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                Critical Essay on Shaw’s Mrs. Warren’s Profession
              The more things a man is ashamed of, the more respectable he is

                                                                               -Shaw, Man and Superman

         Mrs. Warren’s Profession is an exposé of the pseudomorality that predominated the nineteenth century middle class, and a direct commentary to the social hypocrisy that prevailed on so many levels. In this work, Shaw the socialist turns his guns to the evils of capitalism through the metaphor of prostitution, demonizing the former by engaging the latter. The theme of the ‘fallen woman’ is obsessively employed amongst Shaw’s contemporaries, but whereas most male authors at the time restrict the representation of women to the prevalent Virgin/Whore binary, Shaw employs this dichotomy only to problematize and question it. In this highly paternalistic and relentlessly materialistic world, where characters are reduced to side effects or by-products of capitalism, the ‘oldest profession in the world’ is the only way women can escape poverty. This interesting approach-achieving social upward mobility through moral downward mobility-is Shaw’s liberal yet critical stance against the conventional ethos that wanted women either inherently pure or inherently base. 

         The play focuses on the conflict between Kitty Warren, a successful businesswoman who maintains the conviction that, in the words of Henry Mencken, ‘it is better, by far, to sin and be damned than to remain virtuous and suffer,’ and her daughter, Vivie, a strong, intelligent, and well educated young woman with a high sense of morality, who, barely knowing her mother or her mother’s affairs, has lived all her life in a secluded, sterilized environment, a microcosmic utopia within the vast macrocosmic dystopia. Mrs. Warren has kept her contaminated past a well- guarded secret from her daughter, who despite her inquisitive nature, has never inquired into her mother’s business affairs, until a small family reunion opens Pandora’s box and the truth comes to light. Shaw’s plays have consistently posited heterodoxy against orthodoxy, and in this work this theme can be seen at work on different levels.

          On one level, there is the perennial mother/daughter antagonistic relationship. The two women’s highly complex characters do not allow for any simplistic interpretations of their actions or their behavior. The moments of Aristotelian anagnorisis and the different reversals drive the plot, and we can never be certain how each woman is going to act or react. What is astonishingly ironic about Vivie and Mrs. Warren is the following: Vivie, the “descendant” of the Virgin Mary, stands for heterodoxy, whereas her mother, the “descendant” of Eve and the deliberate sinner in this play, is as Vivie declares, a ‘conventional woman at heart.’ Despite her liberal lifestyle, Mrs. Warren is a woman who craves respectability and acceptance and despite her long, rational arguments on the social conditions that made her what she is, and her fervent defense of her unconventionality, she fails to persuade Vivie of the sincerity of her convictions. 

         The most widespread interpretation as to why Vivie denounces her mother at the end has been that Vivie can forgive Mrs. Warren’s past but she can’t forgive her present. In other words, Vivie is appalled that her mother is still profiting from the commodification of the female body. It is the very complexity of her character, however, that allows for different exegeses as well. One such comes from the last words that Vivie says to Mrs. Warren before bidding her goodbye at the office where she works: “it’s better to choose your line and go through with it. If I had been you, mother, I might have done as you did: 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” (my emphasis). In other words, Vivie is not denouncing her mother because she is a prostitute but because she is not one at heart. It is hypocrisy that Vivie can’t forgive, not immorality or unconventionality, and this is where we have the ‘virgin’ iconoclast attacking the ‘whore’ traditionalist. This is where it becomes evident that Shaw is not preaching ethics in the traditional Judeo-Christian sense of morality, but rather adheres to the Aristotelian precept, slightly altered and adapted to the times. 

         In his Ethics, Aristotle explains in detail his notion of ‘ethics’ (Ethiki). According to him, every action (praxis) aims at a certain goal, and just like there is a hierarchy of actions there is a hierarchy of goals. The ultimate goal for Aristotle is what he calls ‘eudemonia,’ (ευδαιμονια) meaning prosperous life, not in the materialistic sense but rather in the sense of one leading a good life. One attains eudemonia when acting rationally and is able to shed any irrational inclinations. An action is considered ‘ethical’ when it is performed freely, consciously, and rationally, as well as when it is consistent with one’s nature. An action (praxis) is not deemed ‘ethical’ based simply on whether it is good or bad; an action is ethical only when it doesn’t go against one’s nature, and only when one has cultivated the logic that will subdue any ill tendencies. In the Aristotelian sense, thus, Mrs. Warren may have acted freely (it was her choice), consciously (she was cognizant of her actions), and rationally (freed herself from the bonds of poverty), but her actions are not consistent with her nature, and this is what deems her praxes ‘unethical.’ 

