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The first performances of this play at home and abroad
provoked several confident anticipations that it would be
published with an elaborate prefatory treatise on
Democracy to explain why I, formerly a notorious democrat,
have apparently veered round to the opposite quarter and
become a devoted Royalist. In Dresden the performance
was actually prohibited as a blasphemy against Democracy.

What was all this pother about? I had written a comedy in
which a King defeats an attempt by his popularly elected
Prime Minister to deprive him of the right to influence public
opinion through the press and the platform: in short, to
reduce him to a cipher. The King's reply is that rather than
be a cipher he will abandon his throne and take his
obviously very rosy chance of becoming a popularly elected
Prime Minister himself. To those who believe that our system
of votes for everybody produces parliaments which
represent the people it should seem that this solution of the
difficulty is completely democratic, and that the Prime
Minister must at once accept it joyfully as such. He knows
better. The change would rally the anti-democratic royalist
vote against him, and impose on him a rival in the person of
the only public man whose ability he has to fear. The
comedic paradox of the situation is that the King wins, not
by exercising his royal authority, but by threatening to
resign it and go to the democratic poll.



That so many critics who believe themselves to be ardent
democrats should take the entirely personal triumph of the
hereditary king over the elected minister to be a triumph of
autocracy over democracy, and its dramatization an act of
political apostasy on the part of the author, convinces me
that our professed devotion to political principles is only a
mask for our idolatry of eminent persons. The Apple Cart
exposes the unreality of both democracy and royalty as our
idealists conceive them. Our Liberal democrats believe in a
figment called a constitutional monarch, a sort of Punch
puppet who cannot move until his Prime Minister's fingers
are in his sleeves. They believe in another figment called a
responsible minister, who moves only when similarly
actuated by the million fingers of the electorate. But the
most superficial inspection of any two such figures shews
that they are not puppets but living men, and that the
supposed control of one by the other and of both by the
electorate amounts to no more than a not very deterrent
fear of uncertain and under ordinary circumstances quite
remote consequences. The nearest thing to a puppet in our
political system is a Cabinet minister at the head of a great
public office. Unless he possesses a very exceptional share
of dominating ability and relevant knowledge he is helpless
in the hands of his officials. He must sign whatever
documents they present to him, and repeat whatever words
they put into his mouth when answering questions in
parliament, with a docility which cannot be imposed on a
king who works at his job; for the king works continuously
whilst his ministers are in office for spells only, the spells
being few and brief, and often occurring for the first time to



men of advanced age with little or no training for and
experience of supreme responsibility. George the Third and
Queen Victoria were not, like Queen Elizabeth, the natural
superiors of their ministers in political genius and general
capacity; but they were for many purposes of State
necessarily superior to them in experience, in cunning, in
exact knowledge of the limits of their responsibility and
consequently of the limits of their irresponsibility: in short, in
the authority and practical power that these superiorities
produce. Very clever men who have come into contact with
monarchs have been so impressed that they have attributed
to them extraordinary natural qualifications which they, as
now visible to us in historical perspective, clearly did not
possess. In conflicts between monarchs and popularly
elected ministers the monarchs win every time when
personal ability and good sense are at all equally divided.

In The Apple Cart this equality is assumed. It is masked
by a strong contrast of character and methods which has
led my less considerate critics to complain that I have
packed the cards by making the King a wise man and the
minister a fool. But that is not at all the relation between the
two. Both play with equal skill; and the King wins, not by
greater astuteness, but because he has the ace of trumps in
his hand and knows when to play it. As the prettier player of
the two he has the sympathy of the audience. Not being as
pampered and powerful as an operatic prima donna, and
depending as he does not on some commercially valuable
talent but on his conformity to the popular ideal of dignity
and perfect breeding, he has to be trained, and to train
himself, to accept good manners as an indispensable



condition of his intercourse with his subjects, and to leave to
the less highly placed such indulgences as tempers,
tantrums, bullyings, sneerings, swearings, kickings: in short,
the commoner violences and intemperances of authority.

