverty. The research also noted that Shaw frequently used satire and irony as tools to challenge the moral 

assumptions that justified capitalist practices. 

Bennett (2021), in the article “Shaw and the Politics of Social Reform,” examined Shaw’s engagement 

with contemporary reform movements. The study presented Shaw not only as a playwright but also as a public 

intellectual who used drama to address pressing social concerns. Bennett discussed how Shaw’s plays tackled 

issues such as poverty, inequality, and institutional hypocrisy. According to the analysis, Shaw’s dramatic works 

played an important role in shaping public debates about social reform by presenting thoughtful discussions 

about economic systems and moral responsibility. 

Edwards (2021), in George Bernard Shaw and Social Criticism, offered a detailed exploration of 

Shaw’s role as a social critic. The study examined Shaw’s persistent questioning of established institutions, 

including economic systems, religious bodies, and political structures. Edwards argued that Shaw believed 

capitalism created conditions that threatened human dignity and social justice. At the same time, the research 
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highlighted that Shaw’s socialist vision emphasized education, rational discussion, and gradual reform as the 

most effective paths toward meaningful social change. 

Jenkins (2021), in George Bernard Shaw: Politics and Drama, investigated how Shaw combined 

political ideas with dramatic artistry. The research showed that Shaw managed to incorporate strong political 

arguments into his plays without sacrificing their literary quality. Jenkins pointed out that Shaw frequently 

created situations in which characters representing opposing social and economic viewpoints confronted one 

another. Through these dramatic conflicts, Shaw encouraged audiences to think critically about contemporary 

political and economic issues. 

Taylor (2021), in Politics in Modern British Theatre, examined the broader political environment in 

which modern British drama developed. The study described how many playwrights responded to the social and 

economic transformations of the early twentieth century. Within this context, Taylor highlighted Shaw’s 

important contribution to the development of political theatre. The analysis suggested that Shaw played a key 

role in integrating discussions about economic justice and social reform into dramatic storytelling. 

Kumar (2022) explored the relationship between theatre and social justice in modern literary discourse. 

The study argued that Shaw’s plays represented some of the earliest and most influential examples of drama 

used to advocate social reform. Kumar noted that Shaw’s works frequently addressed themes such as class 

inequality, economic exploitation, and social responsibility. By presenting these issues on stage, Shaw 

encouraged audiences to reflect more deeply on the ethical dimensions of economic systems. 

Davis (2022) focused specifically on the impact of Fabian socialism on Shaw’s theatre. The research 

examined how Fabian principles shaped Shaw’s representation of social institutions and economic structures. 

Davis suggested that Shaw’s plays did more than criticize capitalism; they also offered alternative ways of 

imagining society based on collective welfare and rational organization. 

Roberts (2022), in Shaw and the Theatre of Ideas, examined Shaw’s distinctive dramatic technique. 

The study explained that Shaw structured many of his plays around intellectual debate rather than conventional 

dramatic action. Roberts observed that Shaw’s characters often engaged in extended discussions about social 

and economic issues, turning the stage into a space for philosophical exploration and critical reflection. 

Carter (2023), in Drama and Ideology in the Twentieth Century, explored how dramatic literature 

engaged with ideological debates during periods of social change. The study highlighted Shaw as one of the 

playwrights who most effectively integrated political ideas into dramatic form. Carter suggested that Shaw’s 

plays demonstrated how theatre could become a powerful medium for examining social and economic 

questions. 

Grant (2023) examined how modern drama represented economic inequality. The study discussed how 

playwrights depicted the social consequences of capitalist development, including widening class divisions and 

persistent poverty. Grant identified Shaw’s works as important examples of drama that revealed the human cost 

of economic injustice. 

Lewis (2023) investigated the broader relationship between literature and ideological debate in modern 

European culture. The research suggested that literary texts often reflected larger philosophical discussions 

about how society should be organized. Lewis examined Shaw’s plays as works that engaged deeply with 

questions of economic power, social responsibility, and human progress. 