         Aside from the conflict between the mother and the daughter, we witness the perpetual battle of the sexes. Here, Shaw the feminist posits two complex, multi-dimensional women opposite four, one-dimensional men, each representing different vices. Crofts, Mrs. Warren’s partner in ‘crime,’ personifies the evils of capitalism, Praed is the innocuous bystander, with a naiveté that is more often attributed to female characters, whereas Rev. Samuel Gardner, stands for the hypocrisy and shallowness of religion. Frank, his good-for-nothing son, is willing to ‘prostitute’ himself to Vivie in order to secure a financially safe future. His feelings for Vivie may or may not be genuine, but his feelings for money are unquestionably the force behind his pursuing a relationship with her. We become aware of Frank’s motives during the exchange he has with his father, where he reminds him of the advice the latter had once given to his son: “…since I had neither brains,” Frank recalls, “nor money, I’d better turn my good looks to account by marrying somebody with both.” This exchange between father and son parallels the exchange between mother and daughter, when Mrs. Warren tells Vivie that, “the only way for a woman to provide for herself decently is for her to be good to some man that can afford to be good to her.”  Whereas Frank takes up his father’s advice, Vivie remains true to her convictions, unwilling to prostitute herself to Crofts or anyone else. Vivie is the ‘new woman’ and Shaw employs the theme of prostitution indiscriminately, showing that this vice is not strictly a female one: anyone caught in the wheels of capitalism can resort to prostitution, male or female, and as long as there is poverty (the greatest sin for Shaw), people will use whatever means to escape it. In the “Author’s Apology” that prefaces the play, Shaw relays that 


     Concept and Treatment of the play

         Our group focuses on Acts II and III, of Mrs. Warren’s Profession. Our production adheres to the more traditional approach to Shaw, mainly because his radical and highly controversial work needs no further experimentation. Although we have edited the play in order to meet the forty-five-minute time constraint, we preserve the dialogues that we employ, with one addition. 

         In Act II we focus on the long mother-daughter exchange, and Shaw’s main ethical dilemmas, where Mrs. Warren succumbs to Vivie’s questioning and confesses her past. This is not, however, an apologia on Mrs. Warren’s part, but rather a fervent defense of her actions, which she presents through long, eloquent arguments. Once Vivie learns about her mother’s circumstances she changes completely her former superior attitude and embraces her with admiration and understanding. These sentiments, however, are short-lived, as in Act III Crofts unceremoniously informs Vivie, soon after she refuses his marriage proposal, that her mother is still in the brothel business, and that Frank is her brother. 

         The aforementioned addition appears in Act II of the original play (our Act I). While Mrs. Warren is relaying to Vivie how Liz, her sister, had come to her and encouraged her to become a prostitute, we have Liz appearing on stage, facing Mrs. Warren, and saying the very words her sister is saying to Vivie. In this manner, we wish to highlight the passing down of morality-Mrs. Warren ‘parroting’ her sister’s words-as well as its subsequent failure in Act III, when Vivie denounces her mother and her ways, and dismissing the idea of ‘being good to a man who can be good to [her].’ 

         Our decision to add Liz as a character is based on both practical and artistic reasons. From the practical standpoint, since we had an extra member in the group, adding Liz enabled her to participate in our production. Artistically speaking, we feel that Liz’s physical presence on stage can have a powerful effect on the audience, who experiences the simultaneity of past and present actions, and subsequently witnesses in Act III (our Act II) the dissolution of the bond between mother and daughter, with Vivie’s ‘emancipation proclamation’ and her new life. Our second Act ends with a ‘cliffhanger’ where Crofts introduces Frank to Vivie as her brother, a fact that remains unverified and it is up to the audience to determine its truthfulness. 

           Finally, the time and place of the play are deliberately ambiguous in our production. Shaw’s work treats themes that appear timeless and universal, so by choosing not to temporize or ‘spatialize’ the play, we allow the audience to identify or relate more freely to the characters and the action. As far as the technical qualities are concerned, we have adopted the ‘Beckettian’ postmodern, minimalistic mise-en-scéne, mainly due to the limited availability of stage resources!

Play Mrs. Warren’s Profession to an audience of clerical members of the Christian Social Union and of women well experienced in Rescue, Temperance, and Girls’ Club work, and no moral panic will arise: every man and woman present will know that as long as poverty makes virtue hideous and the spare pocket-money of rich bachelordom make vice dazzling, their daily hand-to-hand fight against prostitution with prayer and persuasion, shelters scanty alms, will be a losing one.
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