
The great play wright de nounced the idea of poverty as a moral dis ease. But this Vic to rian myth is
back

If you know Al fred Doolit tle only from Stan ley Hol loway’s in fin itely lov able por trayal of him in My
Fair Lady, you might not re alise that he’s a bit of a mon ster. In Ge orge Bernard Shaw’s orig i nal play,
Pyg malion, he ar rives in high dud geon at the home of Henry Hig gins, who has, Doolit tle as sumes,
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taken con trol of his daugh ter El iza for sex ual pur poses. He is not morally out raged – he just wants to be
paid: “The girl be longs to me. You got her. Where do I come in?” Doolit tle is a mem ber of the most de- 
spised of all so cial classes: the un de serv ing poor. He has no de sire to be re formed. But he asks – and
an swers – the most pen e trat ing ques tion: “What is mid dle-class moral ity? Just an ex cuse for never giv- 
ing me any thing.”

In the sec ond half of the play, though, the mon ster who was will ing to sell his daugh ter for a fiver
reap pears in a silk hat and patent leather shoes. He is clean and el e gant. He is get ting mar ried. He is
now, as he bit terly com plains, a paragon of that same mid dle-class moral ity. What has trans formed
him? Money. In an out ra geous plot twist, Doolit tle has in her ited mil lions and he is now obliged to ap- 
pear thor oughly re spectable.

Pyg malion is not just about El iza’s trans for ma tion from flower girl to ap par ent duchess. It’s about
her fa ther’s trans for ma tion from a dis rep utable chancer to the epit ome of pro pri ety. And in this moral- 
ity tale is one of Bernard Shaw’s most im por tant ar gu ments: peo ple are not poor be cause they are im- 
moral; they’re im moral be cause they are poor. Or, to put it in the terms of to day’s as sump tions about
poverty: the prob lem with the poor isn’t their “cul ture” or their want of char ac ter. It’s just that they
don’t have enough money.

By the time he died, in 1950, Bernard Shaw, as the most widely read so cial ist writer in the English-
speak ing world, had done as much as any one to ban ish the fal lacy that poverty is es sen tially a moral
fail ing – and con versely that great riches are proof of moral worth. His most pas sion ate con cern was
with poverty and its causes. He was haunted by the no to ri ous Dublin slums of his child hood. As his
spokesman Un der shaft puts it in Ma jor Bar bara: “Poverty strikes dead the very souls of all who come
within sight, sound or smell of it.”

The ques tion – why are the poor poor? – has a num ber of pos si ble an swers in the 21st cen tury, just
as it had in the late 19th. A Euro barom e ter re port in 2010 ex am ined at ti tudes to poverty in the Euro- 
pean Union. The most pop u lar ex pla na tion among Euro peans (47%) for why peo ple live in poverty was
in jus tice in so ci ety.

But the other half of re spon dents opted for some other cause: 16% said peo ple live in poverty be- 
cause of lazi ness and lack of willpower, another 16% saw poverty as an in evitable part of progress, and
13% said peo ple live in poverty be cause they have been un lucky. Th ese ar gu ments were also rag ing in
the late 19th and early 20th cen turies, and Shaw was a cru cial fig ure in mak ing peo ple un der stand that
poverty is about the way so ci ety is or gan ised, not about the fail ings or bad luck of the poor.

In the pref ace to Ma jor Bar bara, Shaw at tacks “the stupid lev ity with which we tol er ate poverty as if
it were … a whole some tonic for lazy peo ple”. His great po lit i cal im pulse was to de-moralise poverty,
and his most rad i cal ar gu ment about poverty was that it sim ply doesn’t mat ter whether those who are
poor “de serve” their con di tion or not – the dire so cial con se quences are the same ei ther way. He as sails
the ab sur dity of the no tion im plicit in so much rightwing thought, that poverty is some how more tol er- 
a ble if it is a pun ish ment for moral fail ings: “If a man is in do lent, let him be poor. If he is drunken, let
him be poor. If he is not a gen tle man, let him be poor. If he is ad dicted to the fine arts or to pure science
in stead of to trade and fi nance, let him be poor … Let noth ing be done for ‘the un de serv ing’: let him be
poor. Serve him right! Also – some what in con sis tently – blessed are the poor!”

In an era when many on the left pur ported to de spise money and ro man ti cised poverty, Shaw ar- 
gued that poverty is a crime and that money is a won der ful thing. He recog nised that there is no re la- 
tion ship be tween poverty and a sup posed lack of a work ethic: El iza Doolit tle is out sell ing her flow ers
late at night in the pour ing rain but she is still dirt poor. (Con versely, when she is “idle” and be ing kept



by Hig gins, she leads a life of rel a tive lux ury.) And there fore the cure for poverty can never be found in
moral judg ments.

The cure for poverty is an ad e quate in come. “The cry ing need of the na tion,” he wrote, “is not for
bet ter morals, cheaper bread, tem per ance, lib erty, cul ture, re demp tion of fallen sis ters and erring
broth ers, nor the grace, love and fel low ship of the Trin ity, but sim ply for enough money. And the evil to
be at tacked is not sin, suf fer ing, greed, priestcraft, kingcraft, dem a gogy, mo nop oly, ig no rance, drink,
war, pesti lence, nor any other of the scape goats which re form ers sac ri fice, but sim ply poverty.”

The so lu tion he pro posed was what he called a “uni ver sal pen sion for life”, or what we now call a
uni ver sal ba sic in come.

By the end of Shaw’s im mensely long ca reer, it seemed that th ese ar gu ments had been won. They
even seemed rather passé – what think ing per son could ever re vert to Vic to rian no tions of poverty as a
moral dis ease? But moral is ing about poverty re turned with a vengeance. When, in Jan uary 1983, Mar- 
garet Thatcher de clared in a tele vi sion in ter view that “Vic to rian val ues were the val ues when our coun- 
try be came great”, it was clear that one of those val ues was the be lief that poverty is fun da men tally a
ques tion of char ac ter.

The rich are now as con fi dent as they ever were that they de serve what they have. We have re turned
to what Shaw called the “ab surdly un prac ti cal no tion that in some way a man’s in come should be given
to him, not to en able him to live, but as a sort of Sun day school prize for good be hav iour … Was ever so
id i otic a project mooted as the es ti ma tion of virtue in money?”

We live again in a world where, as Shaw wrote of his own times, “we have mil lion-dol lar ba bies side-
by-side with pau pers worn out by a long life of un remit ted drudgery”. We live again in a world where
that un remit ting drudgery is, for mil lions of peo ple, no guarantee of be ing able to af ford a de cent and
dig ni fied life.

We live again in a world of Vic to rian val ues risen from the graves in which Shaw and the other great
an tiVic to ri ans buried them. We live again in a world where the rich plea sure them selves with the be lief
that they don’t just have more money – they are bet ter peo ple. We live again in a world where peo ple
strug gling to sur vive have to prove that they are “de serv ing” of the wel fare pay ments they need to keep
body and soul to gether. And in such a world, it seems right that Bernard Shaw should live again too.