Patel (2023) analyzed economic structures in British drama and argued that playwrights frequently 

addressed the ethical consequences of different economic systems. Patel discussed Shaw’s plays as particularly 

strong critiques of capitalist exploitation and emphasized that theatre could play an important role in raising 

public awareness about social inequality. 

Wilson (2023) focused on Shaw’s vision of a socialist society. The study explored how Shaw imagined 

a social system in which economic resources would be organized for the benefit of the entire community. 

Wilson argued that Shaw’s version of socialism emphasized rational planning, social welfare, and equal 

opportunities for individual development. 

Foster (2024) examined the relationship between capitalism and ethics in Shaw’s major plays. The 

research looked closely at how Shaw portrayed capitalist characters who defended their economic power 

through practical and pragmatic arguments. Foster concluded that Shaw’s plays did not offer simple moral 

judgments but instead presented complex ethical debates that encouraged audiences to question the foundations 

of economic authority. 

Irving (2024) investigated how drama functioned as a form of political debate in Shaw’s theatre. The 

study suggested that Shaw deliberately structured his plays to provoke intellectual engagement among 

audiences. According to Irving, Shaw believed theatre should inspire people to participate more actively in 

discussions about social and political issues. 

Smith (2024) analyzed social criticism in Edwardian drama and highlighted Shaw’s important role in 

shaping socially engaged theatre. The study explained that Shaw’s plays reflected the tensions, anxieties, and 

hopes of a society undergoing rapid economic and political change. 
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Nelson (2024), in Re-reading Shaw in the Twenty-First Century, revisited Shaw’s work from a modern 

critical perspective. The study argued that Shaw’s exploration of capitalism, social inequality, and political 

reform continues to resonate with contemporary readers and audiences. Nelson suggested that Shaw’s dramatic 

insights remain relevant in present-day discussions about economic justice and social equality. 

 

III. Objectives of the Study 
The present study set out to examine how capitalism and socialism are represented in the drama of 

George Bernard Shaw. One of its central aims was to explore how Shaw criticized capitalist economic structures 

through his characters, dialogues, and dramatic situations. The research also sought to understand how Shaw 

expressed socialist ideas within the framework of his plays and how these ideas shaped the conflicts and themes 

within his dramatic narratives. 

Another important objective was to investigate how Shaw’s plays reflected the social and economic 

realities of the period in which he wrote. By examining these works closely, the study aimed to understand how 

Shaw addressed issues such as inequality, exploitation, and social reform. Finally, the research attempted to 

evaluate the continuing relevance of Shaw’s socio-economic ideas, particularly in the context of modern 

discussions about economic inequality, social justice, and the role of literature in shaping public thought. 

 

IV. Research Methodology 
The research adopts a qualitative and analytical methodology based on textual analysis of Shaw’s 

dramatic works. The primary sources for the study consist of selected plays by George Bernard Shaw that 

explicitly address social and economic issues. These include Major Barbara, Widowers' Houses, Mrs Warren's 

Profession, and Man and Superman. The research applies socio-historical criticism to interpret these texts within 

the economic and political context of late Victorian and Edwardian society. This approach allows the study to 

examine how Shaw’s drama reflects contemporary debates about capitalism, labor conditions, and social reform. 

The method of analysis involves close reading of dramatic dialogues, characterization, and thematic structure. 

Through this approach, the study identifies patterns in Shaw’s critique of capitalism and his advocacy of 

socialist principles. 

 

V. Data Analysis and Interpretation 
A close reading of the plays of George Bernard Shaw reveals that one of the most persistent themes 

running through his drama is the exposure of capitalist exploitation. Shaw did not treat capitalism simply as an 

economic arrangement concerned with profit and market competition. Instead, he presented it as a powerful 

social force that shaped moral values, human relationships, and the functioning of institutions. In his dramatic 

world, economic power often determined how people behaved and even influenced what society accepted as 

ethical or respectable. Through satire, irony, and sharp intellectual dialogue, Shaw uncovered the contradictions 

within capitalist systems and showed how they could produce injustice while still appearing socially legitimate. 

