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Abstract
Victorian literature, both its creation and criticism, mainly focused on the significance of 
morality and religion, and viewed literature as beneficial to the heart of mankind. Oscar Wilde, 
widely considered as an aesthete, is one such literary figure of the Victorian era who espouses 
the doctrine of “art for art’s sake.” His artistic style incorporates rich ethical connotations, 
and the interplay between aesthetics and ethics presents characteristics of both conflict and 
integration in his works. On the other hand, the problem plays of Henrik Ibsen, the so-called 
father of modern drama, exerted a profound influence on George Bernard Shaw, the great British 
dramatist of the twentieth century. Shaw’s creation of problem plays is directly attributable to 
Ibsen, and he creatively adapted the Norwegian playwright’s writing techniques for his only 
treatise of drama theory in 1891, The Quintessence of Ibsenism, which fully expressed his basic 
understanding of the dramatic arts. Aside from disagreements regarding artistic ideas, both 
Wilde and Shaw emphasize that the primary task of artistic creation is to reflect social problems, 
and that the degeneration of human morality is the root of all social ills. They also believe that 
traditional moral standards may not always meet the requirements of social reality, therefore it 
is necessary to find a set of ethics to solve social problems. In this way, both Wilde’s and Shaw’s 
dramas clearly reflect the ethical tradition concerning social issues.
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Based on its fundamental capacity for ethical development of its readers, Western 
literature, including drama, has established its unique ethical traditions. The 
narrative paradigm of Western drama has followed different narrative types such 
as the “imitation” linear narrative, and has experienced multiple transformations 
throughout the history of drama, stretching from the “theory of imitation” of 
ancient Greece to the diversified development of modern drama. However, 
whichever direction the narrative paradigm and creative principles take, each 
narrative transformation corresponds to the specific ethical appeals of its own time. 
This does not mean that ethical appeals in dramatic narratives from different times 
go adrift; rather, they fall and converge into the same specific and unified ethical 
tradition. As will be shown in the dramatic narrations of Oscar Wilde and George 
Bernard Shaw which paint a clear picture of the ethical tradition of Victorian 
Britain, this unity is in accord with the ethical vision of a specific time.

HARMONIOUS YET OPPOSITIONAL:  
THE ARTISTIC CONSCIOUSNESS(ES) OF WILDE AND SHAW

Wilde and Shaw are both important writers of the Victorian era. Although they 
led totally different lives due to differences in their social class, family background, 
and economic status, and despite having conflicting ideas about artistic creation 
and aesthetics, they shared a common ideal: to use art as a means of intervening in 
social reality. In other words, both Wilde and Shaw sought to reflect on social life 
and ethics through the medium of art. They therefore valued each other’s works 
and sought inspiration from one another.

Oscar Wilde was born in Dublin, Ireland, in 1854. He spent his student years 
at the University College Dublin and the University of Oxford, which laid a solid 
foundation for his career. On the other hand, George Bernard Shaw was born into 
a hard-pressed middle-class family in the same city in 1856. While Wilde’s life and 
education were beyond Shaw’s reach, their remarkably similar paths in life brought 
them together, and for a time they saw themselves as like-minded individuals.

Both Wilde and Shaw both left Ireland for England around the age of twenty. 
Wilde pursued higher education at the University of Oxford in 1874, whereas Shaw 
travelled to London in 1876 to be with his family and earn a living. Though Shaw 
barely managed to get by in London, he indulged himself by visiting a number 
of museums and libraries, which prepared him for his career. From the 1880s 
onwards, Wilde and Shaw both contributed articles to the Pall Mall Gazette, a 
popular newspaper, and so started their first collaboration. From 1885 to 1888, they 
wrote anonymous book reviews for the Pall Mall Gazette together with William 
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Archer and George Moore. Given the political orientation of the magazine, Wilde 
and Shaw became interested with socialist ideologies, and they were both drawn 
to socialism. Furthermore, Shaw’s speech at a Fabian Society meeting may have 
inspired Wilde to write The Soul of Man under Socialism in 1891. During the 1880s 
and 1890s, each published a collection of critical essays—Shaw’s The Quintessence 
of Ibsenism (1891) and Wilde’s Intentions (the latter included Wilde’s essay on 
socialism, as well as “The Decay of Lying” and “The Critic as Artist”, 1889). These 
publications formed the cornerstones of their careers (Innes 124). 

