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Abstract 

George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion (1913) offers a profound critique of entrenched 

gender hierarchies and class-based oppression in early twentieth-century British society 
through the transformation of Eliza Doolittle from a marginalized flower girl into a self-

aware and independent woman. Moving beyond the surface narrative of social refinement, 

Shaw constructs Eliza’s journey as a psychological and ideological awakening that 
challenges patriarchal authority and traditional definitions of femininity. This paper 

examines how Shaw presents the evolution of an ordinary woman from a passive victim of 

social and linguistic prejudice to a proactive leader of her own life, not through romantic 
idealism or male patronage, but through education, economic self-sufficiency, and the 

assertion of self-respect. 

Central to this transformation is Shaw’s emphasis on language as a tool of 

empowerment and identity formation. While Professor Higgins seeks to claim intellectual 
ownership over Eliza’s progress, the play gradually exposes the limitations of male 

dominance and scientific detachment in understanding human dignity. Eliza’s resistance to 

emotional subjugation and her rejection of romantic dependence mark a decisive break from 
conventional dramatic resolutions. By refusing to unite Eliza with Higgins, Shaw dismantles 

the patriarchal fantasy of female fulfilment through submission. 

The paper argues that Eliza’s final assertion of independence represents a realistic 

model of feminist empowerment grounded in personal autonomy rather than social 
conformity. Through Pygmalion, Shaw redefines leadership as self-governance and moral 

courage, positioning Eliza Doolittle as a symbol of women’s evolving agency in a society 

resistant to change. 
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Introduction 

The early twentieth century witnessed intense debates about women’s roles, 

education, and personal freedom. George Bernard Shaw, a bold social reformer, used drama 

as a powerful medium to question rigid class hierarchies and patriarchal authority. Pygmalion 
appears, at first glance, to be a simple narrative of social uplift, but Shaw subverts this 

expectation by focusing on Eliza Doolittle’s inner transformation rather than her external 
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polish (Shaw 7–9). Rather than celebrating a Cinderella-style transformation, the play 

foregrounds Eliza’s awakening self-respect, intellectual confidence, and moral 

independence. 

This paper argues that Pygmalion strongly supports the theme of women’s evolution 

from passive victims to proactive leaders. Shaw rejects romantic conventions that portray 
women as dependent on male guidance or rescue. Instead, he presents female empowerment 

as the result of education, self-realisation, and the courage to challenge domination. Through 

Eliza’s resistance to control and her insistence on dignity, Shaw affirms women’s capacity 

for leadership and autonomous identity in a changing modern society. 

Shaw’s Feminist Vision and Social Critique 

Shaw consistently challenged traditional gender roles and strongly advocated 

women’s intellectual and economic independence. As a committed social critic, he used 
drama to expose the limitations imposed on women by patriarchal conventions. His plays 

often portray female characters who question male authority, resist emotional dependence, 

and assert their right to self-determination. In Pygmalion, Shaw sharply critiques patriarchal 
attitudes through the character of Henry Higgins, whose scientific arrogance leads him to 

treat Eliza as a linguistic experiment rather than as a complete human being deserving of 

dignity and respect (Shaw 24). 

Scholars note that Shaw’s feminism is grounded in rational equality rather than 
sentimentality (Innes 52). Higgins’s claim to intellectual superiority reflects a wider social 

belief that men are natural leaders and authorities, while women exist to be shaped, corrected, 

and improved. By exposing this mindset, Shaw questions the legitimacy of male dominance 

and affirms women’s capacity for independent thought and social agency. 

Eliza Doolittle as a Passive Victim 

At the opening of the play, Eliza Doolittle is presented as socially invisible, 
economically insecure, and deeply vulnerable. Her strong Cockney accent immediately 

identifies her as a member of the working class and becomes a marker of inferiority in a 

society obsessed with refinement and status. As a result, she is treated with suspicion, 

ridicule, and casual cruelty by the upper classes, who fail to recognise her individuality or 
dignity (Shaw 11–13). Higgins’s dismissive description of Eliza as “baggage” further 

highlights her objectification and reinforces her lack of personal agency, reducing her to a 

problem to be analysed rather than a human being to be understood (Shaw 26). 

Eliza’s victimhood is intensified by her dependence on male authority figures. 

