The Critical Shaw: Unraveling Bernard Shaw's
Views on Religion

convinced that it

what he means

George Bernard Shaw, the renowned Irish playwright, critic, and polemicist, was
not one to shy away from controversial subjects. Throughout his life, he delved
into various topics, challenging societal norms and advocating for change. One

area he scrutinized extensively was religion, dissecting its foundations, practices,
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and influence on society. In this article, we will delve into the critical mind of
Bernard Shaw as it pertains to religion, examining his views and their

implications.

The Early Encounters

Bernard Shaw's upbringing in a Protestant family laid the groundwork for his
lifelong exploration of religious beliefs. His interactions with devout family
members and acquaintances, coupled with his curiosity, led him to question the
fundamental tenets of religion and the origins of faith. His critical nature began to
take shape, setting the stage for his future contributions to the discourse

surrounding religion.
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Shaw's early exposure to various religious sects encouraged him to engage in

interfaith dialogues. These discussions provided him with insights into different
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perspectives and further fueled his skepticism towards the doctrines preached by
organized religions. He saw religious institutions as suppressive entities that

hindered individual freedom and perpetuated ignorance.

The Evangelical Critique

One of Shaw's most famous works, "The Devil's Disciple," served as a platform to
express his scathing critique of evangelical Christianity. Through the character of
Richard Dudgeon, Shaw questioned the simplistic moral codes often associated
with religious dogma. He challenged the concept of sin, advocating for a more
nuanced understanding of human behavior beyond a binary framework of good

and evil.

Shaw's critique of evangelical Christianity extended beyond the realm of artistic
expression. In public lectures and writings, he dissected the psychological impact
of religious guilt and its implications on society. He argued that individuals should
be held accountable for their actions using reason and empathy, rather than the

threat of eternal damnation.

Rationality Vs. Mysticism

Central to Shaw's skepticism towards religious beliefs was his unwavering faith in
rationality. He championed the power of human intellect as the ultimate tool for
understanding the world and questioned the necessity of supernatural
explanations. Shaw believed that substituting rational thinking with mystical and

religious beliefs hindered progress and intellectual development.

His play "Saint Joan" challenged the notion of divine intervention in historical
events, presenting Joan of Arc as a pragmatic and skilled military leader rather

than a vessel of divine guidance. Shaw's portrayal aimed to demystify the



religious narrative that frequently surrounds historical figures and emphasized the

agency of individuals in shaping their own destinies.

Social Criticism and Religion

Bernard Shaw's criticism of religion went beyond its theological aspects; he
viewed it as a tool that often perpetuated societal inequalities. Shaw believed that
religious institutions had the potential to consolidate power and manipulate the
masses. His skepticism towards organized religion led him to advocate for a

society based on reason, social justice, and equality.

In his essay "The Impossibilities of Anarchism," Shaw argued that religion often
acted as a barrier to progress. He called for the liberation of society from
dogmatic influences, encouraging individuals to embrace a more critical and
pragmatic approach to life. Shaw's vision of a society free from religious

constraints stood in stark contrast to prevailing societal norms at the time.

on Bernard Shaw's Views on Religion

Bernard Shaw's critical perspective on religion provided a unique lens through
which to examine the role of faith within society. His inquiries into the origins,
impact, and significance of religious beliefs challenged long-established norms
and invited individuals to question the unquestionable. Shaw's writings and ideas
continue to inspire intellectual discourse on religion, reason, and individual

freedom, leaving a notable mark on the landscape of religious criticism.

As we reflect on Shaw's legacy, it is essential to recognize the significance of his
contributions in encouraging critical thinking and fostering discussions about

religion that defy traditional conventions.
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From the Nobel Prize—winning playwright behind Pygmalion and Saint Joan, a

collection of his critical writings on religion.

The Critical Shaw: On Religion is a comprehensive selection of renowned Irish
playwright and Nobel Laureate Bernard Shaw’s pronouncements—many of them
deliberately inflammatory—on all facets of religion and belief: on Christianity and
the Church; on various religions, among them Protestantism, Catholicism,
Quakerism, Christian Science, Fundamentalism, Calvinism, Hinduism, Judaism,
and Islam; on atheism and agnosticism, atonement and salvation; the crucifixion,
the resurrection, transubstantiation, and the Immaculate Conception; on the
Bible, the Ten Commandments, the Book of Common Prayer, and the Thirty-nine
Articles of the Anglican Church. And much more. In speeches, essays, and
prefaces, Shaw relentlessly scrutinized and critiqued scores of religions—only to

find most of their doctrines in need of exhaustive reform. And yet, in keeping with
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his many other paradoxes, though Shaw was fond of calling himself an atheist, he

nonetheless recognized the importance, indeed the necessity, of religion.

The Critical Shaw series brings together, in five volumes and from a wide range
of sources, selections from Bernard Shaw’s voluminous writings on topics that
exercised him for the whole of his professional career: Literature, Music, Politics,
Religion, and Theater. The volumes are edited by leading Shaw scholars, and all
include an , a chronology of Shaw’s life and works, annotated texts, and a
bibliography. The series editor is L.W. Conolly, literary adviser to the Shaw Estate

and former president of the International Shaw Society.
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