The differences in their social class, family background, and economic positions 
could have kept Wilde and Shaw from each other, but their artistic pursuits and 
concern for society made their friendship and collaboration possible. According 
to Shaw’s biographer, Frank Harris, they met fewer than ten times in their lifetime, 
but knew each other well. Despite their grave differences on several issues, “Shaw 
and Wilde understood each other, though they met scarcely ten times in their lives. 
They both were after the same thing, and used, as I have said in my introduction, 
the same self-exploiting methods to attain their end “ (Harris 263). Shaw criticized 
Wilde’s artistic expressions as being too pretentious and conceited, thinking that 
“Wild was so in love with style that he put more style than the subject-matter would 
carry, whether it was in his clothes, his manners, his plays, or the harsh reality of 
life” (Harris 266). Though the differences in Wilde’s and Shaw’s artistic views did 
not get in the way of their friendship, their complex relationship was harmonious 
yet oppositional, widening the space for comprehensive and thorough studies on 
their artistic ideologies and creations.

Wilde and Shaw always maintained a very friendly relationship and admired 
each other’s works. With regards to their friendship, Innes writes that “[Shaw] 
wrote to one correspondent in 1984: ‘Wilde’s wit and his fine literary workmanship 
are points of great value. He warmly praised An Ideal Husband in one of his first 
contributions to the Saturday Review and admired in incidental comments both 
Lady Windermere’s Fan and A Woman of No Importance’” (Innes 125). Wilde 
responded to his countryman’s friendship with the same enthusiasm. “I like to 
think that we are friends: for these and many other reasons [mainly Shaw’s effort to 
lift the censorship] Salome presents herself to you in purple raiment” (Innes 125). 

Shaw and Wilde exchanged their works as gifts several times and appreciated 
each other’s writings. Wilde even suggested that their current and future works 
defined the birth of a new “Celtic School” of drama. Of course, the two playwrights 
not only showed appreciation for each other but were also frank regarding their 
conflicting ideas about artistic creativity. Shaw certainly did not slavishly flatter 
Wilde, whose reputation far exceeded his own. Rather, Shaw “had praised Wilde’s 
first plays, had criticised The Importance of Being Earnest as a really heartless play. 
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Shaw thinks now that this weakness in the play represented a real degeneracy 
produced at the time by Oscar’s perversion” (Harris 264). Nevertheless, the 
association between the two artists, to a large extent, showed their frankness and 
kindness. They disagreed fiercely on artistic ideas but showed courage and loyalty 
to each other in times of crisis. When Wilde was arrested for homosexuality, Shaw 
personally drafted a petition demanding that the judiciary release Wilde. While 
Wilde was in prison, most of his friends abandoned him; only a few, like Shaw, were 
willing to stand up for him and actually help him.

Although Shaw and Wilde respected and appreciated each other, it seems that 
they did not have much in common and even disliked each other’s opinions and 
ideas. They lived in the same era but had totally different artistic ideas, most notably 
their view of aestheticism. “In particular,” Innes writes, “Shaw disliked the doctrine 
of aestheticism that Wilde had taken over and developed from Walter Pater” (Innes 
126). The divergence of artistic ideas between Shaw and Wilde became increasingly 
obvious. In Shaw’s later plays, he frequently protested openly against Wilde’s 
assertion of “art for art’s sake.” Shaw explicitly expressed his strong opposition 
to Wilde’s writing style and artistic ideas in the Epistle Dedicatory to Man and 
Superman. But, as Wilde’s biographer Richard Ellmann pointed out, “art for art’s 
sake” was a slogan Wilde repudiated because it implied a less energetic and morally 
complex view than he espoused (Innes 126). To a certain extent, the idea of “art 
for art’s sake” prevented artistic communication and cooperation between Shaw 
and Wilde. Shaw did, in fact, tend to degrade the aesthetic positions associated 
with Wilde and advocated his own ideas. However, Shaw held an almost identical 
artistic goal as Wilde who subscribed to the artistic ideal of aestheticism. Their 
seemingly contradictory ideas about art eventually reached a significant degree of 
integration.  

