
1  

 

Tikrit University 

College of Education for Women 

English Department 

Subject: Modern Drama 

BA Course For Fourth Stage In In English Literature 

Academic Year: 2023-2024 

 

The Image of Women in "Arms and the Man" by G. B. 

Shaw 

 

Lecturer: Prof. Dr. Ansam Riyadh Abdullah Almaaroof 

 Sbc.s5@tu.edu.iq 

 

mailto:Sbc.s5@tu.edu.iq


2  

The Image of Women in "Arms and the Man" by G. B. 

Shaw 

Introduction 

George Bernard Shaw's "Arms and the Man," written in 1894, presents 

a compelling exploration of gender roles and the image of women in society. 

Through its satirical lens, Shaw critiques the romantic notions of war and 

heroism while simultaneously challenging traditional perceptions of 

femininity and masculinity. This essay analyzes Shaw’s vision of women as 

depicted in the play, focusing on key female characters, the subversion of 

gender stereotypes, and supporting quotes from both the play and Shaw's 

speeches. 

The Subversion of Traditional Gender Roles 

In "Arms and the Man," the characterization of the female protagonist, 

Raina Petkoff, serves as a vehicle for Shaw's critique of the romanticized 

view of women as delicate and passive beings. Raina is initially portrayed as 

an idealistic young woman, who envisions herself as a heroine in a romantic 

war narrative. Her infatuation with the notion of war influences her 

perception of the soldier, Captain Bluntschli, who ultimately reveals the 

harsh reality of conflict. Shaw contrasts Raina's initial perceptions with her 
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awakening to the truth, highlighting her evolution as a character. 

One of Raina's most telling lines comes when she declares, “I’d rather 

be a soldier than a woman,” which showcases not only her initial romantic 

idealism but also her longing to break free from the constraints of traditional 

femininity (Shaw, 1894/2009). This statement reflects Shaw’s intent to depict 

women as capable individuals rather than mere objects of admiration. Raina's 

eventual transition from a naïve girl to an empowered woman is emblematic 

of Shaw's progressive views on gender. 

The Characterization of Louka 

Louka, the maid, embodies another aspect of Shaw's vision of women. 

Unlike Raina, Louka is not bound by the societal constraints of her class 

position. She is assertive, ambitious, and willing to challenge the gender 

norms of her time. Louka’s pursuit of independence culminates in her 

relationship with Sergius Saranoff, which further illustrates Shaw's belief in 

the strength and complexity of women. Louka declares, “I will marry him; I 

won't be a servant forever” (Shaw, 1894/2009). This line underscores her 

desire for autonomy and reflects the changing roles of women in society. 

Shaw's treatment of Louka serves to exemplify the author's belief in 

the potential for women to assert themselves in a patriarchal society. By 
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portraying her as a strong-willed character who defies social expectations, 

Shaw opens up a discourse about women's rights and the importance of 

personal agency. 

Subverting Romantic Ideals 

Shaw's critique of romanticism extends beyond the individual 

characters of Raina and Louka to encompass the broader societal 

expectations of women. Through the use of satire, he dissects the notion of 

the romantic hero and the damsel in distress. Captain Bluntschli, who 

presents a stark contrast to the archetypal soldier, challenges the idealization 

of masculinity and, by extension, the traditional image of women relying on 

male saviors. 

Bluntschli’s pragmatic view of war culminates in his assertion that “the 

soldiers are the worst of all” (Shaw, 1894/2009), which undermines the 

heroic narratives often associated with both men and women in wartime. By 

presenting a soldier who prioritizes rationality over valor, Shaw implies that 

women, too, can embrace a more realistic and empowered identity. 

Shaw’s Vision in Context 

George Bernard Shaw’s vision of women was deeply influenced by the 

social and political contexts of his time. He was a proponent of women's 
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rights and an advocate for social reform. In his speeches and writings, Shaw 

consistently argued against the restrictive roles imposed on women by 

society. He famously stated, “The very first condition of happiness is that the 

a man should be a man and a woman should be a woman” (Shaw, 1903), 

emphasizing the importance of individual identity over gender norms. 

Shaw's commitment to challenging the status quo is evident in "Arms 

and the Man." By placing strong, multifaceted female characters at the 

forefront of the narrative, he dismantles the romanticized notions of gender 

roles and calls for a more equitable society. The play serves as a critique of 

the patriarchal values that dictate women's identities and actions. 

Conclusion 

In "Arms and the Man," George Bernard Shaw employs humor and 

irony to challenge traditional perceptions of women and their roles in society. 

Through the characters of Raina and Louka, he presents a vision of women as 

complex and capable individuals who can transcend societal limitations. By 

subverting romantic ideals and advocating for female empowerment, Shaw 

effectively asserts the need for a reassessment of gender roles during a time 

of societal change. His progressive views continue to resonate today, making 

"Arms and the Man" a timeless commentary on the image of women and the 
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quest for identity. 
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