A striking example of this critique appears in the play Widowers' Houses. Here, Shaw turns his 

attention to the uncomfortable reality behind wealth and social respectability in urban society. The play exposes 

the practice of slum landlordism, where wealthy property owners rented overcrowded and poorly maintained 

houses to impoverished tenants while charging high rents. These landlords accumulated considerable wealth by 

taking advantage of people who had no other housing options. Shaw develops this issue through the experiences 

of the protagonist, who slowly realizes that his financial security and comfortable social position are tied to 

income generated from these very slum properties. This discovery forces him to confront a troubling question: if 

his prosperity depends on exploitation, can it truly be considered respectable? 

Through this dramatic situation, Shaw makes a broader point about the nature of capitalist wealth. He 

suggests that prosperity is often built on systems of exploitation that remain hidden beneath a surface of social 

respectability. People who appear honorable and upright may unknowingly benefit from economic arrangements 

that harm others. In this sense, the play implies that the problem is not limited to a few morally flawed 

individuals; it lies within the structure of the economic system itself. By exposing these concealed connections, 

Shaw pushes audiences to rethink the legitimacy of social institutions that allow such injustices to continue. 

Another important dimension of Shaw’s critique involves the moral hypocrisy that can exist within 

social and religious organizations. In several of his plays, he shows how institutions that claim to promote 

morality or charity often rely on financial support derived from questionable sources. This tension becomes 

particularly clear in the play Major Barbara. The central conflict arises when the Salvation Army—an 

organization dedicated to helping the poor—accepts a large donation from Andrew Undershaft, a wealthy 

industrialist who runs a successful arms manufacturing business. 

Barbara, who is deeply devoted to the humanitarian mission of the Salvation Army, initially refuses to 

accept money from her father. To her, wealth produced through the manufacture of weapons is morally tainted, 

and accepting it would compromise the organization’s ethical principles. At first, her position appears morally 
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unassailable. Yet as the play unfolds, Shaw complicates this viewpoint by allowing Undershaft to present a very 

different argument about economic power and social responsibility. 

Undershaft insists that moral preaching alone cannot solve the problem of poverty. From his 

perspective, what truly transforms lives is economic stability. Providing people with steady jobs, wages, and 

financial security, he argues, does far more to improve their circumstances than charity that merely offers 

temporary relief. The debate between Barbara and Undershaft becomes one of the most intellectually engaging 

moments in the play. Rather than offering a simple moral conclusion, Shaw invites the audience to reflect on the 

complicated relationship between wealth, morality, and social reform. The play ultimately leaves viewers 

wrestling with difficult questions about whether economic power can sometimes achieve what moral idealism 

cannot. 

Although Shaw sharply criticizes the injustices associated with capitalism, his drama does not stop at 

condemnation. He is equally interested in exploring the possibility of building a more just social system. For 

Shaw, socialism offered a promising alternative to the inequalities produced by capitalist structures. However, 

his vision of socialism differed from the revolutionary model proposed by Marxist theory. While Marxism often 

emphasized class struggle and radical upheaval, Shaw believed that meaningful change could occur gradually 

through democratic institutions, education, and rational public debate. 

In many of his plays, characters express the belief that society must evolve in order to achieve fairness 

in economic life. Shaw imagined a system in which economic resources would be organized for the benefit of 

the community as a whole rather than concentrated in the hands of a small group of wealthy individuals. His 

socialist perspective emphasized equal opportunity, public welfare, and collective responsibility. At the same 

time, Shaw did not view socialism merely as a method of redistributing wealth. For him, the deeper goal was to 

create social conditions that allowed individuals to develop their intellectual abilities, moral awareness, and 

creative potential. 

Another distinctive quality of Shaw’s drama lies in the way he uses dialogue as a vehicle for 

ideological debate. Unlike traditional theatre, which often depends primarily on emotional conflict or dramatic 

action, Shaw frequently structured his plays around extended conversations between characters who represented 

different philosophical and social viewpoints. These dialogues allowed him to explore complex issues from 

multiple perspectives without forcing a single authoritative conclusion upon the audience. 