MORAL CONNOTATIONS OF WILDE’S AESTHETICSM 

Wilde is a representative figure of aestheticism in English literature who subscribed 
to the doctrine “art for art’s sake,” and his plays had an important influence on the 
English literary world. Studying his writings and fully excavating the dimensions 
of ethics and his visions on art in his work will, to a greater extent, also provide 
increased possibilities and spaces for the comprehensive and in-depth study of 
Wilde himself. Re-examining Wilde’s artistic expression of his ethical concerns will 
thereby further reveal how the relationship between aestheticism and ethics was 
characterized by both conflict and integration. 
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Wilde’s dramatic creations mark the culmination of his artistic achievements. 
He is particularly fond of drama because it gives him free rein to showcase his 
gift for language and express his most heartfelt desire through praise and satire: 

“Drama,” for Wilde, “can be a pleasure both to the ear and the eye by using all means 
at the same time; it can freely use forms and colors, tones and appearances, words 
and agile movements and condensed living reality which is visible to the naked eye, 
and make them submissively hear and obey” (Ellmann 183). Wilde’s concern for the 
living reality of society is at the root of his creativity, so he would inevitably display 
social life and its ethical connotations in his plays. As the intersection of art and 
life, Wilde’s plays, such as Lady Windermere’s Fan, A Woman of No Importance, An 
Ideal Husband and The Importance of Being Earnest reveal the everyday reality of 
life in Victorian Britain. The core assertion of Wilde’s aestheticism is that moral 
instruction is not the ultimate purpose of literature, yet neither the social context 
nor the characters in his plays depart from the central issue of morality. On the 
contrary, “to describe as many as possible the various moral issues existing in the 
society at that time, to show the moral themes of the times, to evaluate the moral 
behaviors of society and individuals, and to attempt to put forward his own moral 
ideal” (Nie, Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism 149) become features of 
Wilde’s writing that are especially prominent in his dramas.

Salome (1893) is widely regarded as Wilde’s masterpiece, representing the 
pinnacle of his aesthetic creations. The pure artistic image of Salome created by 
Wilde is unaffected by morality. Wilde devotes a considerable amount of space 
in the play to reinforcing Salome’s strong desire for the pursuit of beauty. All 
these relentless pursuits of the momentary enjoyment of beauty are simply the 
ultimate pursuit of aestheticism, and the enjoyment of beauty in a finite life is the 
embodiment of aestheticism’s emphasis on the independence and intrinsic value of 
art. Wilde made sure that his opus would reflect his aestheticism—an aestheticism 
that contends that “the beauty of art has its unique disposition and is free from 
any constraints, and the pure purpose of an artist is simply to enjoy the pleasure 
of creation” (Zhao and Jingan 13). However, Salome, as a purely aesthetic image, 
contains rich ethical characteristics. She is situated in very complicated moral 
circumstances and “is denounced by the prophet and threatened by the incest of her 
step-father. She is powerless and unable to cut off the countless ties from morality” 
(Liu 107). “Daughter of adultery” and “daughter of an incestuous mother” are the 
inescapable shackles that John the Baptist inflicts on the pure and holy Salome. 
Coupled with King Herod’s incestuous lust for her, Salome cannot escape or resist 
the heavy moral burden, and the final self-destruction is the most powerful proof 
of her resistance.  

Lady Windermere’s Fan is Wilde’s first comedy of manners. It can even be said 
that Wilde has now turned away from aestheticism and gradually moved towards 
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realism, which focuses on social and moral issues. This play is mainly concerned 
with family and marriage issues in the British upper classes. Its subtitle, A Play 
about a Good Woman, is designed to subvert traditional moral ideas of “good,” 

“bad,” “kind,” “evil,” and so on in the audience’s minds. Thus, “Wilde’s strong sense of 
morality and his hidden but urgent desire to transfer moral consciousness through 
the script” (Liu 156) is clearly shown.

