


George Bernard Shaw

The Simpleton of the
Unexpected Isles

Published by Good Press, 2022
goodpress@okpublishing.info

EAN 4066338092021

mailto:goodpress@okpublishing.info


TABLE OF CONTENTS

Preface on Days of Judgment
PROLOGUE
SCENE I
SCENE II
SCENE III
ACT I
ACT II
The Simple Truth of the Matter
THE END



"

PREFACE ON DAYS OF JUDGMENT
Table of Contents

The increasing bewilderment of my journalist critics as to
why I should write such plays as The Simpleton culminated
in New York in February 1935, when I was described as a
dignified old monkey throwing coco-nuts at the public in
pure senile devilment. This is an amusing and graphic
description of the effect I produce on the newspapers; but
as a scientific criticism it is open to the matter-of-fact
objection that a play is not a coco-nut nor I a monkey. Yet
there is an analogy. A coco-nut is impossible without a
suitable climate; and a play is impossible without a suitable
civilization. If author and journalist are both placid
Panglossians, convinced that their civilization is the best of
all possible civilizations, and their countrymen the greatest
race on earth: in short, if they have had a university
education, there is no trouble: the press notices are
laudatory if the play is entertaining. Even if the two are
pessimists who agree with Jeremiah that the heart of man is
deceitful above all things and desperately wicked, and with
Shakespear that political authority only transforms its
wielders into angry apes, there is still no misunderstanding;
for that dismal view, or a familiar acquaintance with it, is
quite common.

Such perfect understanding covers much more than nine
hundred and ninety cases out of every thousand new plays.
But it does not cover the cases in which the author and the
journalist are not writing against the same background. The



simplest are those in which the journalist is ignorant and
uncultivated, and the author is assuming a high degree of
knowledge and culture in his audience. This occurs oftener
than it should; for some newspaper editors think that any
reporter who has become stage struck by seeing half a
dozen crude melodramas is thereby qualified to deal with
Sophocles and Euripides, Shakespear and Goethe, Ibsen and
Strindberg, Tolstoy and Tchekov, to say nothing of myself.
But the case with which I am concerned here is one in which
a reasonably well equipped critic shoots wide because he
cannot see the target nor even conceive its existence. The
two parties have not the same vision of the world. This sort
of vision varies enormously from individual to individual.
Between the superstatesman whose vision embraces the
whole politically organized world, or the astronomer whose
vision of the universe transcends the range of our utmost
telescopes, and the peasant who fiercely resists a main
drainage scheme for his village because others as well as he
will benefit by it, there are many degrees. The Abyssinian
Danakil kills a stranger at sight and is continually seeking
for an excuse to kill a friend to acquire trophies enough to
attract a wife. Livingstone risked his life in Africa every day
to save a black man's soul. Livingstone did not say to the
sun colored tribesman "There is between me and thee a gulf
that nothing can fill": he proposed to fill it by instructing the
tribesman on the assumption that the tribesman was as
capable mentally as himself, but ignorant. That is my
attitude when I write prefaces. My newspaper critics may
seem incapable of anything better than the trash they write;



but I believe they are capable enough and only lack
instruction.

I wonder how many of them have given serious thought
to the curious changes that take place in the operation of
human credulity and incredulity. I have pointed out on a
former occasion that there is just as much evidence for a
law of the Conservation of Credulity as of the Conservation
of Energy. When we refuse to believe in the miracles of
religion for no better reason fundamentally than that we are
no longer in the humor for them we refill our minds with the
miracles of science, most of which the authors of the Bible
would have refused to believe. The humans who have lost
their simple childish faith in a flat earth and in Joshua's feat
of stopping the sun until he had finished his battle with the
Amalekites, find no difficulty in swallowing an expanding
boomerang universe.

They will refuse to have their children baptized or
circumcized, and insist on their being vaccinated, in the
teeth of overwhelming evidence that vaccination has killed
thousands of children in quite a horrible way whereas no
child has ever been a penny the worse for baptism since
John the Baptist recommended it. Religion is the mother of
scepticism: Science is the mother of credulity. There is
nothing that people will not believe nowadays if only it be
presented to them as Science, and nothing they will not
disbelieve if it be presented to them as religion. I myself
began like that; and I am ending by receiving every
scientific statement with dour suspicion whilst giving very
respectful consideration to the inspirations and revelations
of the prophets and poets. For the shift of credulity from



religious divination to scientific invention is very often a
relapse from comparatively harmless romance to
mischievous and even murderous quackery.

Some credulities have their social uses. They have been
invented and imposed on us to secure certain lines of
behavior as either desirable for the general good or at least
convenient to our rulers. I learned this early in life. My nurse
induced me to abstain from certain troublesome activities
by threatening that if I indulged in them the cock would
come down the chimney. This event seemed to me so
apocalyptic that I never dared to provoke it nor even to ask
myself in what way I should be the worse for it. Without this
device my nurse could not have ruled me when her back
was turned. It was the first step towards making me rule
myself.

Mahomet, one of the greatest of the prophets of God,
found himself in the predicament of my nurse in respect of
having to rule a body of Arab chieftains whose vision was
not co-extensive with his own, and who therefore could not
be trusted, when his back was turned, to behave as he
himself would have behaved spontaneously. He did not tell
them that if they did such and such things the cock would
come down the chimney. They did not know what a chimney
was. But he threatened them with the most digusting
penances in a future life if they did not live according to his
word, and promised them very pleasant times if they did.
And as they could not understand his inspiration otherwise
than as a spoken communication by a personal messenger
he allowed them to believe that the angel Gabriel acted as a
celestial postman between him and Allah, the fountain of all



inspiration. Except in this way he could not have made them
believe in anything but sacred stones and the seven deadly
sins.