His ministers have much laxer standards. It is open to
them, if it will save their time, to get their own way by
making scenes, flying into calculated rages, and substituting
vulgar abuse for argument. A clever minister, not having
had a royal training, will, if he finds himself involved in a
duel with his king, be careful not to choose the weapons at
which the king can beat him. Rather will he in cold blood
oppose to the king's perfect behavior an intentional
misbehavior and apparently childish petulance which he can
always drop at the right moment for a demeanor as urbane
as that of the king himself, thus employing two sets of
weapons to the king's one. This gives him the advantages of
his own training as a successful ambitious man who has
pushed his way from obscurity to celebrity: a process
involving a considerable use of the shorter and more selfish
methods of dominating the feebly recalcitrant, the
unreasonable, the timid, and the stupid, as well as a sharp
sense of the danger of these methods when dealing with
persons of strong character in strong positions.

In this light the style of fighting adopted by the
antagonists in the scrap between King Magnus and Mr
Joseph Proteus is seen to be a plain deduction from their
relative positions and antecedents, and not a manufactured
contrast between democracy and royalty to the
disadvantage of the former. Those who so mistook it are out
of date. They still regard democracy as the under dog in the



conflict. But to me it is the king who is doomed to be
tragically in that position in the future into which the play is
projected: in fact, he is visibly at least half in it already; and
the theory of constitutional monarchy assumes that he is
wholly in it, and has been so since the end of the
seventeenth century.

Besides, the conflict is not really between royalty and
democracy. It is between both and plutocracy, which, having
destroyed the royal power by frank force under democratic
pretexts, has bought and swallowed democracy. Money
talks: money prints: money broadcasts: money reigns; and
kings and labor leaders alike have to register its decrees,
and even, by a staggering paradox, to finance its
enterprises and guarantee its profits. Democracy is no
longer bought: it is bilked. Ministers who are Socialists to the
backbone are as helpless in the grip of Breakages Limited as
its acknowledged henchmen: from the moment when they
attain to what is with unintentional irony called power
(meaning the drudgery of carrying on for the plutocrats)
they no longer dare even to talk of nationalizing any
industry, however socially vital, that has a farthing of profit
for plutocracy still left in it, or that can be made to yield a
farthing for it by subsidies.

King Magnus's little tactical victory, which bulks so
largely in the playhouse, leaves him in a worse plight than
his defeated opponent, who can always plead that he is only
the instrument of the people's will, whereas the unfortunate
monarch, making a desperate bid for dictatorship on the
perfectly true plea that democracy has destroyed all other
responsibility (has not Mussolini said that there is a vacant



throne in every country in Europe waiting for a capable man
to fill it?), is compelled to assume full responsibility himself,
and face all the reproaches that Mr Proteus can shirk. In his
Cabinet there is only one friendly man who has courage,
principle, and genuine good manners when he is
courteously treated; and that man is an uncompromising
republican, his rival for the dictatorship. The splendidly
honest and devoted Die-hard lady is too scornfully tactless
to help much; but with a little more experience in the art of
handling effective men and women as distinguished from
the art of handling mass meetings Mr Bill Boanerges might
surprise those who, because he makes them laugh, see
nothing in him but a caricature.

In short, those critics of mine who have taken The Apple
Cart for a story of a struggle between a hero and a roomful
of guys have been grossly taken in. It is never safe to take
my plays at their suburban face value: it ends in your
finding in them only what you bring to them, and so getting
nothing for your money.

On the subject of Democracy generally I have nothing to
say that can take the problem farther than I have already
carried it in my Intelligent Woman's Guide to Socialism and
Capitalism. We have to solve two inseparable main
problems: the economic problem of how to produce and
distribute our subsistence, and the political problem of how
to select our rulers and prevent them from abusing their
authority in their own interests or those of their class or
religion. Our solution of the economic problem is the
Capitalist system, which achieves miracles in production,
but fails so ludicrously and disastrously to distribute its