A Woman of No Importance is a play that focuses on the moral double standards 
that applied to men and women in marriage in the Victorian age. Through the title 
of the play, Wilde reveals the irony of lurking beneath Victorian reality—namely, 
how people applied different moral standards to men and women on the issue 
of marriage. The people of that period advocated happy marriages and families. 
They agreed on the generally accepted family ethics, and most of them could take 
their moral responsibilities positively, thus constructing a moral paradise of the 
Victorian age. A Woman of No Importance can be regarded as the case in point for 
this notion.  

An Ideal Husband inherits the subjects of the Victorian family and marriage in A 
Woman of No Importance and extends the focus to the political issues. The upper-
class society showed unusual enthusiasm for politics, and people “had already seen 
politics as a noble profession, which is nothing but a means of seeking personal 
interests and prosperity. In politicians’ eyes, this profession was a shrewd game, in 
which deceit, opportunism, and flattery were the basis of their political life” (Liu 
184). The family and political ethics, which are, respectively, based on love and 
justice in the play, illustrate people’s common concern about morality.

Wilde regarded The Importance of Being Earnest as his most satisfying play. One 
reason is that the play combines the structure of farce with irony, humour, puns, 
and other forms of artistic techniques and “mobilizes all comedy effects to satirize 
the false and morbid ‘being earnest attitude’ that pervades British society at the 
end of the 19th century, and is directed at the Victorian ethics” (Wilde, Works of 
Oscar Wilde preface 4). However, it is interesting to note that although Wilde’s 
contemporary Shaw did not appreciate the style of this play (Beckson 194), it is still 
widely considered to have elevated modern British drama to a higher level. The 
play mainly centres on the dual identities of the two protagonists, and it involves 
extremely complex social relations, family relations, and the issues of personal 
identity in the seemingly boring dialogues. Nie notes that “[human] identity is 
the mark of a person’s existence in society, and a person needs to undertake the 
responsibilities and obligations that are entrusted by his identity” (Introduction 
to Ethical Literary Criticism 263). As such, identity is not only a symbol of social 
status but also a guarantee of undertaking certain ethical responsibilities. In other 
words, individuals with a certain social status must fulfill their corresponding 
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ethical responsibilities. In The Importance of Being Earnest, Wilde comprehensively 
sketches a panorama of Victorian ethical issues by using the seemingly disconnected 
structure of farce, which echoes his continuing interests and deep thinking about 
the ethical issues of British society in his dramatic works.

Wilde’s artistic creations adhere to his aesthetic principle of “art for art’s sake,” but 
in his dramas, he does not strictly follow the principle that art should be separated 
from morality. On the contrary, his concern for ethics involves every aspect of 
social life, which makes it a unique feature in the landscape of aestheticism.   

ETHICAL EXPRESSIONS AND POLITICAL IDEALISM IN SHAW’S PROBLEM PLAYS 

In sharp contrast to Wilde’s writing, Shaw’s dramas, set against the same 
background, are representative reflections of the reality of British society. Shaw’s 
problem plays are concentrated expressions of British social problems, involving 
many social contradictions. The narrative paradigm of Shaw’s dramas always 
follows the traditions of Western drama, emphasizing that the themes of drama 
must come from real life. Given this paradigm, new ideas, morals, and social 
significances should be clarified in an author’s writings. Through all the stages that 
his writing went through, however, Shaw never deviated from his core concern 
for social problems and ethics. Compared with plays in later periods, his early 
creations, such as Mrs. Warren’s Profession and Widower’s Houses, are distinctively 
different in subject matter and artistic approach even as they contain the same 
characteristics that can be found in his latter plays. Particularly, Shaw’s early plays 
are the most direct expression of the interaction between Victorian literature and 
the ethical concepts of that period. He enriches the connotations of ethical thought 
in Victorian England with the unique artistry of his plays and highlights the ethical 
and moral traditions during the development of British social and cultural concepts.