Higgins controls her education and environment, while Pickering’s politeness, though 

kinder, still positions her as a subject of male guidance. Even her father, Alfred Doolittle, 
initially views her primarily as a financial burden and a means of material gain, rather than 

as a young woman with hopes and ambitions of her own (Shaw 38). At this stage of the play, 

Eliza has little power over her circumstances and remains largely passive, shaped by social 

and patriarchal forces beyond her control. 
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Education as a Tool of Empowerment 

Eliza’s first decisive step toward empowerment occurs when she actively seeks 
education, marking a turning point in her personal development. Her choice to approach 

Higgins for speech lessons is not an act of submission but a conscious assertion of agency 

and ambition. By expressing her desire to work respectably in a flower shop rather than 
remain on the streets, Eliza demonstrates an emerging awareness of self-worth and the 

possibilities of social mobility (Shaw 29). This moment signals her refusal to accept the 

limitations imposed by class and gender. 

Shaw presents education—especially linguistic education—as a powerful instrument 

of transformation. As Eliza gradually acquires refined speech and proper pronunciation, she 

gains confidence, self-discipline, and access to social spaces previously denied to her. 

Language becomes both a practical tool and a symbol of intellectual awakening, enabling 
her to challenge assumptions about her worth. However, Shaw also exposes the limitations 

of such transformation. Although Eliza’s speech improves, her emotional and social needs 

are often ignored. Shaw suggests that education alone is insufficient if it does not include 
respect, empathy, and personal independence. Without recognition of her humanity, 

linguistic refinement risks becoming another form of control rather than a path to genuine 

empowerment (Shaw 55–56). 

Emotional Awakening and Self-Realization 

Eliza’s emotional awakening represents the most significant turning point in 

Pygmalion, as it exposes the inner consequences of her outward transformation. Following 

the embassy ball, Higgins openly celebrates his technical success, focusing on his triumph 
as a scientist while completely dismissing Eliza’s effort, endurance, and emotional labour 

(Shaw 87). This moment starkly reveals the human cost of her education and underscores the 

emptiness of achievement that denies personal recognition. Eliza’s realization that she has 

been treated merely as a tool for male ambition triggers a deep emotional crisis. 

Her subsequent confrontation with Higgins marks the emergence of her self-

realization and moral strength. Eliza’s anguished question—“What am I fit for?”—is not a 

sign of weakness but a powerful assertion of identity and purpose (Shaw 90). Through this 
question, she challenges the assumptions that have governed her treatment and demands 

acknowledgment as an individual with feelings, aspirations, and rights. This confrontation 

transforms Eliza from a passive object of experiment into a speaking subject who articulates 
her own worth. Shaw uses this scene to affirm that true empowerment begins with self-

awareness and the courage to claim dignity in the face of emotional neglect. 

Resistance to Patriarchal Authority 

Eliza’s refusal to submit to Henry Higgins’s authority represents the central moment 

in her personal and ideological evolution. Higgins assumes that his role as her instructor and 

intellectual superior entitles him to lifelong obedience and gratitude. He expects Eliza to 

remain dependent on his guidance, viewing her future as an extension of his own success 
rather than as a matter of her personal choice (Shaw 94–96). This assumption reflects a 
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deeply ingrained patriarchal mindset in which male authority is justified through claims of 

knowledge and rational superiority. 

Eliza, however, comes to recognize that continued dependence on Higgins would 

merely substitute one form of oppression for another. Although her class position has 

changed, submission would deny her emotional autonomy and self-respect. Her decision to 
leave Higgins’s household therefore carries profound symbolic significance. It represents not 

only physical separation but also psychological and moral independence. By asserting her 

right to determine her own future, Eliza rejects emotional manipulation and intellectual 
domination. In doing so, she emerges as a proactive individual who claims agency over her 

identity and destiny. Shaw presents this act of resistance as a decisive challenge to patriarchal 

authority and affirms women’s capacity to define themselves beyond male control (Shaw 

98). 

Redefining Leadership and Independence 

George Bernard Shaw redefines the concept of leadership in Pygmalion by shifting 

it away from public authority or dominance over others and grounding it in self-governance 
and personal autonomy. Eliza Doolittle does not aspire to command social power or 

influence institutions; instead, she seeks control over her own life, decisions, and dignity. 

Her determination to support herself economically reflects Shaw’s firm belief that financial 

independence is the true foundation of equality between men and women (Shaw 102). 

Without economic self-sufficiency, emotional and intellectual freedom remain fragile. 