The Christian churches and the Christian Kings were
driven to the same device; and when I evolved beyond the
cock and chimney stage I found myself possessed with a
firm belief that all my Roman Catholic fellow children would
inevitably burn in blazing brimstone to all eternity, and even
that I myself, in spite of my Protestant advantages, might
come to the same endless end if I were not careful. The
whole civilized world seemed to be governed that way in
those days. It is so to a considerable extent still. A friend of
mine lately asked a leading Irish statesman why he did not
resort to a rather soulless stroke of diplomacy. Because,
replied the statesman, I happen to believe that there is such
a place as hell.

Anywhere else than in Ireland the obsolescence of this
explanation would have been startling. For somehow there
has been a shift of credulity from hell to perishing suns and
the like. I am not thinking of the humanitarian revolt against
everlasting brimstone voiced by the late Mrs Bradlaugh
Bonner, nor of Tolstoy's insistence on the damnation on
earth of the undetected, unpunished, materially prosperous
criminal. I am leaving out of the question also the
thoughtful, sentimental, honorable, conscientious people
who need no hell to intimidate them into considerate social
behaviour, and who have naturally outgrown the devil with
his barbed tail and horns just as I outgrew the cock in the
chimney.



But what of the people who are capable of no restraint
except that of intimidation? Must they not be either
restrained or, as the Russians gently put it, liquidated. No
State can afford the expense of providing policemen enough
to watch them all continually; consequently the restraint
must, like the fear of hell, operate when nobody is looking.
Well, a shift of credulity has destroyed the old belief in hell.
How then is the social work previously done by that belief to
be taken up and carried on? It is easy to shirk the problem
by pointing out that the belief in hell did not prevent even
the most superstitious people from committing the most
damnable crimes. But though we know of these failures of
infernal terrorism we have no record of its successes. We
know that naïve attempts to bribe divine justice led to a
trade in absolutions, pardons, and indulgences which proved
by the hardness of the cash the sinners put down and the
cost of the cathedrals they put up that there was a continual
overdrawing of salvation accounts by firm believers in the
brimstone; but we do not know, and never shall know, how
many crimes were refrained from that would have been
committed but for the dread of damnation. All we can do is
to observe and grapple with the effect of the shift of
credulity which has robbed hell of its terrors.

No community, however devout, has ever trusted wholly
to damnation and excommunication as deterrents. They
have been supplemented by criminal codes of the most
hideous barbarity (I have been contemporary with
Europeans whose amusements included seeing criminals
broken on the wheel). Therefore their effect on conduct
must be looked for in that very extensive part of it which



has not been touched by the criminal codes, or in which the
codes actually encourage anti-social action and penalize its
opposite, as when the citizen is forced by taxation or
compulsory military service to become an accomplice in
some act of vulgar pugnacity and greed disguised as
patriotism.

Unless and until we get a new column in the census
papers on the point we can only guess how far the shift of
credulity has actually taken place in countries like our own
in which children, far from being protected against the
inculcation of the belief in brimstone, are exposed to it in
every possible way, and are actually, when they have been
confirmed, legally subject to ruinous penalties for
questioning it. It happens, however, that in one of the
largest States in the world, Russia, the children are
protected from proselytizing (otherwise than by the State
itself) not only by the negative method called Secular
Education, but by positive instruction that there is no
personal life after death for the individual, the teaching
being that of Ecclesiastes in our own canon "Whatsoever thy
hand findeth to do, do it with thy might; for there is no work,
nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in the grave whither
thou goest." We may take it that no civilized Russian born
within the last twenty years has any apprehension of having
to suffer after death for sins committed before it. At the
same time the list of activities blacklisted by the Russian
State as felonious has been startlingly extended; for the
Russian Government has turned the country's economic
morals down-side up by breaking away from our Capitalist
Utopia and adopting instead the views of the Bolshevist



prophets whose invectives and warnings fill the last books of
the Old Testament, and the Communist principles of Jesus,
Peter, and Paul. Not that the Soviet Republic allows the
smallest authority to Jesus or Peter, Jeremiah or Micah the
Morasthite. They call their economic system, not Bolshevik
Christianity, but Scientific Socialism. But as their
conclusions are the same, they have placed every Russian
under a legal obligation to earn his own living, and made it a
capital crime on his part to compel anyone else to do it for
him. Now outside Russia the height of honor and success is
to be a gentleman or lady, which means that your living is
earned for you by other people (mostly untouchables), and
that, far from being under an obligation to work, you are so
disgraced by the mere suggestion of it that you dare not be
seen carrying a parcel along a fashionable thoroughfare.
Nobody has ever seen a lady or gentleman carrying a jug of
milk down Bond Street or the rue de la Paix. A white person
doing such a thing in Capetown would be socially ruined.
The physical activities called Sport, which are needed to
keep the gentry in health, must be unpaid and
unproductive: if payment is accepted for such activities the
payee loses caste and is no longer called Mister. Labor is
held to be a cross and a disgrace; and the lowest rank
known is that of laborer. The object of everyone's ambition
is an unearned income; and hundreds of millions of the
country's income are lavished annually on ladies and
gentlemen whilst laborers are underfed, ill clothed, and
sleeping two or three in a bed and ten in a room.

Eighteen years ago this anti-labor creed of ours was the
established religion of the whole civilized world. Then