products rationally, or to produce in the order of social need,
that it is always complaining of being paralysed by its
"overproduction" of things of which millions of us stand in
desperate want. Our solution of the political problem is
Votes for Everybody and Every Authority Elected by Vote, an
expedient originally devised to prevent rulers from
tyrannizing by the very effectual method of preventing them
from doing anything, and thus leaving everything to
irresponsible private enterprise. But as private enterprise
will do nothing that is not profitable to its little self, and the
very existence of civilization now depends on the swift and
unhampered public execution of enterprises that supersede
private enterprise and are not merely profitable but vitally
necessary to the whole community, this purely inhibitive
check on tyranny has become a stranglehold on genuine
democracy. Its painfully evolved machinery of parliament
and Party System and Cabinet is so effective in obstruction
that we take thirty years by constitutional methods to do
thirty minutes work, and shall presently be forced to clear
up thirty years arrears in thirty minutes by unconstitutional
ones unless we pass a Reform Bill that will make a complete
revolution in our political machinery and procedure. When
we see parliaments like ours kicked into the gutter by
dictators, both in kingdoms and republics, it is foolish to
wait until the dictator dies or collapses, and then do nothing
but pick the poor old things up and try to scrape the mud off
them: the only sane course is to take the step by which the
dictatorship could have been anticipated and averted, and
construct a political system for rapid positive work instead



of slow nugatory work, made to fit into the twentieth
century instead of into the sixteenth.

Until we face this task and accomplish it we shall not be
able to produce electorates capable of doing anything by
their votes except pave the way to their own destruction. An
election at present, considered as a means of selecting the
best qualified rulers, is so absurd that if the last dozen
parliaments had consisted of the candidates who were at
the foot of the poll instead of those who were at the head of
it there is no reason to suppose that we should have been a
step more or less advanced than we are today. In neither
case would the electorate have had any real choice of
representatives. If it had, we might have had to struggle
with parliaments of Titus Oateses and Lord George Gordons
dominating a few generals and artists, with Cabinets made
up of the sort of orator who is said to carry away his hearers
by his eloquence because, having first ascertained by a few
cautious feelers what they are ready to applaud, he gives it
to them a dozen times over in an overwhelming crescendo,
and is in effect carried away by them. As it is, the voters
have no real choice of candidates: they have to take what
they can get and make the best of it according to their
lights, which is often the worst of it by the light of heaven.
By chance rather than by judgment they find themselves
represented in parliament by a fortunate proportion of
reasonably honest and public spirited persons who happen
to be also successful public speakers. The rest are in
parliament because they can afford it and have a fancy for it
or an interest in it.



Last October (1929) I was asked to address the enormous
audience created by the new invention of Wireless
Broadcast on a range of political and cultural topics
introduced by a previous speaker under the general heading
of Points of View. Among the topics was Democracy,
presented, as usual, in a completely abstract guise as an
infinitely beneficent principle in which we must trust though
it slay us. I was determined that this time Votes for
Everybody and Every Authority Elected by Vote should not
escape by wearing its imposing mask. I delivered myself as
follows:

Your Majesties, your Royal Highnesses, your Excellencies,
your Graces and Reverences, my Lords, Ladies and
Gentlemen, fellow-citizens of all degrees: I am going to talk
to you about Democracy objectively: that is, as it exists and
as we must all reckon with it equally, no matter what our
points of view may be. Suppose I were to talk to you not
about Democracy, but about the sea, which is in some
respects rather like Democracy! We all have our own views
of the sea. Some of us hate it and are never well when we
are at it or on it. Others love it, and are never so happy as
when they are in it or on it or looking at it. Some of us
regard it as Britain's natural realm and surest bulwark:
others want a Channel Tunnel. But certain facts about the
sea are quite independent of our feelings towards it. If I take
it for granted that the sea exists, none of you will contradict
me. If I say that the sea is sometimes furiously violent and
always uncertain, and that those who are most familiar with
it trust it least, you will not immediately shriek out that I do
not believe in the sea; that I am an enemy of the sea; that I