Eliza’s insistence on earning her living signifies her refusal to exchange one form of 

dependence for another. Shaw presents independence not as isolation but as the ability to 
make choices without coercion. Although Eliza chooses to marry Freddy, Shaw clarifies in 

his postscript that this decision is rooted in mutual companionship and emotional 

understanding rather than economic or social reliance (Shaw 118–120). Freddy does not 

dominate or instruct Eliza; instead, their relationship allows her individuality to flourish. 

Eliza’s leadership, therefore, lies in her capacity for informed decision-making, self-

respect, and ethical independence. Shaw suggests that true leadership begins with mastery 

over oneself, and through Eliza, he presents a model of empowered womanhood grounded 

in autonomy rather than authority. 

Shaw’s Rejection of Romantic Convention 

Unlike conventional romantic dramas of his time, Pygmalion firmly rejects the 
expectation of a romantic union between Eliza Doolittle and Henry Higgins. Shaw 

deliberately subverts audience anticipation to challenge the deeply rooted belief that a 

woman’s fulfilment is achieved through emotional submission to a dominant male figure. 
Higgins, despite his intellectual brilliance, remains emotionally stagnant and incapable of 

genuine empathy or partnership. In contrast, Eliza undergoes profound intellectual, 

emotional, and moral growth, highlighting the imbalance between them (Shaw 110). 
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By denying a romantic resolution, Shaw dismantles the myth that love alone can correct 

inequality. A relationship founded on dominance and dependency, he suggests, would 
undermine Eliza’s hard-earned independence. Higgins’s inability to change reinforces 

Shaw’s critique of patriarchal masculinity, which privileges authority over emotional 

responsibility. 

This rejection of romance strengthens Shaw’s feminist argument that equality must 

precede intimacy. Love without respect and parity becomes another form of oppression. 

Eliza’s refusal to become Higgins’s emotional subordinate affirms her commitment to self-
respect and autonomy. Thus, the true resolution of Pygmalion lies not in marriage or romantic 

closure, but in Eliza’s independent identity. Shaw presents independence—not romantic 

union—as the ultimate marker of fulfilment and empowerment. 

Pygmalion and the Evolution of Women 

Eliza Doolittle’s transformation in Pygmalion powerfully exemplifies the evolution 

of women from passive victims to proactive leaders. At the beginning of the play, she is 

voiceless, socially marginalised, and constrained by both class and gender. Through 
education, emotional awakening, and conscious resistance, she gradually moves from silence 

to self-assertion and from dependence to autonomy. Her journey mirrors the broader struggle 

of women to claim agency in a society structured by entrenched inequalities (Sandison 49). 

Shaw portrays Eliza’s growth not as a miraculous ascent enabled by male 
intervention, but as a hard-earned process of self-discovery and resistance. Each stage of her 

development—seeking education, confronting emotional neglect, and rejecting patriarchal 

control—marks a step toward leadership grounded in self-determination. Eliza does not 

merely adapt to social expectations; she questions and reshapes them. 

In presenting this transformation, Shaw anticipates key ideas of modern feminist 

thought. He emphasises education as a means of intellectual liberation, self-respect as a 
moral necessity, and economic independence as the basis of equality. Eliza’s evolution thus 

extends beyond personal success, symbolising the potential of women to redefine their roles 

and identities within an unequal social order. 

Conclusion 

Pygmalion powerfully justifies the theme of the evolution of women from passive 

victims to proactive leaders through the character of Eliza Doolittle. Shaw demonstrates that 

genuine empowerment does not arise from external refinement or male benevolence, but 
from education, emotional self-realisation, and resistance to patriarchal authority. Eliza’s 

transformation reveals the limitations of social uplift when it ignores human dignity and 

emotional equality. 

By rejecting romantic convention and denying a union between Eliza and Higgins, 

Shaw reinforces his feminist vision that independence must take precedence over intimacy. 

Eliza’s assertion of autonomy, economic self-sufficiency, and moral agency marks her 
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emergence as a leader in the truest sense—one who governs herself rather than submits to 

control. 

Shaw’s portrayal remains strikingly relevant, as it challenges enduring assumptions 

about gender, power, and fulfilment. His realistic feminism recognises that equality requires 

structural change as well as personal courage. Through Eliza’s journey, Pygmalion affirms 
that leadership begins with self-respect and that women’s liberation lies in the freedom to 

define their own identities. The play thus continues to resonate in contemporary discussions 

of gender, education, and leadership. 
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