In his plays, Shaw boldly exposes the ugliness of British society by removing the 
fig leaf that conceals the real nature of the exploiting classes and the fact of moral 
depravity, and defying the unjust social system. During the time that Shaw was 
creating his plays, the works of the Norwegian dramatist Henrik Ibsen, known as 
the “father of modern drama,” were introduced into Britain. The success of Ibsen’s 
plays in Britain inspired and enthused British playwrights, especially Shaw. In 1891, 
Shaw published an important work based on his understanding of Ibsen’s plays, 
The Quintessence of Ibsenism, and fully absorbed the essence of Ibsen’s plays as an 
artistic form. For example, the use of the “discussion” skill in his plays originates 
directly from Ibsen’s expression. Through this unique narrative art, Shaw can fully 
denounce the ills of capitalism and whip the reality of society’s moral degeneration. 
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The Quintessence of Ibsenism is a theoretical preparation for Shaw’s later dramas 
that most directly reproduce British society’s ethical conceptions of the changing 
Victorian era and the multiple ethical connotations of that period. 

In contrast to the aesthetic assertions of Oscar Wilde, Shaw advocates that art 
should reflect the problems of social reality, and even emphasizes that his plays are 
infused with rich moral teachings. Shaw’s gift for argumentative dialogue is creatively 
used in his plays. He takes familiar social issues as his basic theme and depicts 
enlightened people in the broadest possible way. These plays have accomplished 
their historical mission of zai dao in an interactive interplay between society and 
art (Zai dao comes from wen yi zai dao, a Chinese idiom that originally meant that 
literature is a vehicle for Confucian ideas, bearing the function of conveying truth 
and moral values. Here, the social function of Shaw’s plays is emphasized). More 
specifically, Shaw wrote more than 50 plays in his lifetime that described not only 
the moral status of English society in a panoramic way but also the continuation of 
the ethical traditions of English drama.

Shaw’s dramas created during the first stage of his career (1891–1900) were 
problem plays that were mainly influenced and inspired by Ibsen. Widowers’ 
Houses was Shaw’s first attempt to deal with social problems. The play is set in 
a London slum and reflects the exploitation and oppression of common people 
by the bourgeoisie. Mrs. Warren’s Profession, a play published in 1893, exposes 
sensitive moral problems more sharply and deals with sordid social problems such 
as prostitution, monetary transactions, and so on, issues which no one had dared 
touch before. It is through the revelation of all sorts of social problems that Shaw 
expresses his concern for ethical and moral problems in British society. On one 
hand, he criticized the unfair and unreasonable phenomena that existed in society, 
and on the other, he put forward a beautiful expectation of a future ideal society 
in his dramas, which highlighted the function of social enlightenment in artistic 
creation. Shaw’s creation of problem plays opened the door for him to understand 
society through the form of drama, and this was also a beneficial attempt to pay 
attention to the ethical and moral problems in his writings. His problem plays 
always stick to the basic view that art is not for recreation but for undertaking 
important social missions.

Dramas created during the second stage (1901–1913) of Shaw’s career involve 
many aspects of social life. This is a new stage of conscious exploration of social 
issues, with deeper and more comprehensive thinking on ethical and moral 
problems. Many distinctive characters portrayed in these plays, such as Undershaft 
in Major Barbara (1905), the linguist Higgins, and the flower-selling girl Eliza in 
Pygmalion (1912) are representative depictions/embodiments of some of the social 
and moral problems of this period. A common feature of Shaw’s works during 
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this period is the question of ethical identity. In the form of dreams, Man and 
Superman (1903) highlights the eternal connections between man’s “life force” and 
humanity’s progress in the constant transformation between man and superman. In 
Major Barbara, Cusins’s reluctance to admit his identity as a “foundling” is largely 
due to the ethical circumstances of the time. In Pygmalion, the linguist transforms 
the Cockney-accented flower-seller into an elegant “upper-class lady,” which not 
only shows Shaw’s irony and humour but also implies the British lower class’s 
expectation of noble status. It is through the characters’ complex ethical identities 
in these plays that Shaw illustrates aspects of the unique cultural concepts and 
ethical demands of the Victorian age. His concern for ethics in the plays becomes 
a conscious act in his writing.