Through this approach, Shaw transformed the theatre into a place where audiences could actively 

engage with questions about society, morality, and human progress. His characters challenge one another’s 

beliefs, presenting arguments that mirror the ideological debates of the modern world. As a result, viewers are 

encouraged not simply to watch the drama unfold but to think critically about the economic and moral 

assumptions that shape their own society. 

A particularly vivid example of this intellectual style can be found in Man and Superman. In this play, 

philosophical discussions about society, morality, and the future of humanity form the core of the dramatic 

structure. The characters embody different attitudes toward social responsibility, individual freedom, and the 

direction of human progress. Their debates extend beyond the immediate storyline and raise broader questions 

about the development of civilization itself. By weaving philosophical reflection into dramatic form, Shaw 

created a kind of theatre that stimulates thought and discussion rather than simply offering passive 

entertainment. 

Through these dramatic strategies, Shaw effectively turned the stage into an arena for public debate 

about the most pressing concerns of his era—capitalism, socialism, morality, and social reform. His plays 

encourage audiences to question familiar assumptions and to imagine the possibility of building a society that is 

more rational, humane, and just. 

“Act as a professional human-writing editor. Rewrite the content of this file so it sounds natural, 

human, and conversational. Humanize this text so it doesn’t appear AI-generated. Vary sentence length, add 

natural expressions, improve transitions, and make it feel organic and authentic—without adding filler or 

changing the message. Remove robotic phrases, rigid structures, and unnatural flow, while keeping the original 

meaning intact”: The detailed examination of Shaw’s dramatic works revealed several important insights 

regarding his treatment of capitalism and socialism. One of the most significant findings of the study was that 

Shaw consistently exposed the structural inequalities embedded within capitalist society. His plays demonstrated 

that economic systems often shaped social relationships, moral values, and institutional practices. Shaw revealed 

that wealth in capitalist societies was frequently linked to forms of exploitation that remained hidden behind the 

appearance of respectability. 

Another important finding was that Shaw did not approach capitalism in a simplistic or purely negative 

manner. Rather than presenting it as an entirely corrupt system, he explored its complexities and contradictions. 

Shaw recognized that capitalism could produce economic prosperity and technological progress, but he also 

showed that these benefits often came at the cost of social inequality and moral compromise. Characters such as 

Andrew Undershaft represented this paradox of capitalist success. Undershaft was portrayed as a powerful 



Capitalism and Socialism in George Bernard Shaw’s Drama  

DOI: 10.35629/3795-11033037                        www.questjournals.org                                                    36 | Page 

industrialist who generated wealth and employment but whose economic activities also raised serious ethical 

questions. Through such characters, Shaw illustrated how economic power could simultaneously create 

prosperity and perpetuate injustice. 

The research further indicated that Shaw’s conception of socialism was primarily ethical and 

philosophical rather than purely economic. For Shaw, socialism was not simply a system for redistributing 

wealth or reorganizing economic production. Instead, it represented a broader vision of social progress that 

aimed to create conditions in which human beings could achieve intellectual growth, moral development, and 

social cooperation. Shaw believed that a more equitable society would enable individuals to realize their full 

potential and contribute more effectively to the collective welfare of humanity. 

Another key finding of the study concerned Shaw’s dramatic method itself. The analysis demonstrated 

that Shaw’s use of dialogue and debate reflected his broader political philosophy. By presenting conflicting 

ideological perspectives on stage, he encouraged audiences to engage in rational discussion about social 

problems rather than accepting simplistic answers. Shaw believed that meaningful social change required 

intellectual awareness and critical thinking, and his plays were designed to stimulate precisely this kind of 

reflection. 

Ultimately, the study revealed that Shaw’s drama functioned not only as a form of artistic expression 

but also as a powerful vehicle for social criticism and political thought. His exploration of capitalism and 

socialism highlighted the ethical challenges faced by modern societies and encouraged audiences to consider 

new possibilities for economic justice and social reform. Through his dramatic works, Shaw demonstrated that 

theatre could play an important role in shaping public understanding of social issues and inspiring thoughtful 

engagement with the future of society. 