The artistic achievements of Shaw’s dramas reached their highest level in the 
third stage of his career (1914–1928). Due to the outbreak of the First World War, 
Shaw did not confine his concerns regarding social issues only to Britain; he was 
deeply concerned about the future destiny of the entire world. In this period, Shaw 
created what he thought was his best work, Heartbreak House (1919), in which he 
depicts the chaotic Western world and the absurd living state with the modern 
dramatic technique of expression, and clearly illustrates his life and social thoughts. 
During this period, he also completed the classic Saint Joan (1923), which won him 
the 1925 Nobel Prize for Literature. With a satirical touch, this play offers a thought-
provoking discussion of many issues such as religion, women, social ideology, and 
political factors affecting historical development and personal destiny. Saint Joan 
is a classic that established Shaw’s leading position in the history of English drama. 
His continuous and deep attention to social ethics in the real world during this 
period reached an unprecedented degree.

In the fourth stage of his career (1929–1950), the themes of Shaw’s dramas are 
very different from those of the first three. Against the background of great changes 
in world politics, the economy, and so on, Shaw’s plays began to incorporate many 
themes that he had never explored before, such as democracy and politics. At this 
point, Shaw still clung to political ideals and hoped to show his political ambitions 
in his dramas. Most of his plays, such as The Apple Cart (1929), Too True to be 
Good (1931), The Millionairess (1935) and Geneva (1938) are based on real political 
dramas unfolding against the social and political background of that time, and 
these plays are thus not only representative of new development in art, but also 
the concrete embodiment of real-life politics and ethics. Shaw believed that the 
dramatic arts needed to serve politics and be a vehicle for the dissemination of 
ideas. Through thinking about and exploring social ethics, he showed his desire 
for an ideal ethical order while also caring about real-life politics. In particular, he 
was keenly interested in world politics and created a new form of drama called 

“political extravaganza,” which is characterized by political amusement and carnival. 
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The Apple Cart reflects Britain’s cabinet crisis and America’s conspiracy to annex 
England. In the play, Shaw’s deep thoughts about the so-called close connections 
between democracy, politics, and money are penetrating and trenchant: “The 
conflict was not between the monarch and democracy but between the two and the 
politics of the rich. The rich first used democracy as a pretext to overturn openly 
the monarchy through violence, and now they have bribed and devoured it. The 
rich were no longer bribing democracy with money. Instead, they refused to pay 
for it and got it by cheating” (Wang and Yuliang 44). In Geneva, there are later ideal 
visions of society embodied in the League of Nations and the International Court 
of Justice. All of these show Shaw’s desire to construct an ideal ethical order in a 
complicated political struggle by presenting his appeals to politics in a brand-new 
art form.

Throughout the four stages of his creative career, Shaw paid close attention to the 
ethics of British society with his exquisite dramatic skills and insightful thoughts 
that constitute the underlying logic and basic content of his dramatic creations. 
Shaw’s dramas embody the fine traditions of English literature and art and are a 
treasure house worthy of continuous exploration and study.

COMMON ART EXPERIENCES AND ETHICAL TRADITIONS 

Ethical literary criticism emphasizes the social responsibilities of literature and 
literary criticism. It highlights the didactic function of literature and represents 
moral instructions and admonitions from people’s ethical choices in history and 
reality. Victorian literature in Wilde and Shaw’s era, both its creation and criticism, 
generally emphasized matters of moral and religious significance and held that 
literature was beneficial to the ways of the world and public sentiments.

The emergence of Wilde and Shaw broke the silence and tediousness of British 
theater. With his witty, flamboyant and humorous language, Wilde confronted the 
hypocritical morality of the Victorian age, his aestheticism dispelling the prevailing 
hypocrisy of the time. While accepting Ibsen’s skills in drama creation, Shaw put 
more emphasis on drama’s unique function of punishing evil, promoting good, and 
educating people.

From the above analysis of the literary creations of Wilde and Shaw, it is not 
difficult to see that, although the two playwrights respected each other, they had 
different ideas regarding artistic creation that did not always complement the 
other. However, it is obvious from their writings  that they held very similar views 
regarding social and moral issues. As Wilde’s biographer pointed out, Wilde’s 
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works had a very solid moral foundation, and “art for art’s sake” was a slogan that 
Wilde opposed and rejected. In the meantime, Shaw more directly accepted the 
artistic method involved in Ibsen’s problem plays, which dealt with social ethics, 
and openly declared that the ultimate purpose of drama creation was to admonish 
the spectators. It is worth noting that, from the start, both writers “attacked 
similar targets: duty, respectability, the sentimental view of poverty, the danger of 
self-denial and of ideal driven goodness” (Innes 126). Although Wilde and Shaw 
came from different social classes, and the societies depicted in their works were 
also quite different, they always seemed to think alike and have the same artistic 
experiences which reflected the ethical and moral traditions of English literature. 
These are manifested in the following five aspects. 

First, both Wilde and Shaw highlight the importance of understanding the 
interaction between society and the self, especially in their artistic creations 
after the 1890s. This is not only a necessity for depicting social reality through 
observation and thinking but also an important means of obtaining self-awareness. 
Only when we really understand society can we fully understand ourselves. Likewise, 
understanding oneself is a necessary preparation or premise for transforming 
society. Society and self are interdependent and dialectical. Shaw even makes it 
clear in the preface of his works: “We must reform society before we can reform 
ourselves” (qtd. in Innes 126). 

Second, both Wilde and Shaw emphasize the blurry boundary between art 
and life. Wilde’s aestheticism advocates that life imitates art, and he expresses his 
views on art and life specifically in the preface to his only novel, The Picture of 
Dorian Gray. Wilde’s teacher John Ruskin, professor of aesthetics at the University 
of Oxford, argued that art cannot exist independently of real life, so he was wont 
to focus on social issues when he discussed artistic problems. While Ruskin was 
engaged in his own aesthetic research, he also boldly criticized the phenomena of 
exploitation and inequality in society. These views profoundly influenced Wilde’s 
social and moral outlooks. Although Wilde eventually deviated from Ruskin’s art 
theory, it did not affect his persistent concern for social problems in his later artistic 
creations. Shaw can also be regarded as a loyal follower of Ruskin, though he was 
not directly taught by him. Compared with Wilde’s approach of “art for art’s sake,” 
Shaw’s approach to reflecting the reality of society is more direct. In his preface to 
Mrs. Warren’s Profession, he openly claimed that he wrote about prostitution “to 
draw attention to the truth and expose the fact” (qtd. in Innes 127). The common 
goal of both Wilde and Shaw was to accurately represent real life while cherishing 
a higher aspiration in their artistic creations. 

Third, the common and different artistic ideals of Wilde and Shaw are in 
dialectical unity. Wilde and Shaw followed their own unique ways of artistic 
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expression, though their wording and the use of rhetorical devices have their own 
characteristics. In other words, both of them preserve their enthusiasm to actively 
participate in the discussion of social issues. Of course, their works also show their 
different artistic ideals. Wilde holds his ideal of “art for art’s sake,” but does not 
actually exclude morality from his artistic creations. He simply does not advocate 
for the preaching of moral precepts in literature. Wilde’s great achievements 
provided him with a very favourable condition for reflecting on the moral ideas 
of society at that time. He was able to examine and launch a full-scale attack on 
the hypocritical and rigid moral norms and standards of the Victorian age under 
the protection of his idea that art has nothing to do with morality. It seems that 
Wilde’s artistic creations do not reflect on social life, but rather respond to society’s 
desire for ideal morality in a more powerful way. On the other hand, due to Shaw’s 
early education and experiences, especially the influence of Ibsen’s dramas, Shaw’s 
perspective on society was sharper and more direct. He once said through the 
mouth of one of his characters that “I am a gentleman. I live by robbing the poor”–a 
paradox with a strong ethical thrust aimed at provoking criticism among readers 
regarding the absurd exploitation theory and system of capitalist society. With his 
elegant irony, Shaw openly protests the cruel oppression of the capitalist system 
and clearly presents his artistic ideal concerning ethics and morality in his dramas. 