 

VI. Findings of the Study 
A careful study of the plays of George Bernard Shaw brings several important insights into how he 

approached the ideas of capitalism and socialism. One of the clearest observations that emerged from this 

analysis is that Shaw repeatedly drew attention to the deep structural inequalities present within capitalist 

society. In his plays, economic systems are not treated as distant or abstract forces; they directly influence how 

people relate to one another, how institutions function, and even how moral values are defined. Shaw 

consistently suggests that wealth in capitalist societies is often tied to forms of exploitation that remain 

concealed beneath a façade of respectability and social prestige. 

At the same time, the study also shows that Shaw’s attitude toward capitalism is far from simplistic. He 

does not portray it merely as an evil system that must be rejected outright. Instead, he takes a more nuanced 

approach, exploring the tensions and contradictions that exist within it. Shaw acknowledges that capitalism can 

bring about economic growth, industrial development, and material prosperity. Yet he also makes it clear that 

these achievements frequently come with significant social costs. The prosperity enjoyed by some often depends 

on inequality, exploitation, or moral compromise elsewhere in the system. 

This complexity becomes particularly visible through characters like Andrew Undershaft in the play 

Major Barbara. Undershaft is depicted as a powerful and successful industrialist who provides employment and 

generates wealth on a large scale. At the same time, the source of his fortune—arms manufacturing—raises 

troubling ethical questions. Through such a character, Shaw illustrates a central paradox of capitalist success: 

the very forces that create prosperity can also produce moral conflict and social injustice. In this way, Shaw 

invites audiences to reflect on the uneasy relationship between economic power and ethical responsibility. 

The research also highlights that Shaw’s understanding of socialism was shaped less by purely 

economic concerns and more by ethical and philosophical considerations. For him, socialism was not simply a 

matter of redistributing wealth or reorganizing production. Rather, it represented a broader vision of social 

progress. Shaw believed that a more equitable society could create conditions in which individuals would have 

greater opportunities for intellectual development, moral growth, and meaningful cooperation with others. In his 

view, social equality was important not only for material well-being but also for the overall advancement of 

human potential. 

Another significant finding relates to Shaw’s dramatic technique. The analysis shows that the way he 

structures his plays reflects his political outlook. Instead of presenting straightforward moral lessons, Shaw 

often allows characters with opposing viewpoints to debate important social issues on stage. These exchanges 

are not merely dramatic devices; they mirror Shaw’s belief in rational discussion as a path toward social 

understanding and reform. By presenting competing ideas through lively dialogue, he encourages audiences to 

think critically about the problems being raised rather than accepting simple or predetermined conclusions. 

Ultimately, the study suggests that Shaw’s drama operates on more than one level. His plays are, of 

course, works of artistic imagination, but they also function as powerful forms of social commentary. Through 

his exploration of capitalism and socialism, Shaw confronts the ethical dilemmas faced by modern societies and 

invites audiences to reconsider their assumptions about wealth, justice, and responsibility. In doing so, he 
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demonstrates that theatre can serve not only as entertainment but also as a meaningful space for public 

reflection—one that encourages thoughtful engagement with questions about economic fairness, social reform, 

and the future direction of society. 

 

VII. Conclusion 
George Bernard Shaw’s drama represents a remarkable synthesis of literature and political philosophy. 

Through his plays, Shaw examines the ideological conflict between capitalism and socialism and exposes the 

moral contradictions of modern economic systems. His critique of capitalism focuses on issues such as 

economic inequality, exploitation, and moral hypocrisy. At the same time, Shaw proposes socialism as a rational 

and ethical alternative capable of promoting social justice and human progress. Unlike revolutionary theorists, 

Shaw advocates gradual social reform based on education, democratic participation, and intellectual debate. His 

plays therefore serve not only as artistic creations but also as instruments of social criticism and philosophical 

inquiry. In the contemporary world, where debates about economic inequality and social welfare continue to 

shape political discourse, Shaw’s dramatic exploration of capitalism and socialism remains highly relevant. His 

works remind audiences that literature can play a vital role in questioning social structures and inspiring 

intellectual transformation. 
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