Fourth, both playwrights’ works show the dialectical interplay between art and 
morality. Wilde and Shaw have very different opinions, especially when it comes 
to the question of whether art should involve moral issues. One can clearly see 
their arguments and divergences in their works. Professor David J. Gordon wrote 
that in Wilde’s early plays, there was a certain disjuncture between the morality 
of melodrama and that of the dandy. For example, Wilde’s portrayal of Lady 
Windermere in Lady Windermere’s Fan contrasts too violently with the frivolity 
of the other characters (Innes 129). The protagonist in Shaw’s plays is unusually 
calm compared with the image of the socially adept, opportunistic, and slick dandy, 
because he “has discovered the law of social development, and knows what must 
come” (Innes 129). In other words, he clearly knows his historical responsibilities 
and is determined to shoulder his moral responsibilities. From the very beginning, 
then, he is entrusted with the important task of reforming society and putting 
forward new ideas. Many of Shaw’s characters consciously take on the role of a 
model for instruction. Whether it is Wilde’s aestheticism or Shaw’s reflection on 
social and political issues, the artistic expression and ethics of the two are eventually 
integrated into the process of engaging with one another.

Fifth, both playwrights’ works show the tension between reality and utopia. 
Wilde and Shaw are used to closely combining their expectations of the ideal 
world with the real world in their plays, and they explain the real society more 
comprehensively through the medium of drama. Wilde’s comedy of manners pays 
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more attention to the pretentious and deceitful atmosphere of the upper classes, 
while Shaw’s problem plays focus more on social realities and sensitive issues. 
Although Wilde’s artistic creations are regarded as free from morality, his artistic 
practice never really deviates from moral themes. Furthermore, Wilde practices 
his artistic creation with a high demand for morality. Shaw sharply criticizes 
the exploitation and oppression of capitalism and bitterly opposes the social 
atmosphere of the mercenary and deceitful capitalist society. However, he does 
not stop at criticizing and satirizing society; he also shows his expectation of an 
ideal society in his criticism and satire. Through the form of art, Wilde and Shaw, 
to the greatest degree, realize the organic integration of the reality of the world 
and the desire for an ideal society, which effectively corresponds to the people’s 
expectation of moral ideals. 

CONCLUSION 

The literary creation in Victorian England formed a unique moral tradition. As noted 
by Shils, “The tradition of Victorian morality as it grew in scope and adherence 
became too suffocating for a sensitive person to bear” (44). As contemporaries 
living in the Victorian age, Wilde and Shaw do have something in common; 
however, “The differences growing out of these likenesses are what matters most, 
and they involve Shaw’s and Wilde’s opposite views of art—of their own art in 
practice and of the place of art itself in relation to life” (Innes 127). Wilde uses 
aestheticism to fight against the hypocritical morality of that period and tries to 
achieve a degree of integration between the contradiction and conflict of art and 
morality. Because Shaw’s dramas are deeply influenced by Ibsen, his problem plays 
are more direct and incisive, pointing out various drawbacks of social problems, 
and fully demonstrating the traditions of moral criticism in the Victorian age. 
Although there are differences in artistic ideas, both Wilde and Shaw insist that 
artistic creation should reflect social problems and believe that the degeneration 
of human morality is the root of all social problems. In short, both Wilde’s and 
Shaw’s dramas clearly reflect the development of ethical traditions concerning 
social issues in English drama. 
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Note

1.	 This work is sponsored by the project of the National Social Science Fund of China, “The 
Compilation, Translation and Research of Literatures  on Contemporary Western 
Ethical Criticism” (Project No. 19ZDA292) and Institute of Hermeneutics of Guangdong 
University of Foreign Studies (Fund No.CSY-2021-YA-01).
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