want to abolish the sea; that I am going to make bathing
illegal; that I am out to ruin our carrying trade and lay waste
all our seaside resorts and scrap the British Navy. If I tell you
that you cannot breathe in the sea, you will not take that as
a personal insult and ask me indignantly if I consider you
inferior to a fish. Well, you must please be equally sensible
when I tell you some hard facts about Democracy. When I
tell you that it is sometimes furiously violent and always
dangerous and treacherous, and that those who are familiar
with it as practical statesmen trust it least, you must not at
once denounce me as a paid agent of Benito Mussolini, or
declare that I have become a Tory Die-hard in my old age,
and accuse me of wanting to take away your votes and
make an end of parliament, and the franchise, and free
speech, and public meeting, and trial by jury. Still less must
you rise in your places and give me three rousing cheers as
a champion of medieval monarchy and feudalism. I am quite
innocent of any such extravagances. All I mean is that
whether we are Democrats or Tories, Catholics or
Protestants, Communists or Fascists, we are all face to face
with a certain force in the world called Democracy; and we
must understand the nature of that force whether we want
to fight it or to forward it. Our business is not to deny the
perils of Democracy, but to provide against them as far as
we can, and then consider whether the risks we cannot
provide against are worth taking.

Democracy, as you know it, is seldom more than a long
word beginning with a capital letter, which we accept
reverently or disparage contemptuously without asking any
questions. Now we should never accept anything reverently



until we have asked it a great many very searching
questions, the first two being What are you? and Where do
you live? When I put these questions to Democracy the
answer I get is "My name is Demos; and I live in the British
Empire, the United States of America, and wherever the love
of liberty burns in the heart of man. You, my friend Shaw,
are a unit of Democracy: your name is also Demos: you are
a citizen of a great democratic community: you are a
potential constituent of the Parliament of Man, The
Federation of the World." At this I usually burst into loud
cheers, which do credit to my enthusiastic nature. To-night,
however, I shall do nothing of the sort: I shall say "Dont talk
nonsense. My name is not Demos: it is Bernard Shaw. My
address is not the British Empire, nor the United States of
America, nor wherever the love of liberty burns in the heart
of man: it is at such and such a number in such and such a
street in London; and it will be time enough to discuss my
seat in the Parliament of Man when that celebrated
institution comes into existence. I dont believe your name is
Demos: nobody's name is Demos; and all I can make of your
address is that you have no address, and are just a tramp--if
indeed you exist at all."

You will notice that I am too polite to call Demos a
windbag or a hot air merchant; but I am going to ask you to
begin our study of Democracy by considering it first as a big
balloon, filled with gas or hot air, and sent up so that you
shall be kept looking up at the sky whilst other people are
picking your pockets. When the balloon comes down to
earth every five years or so you are invited to get into the
basket if you can throw out one of the people who are



sitting tightly in it; but as you can afford neither the time
nor the money, and there are forty millions of you and
hardly room for six hundred in the basket, the balloon goes
up again with much the same lot in it and leaves you where
you were before. I think you will admit that the balloon as an
image of Democracy corresponds to the parliamentary
facts.

Now let us examine a more poetic conception of
Democracy. Abraham Lincoln is represented as standing
amid the carnage of the battlefield of Gettysburg, and
declaring that all that slaughter of Americans by Americans
occurred in order that Democracy, defined as government of
the people for the people by the people, should not perish
from the earth. Let us pick this famous peroration to pieces
and see what there really is inside it. (By the way, Lincoln
did not really declaim it on the field of Gettysburg; and the
American Civil War was not fought in defence of any such
principle, but, on the contrary, to enable one half of the
United States to force the other half to be governed as they
did not wish to be governed. But never mind that. I
mentioned it only to remind you that it seems impossible for
statesmen to make speeches about Democracy, or
journalists to report them, without obscuring it in a cloud of
humbug.)

Now for the three articles of the definition. Number One:
Government of the people: that, evidently, is necessary: a
human community can no more exist without a government
than a human being can exist without a co-ordinated control
of its breathing and blood circulation. Number Two:
Government for the people, is most important. Dean Inge



put it perfectly for us when he called Democracy a form of
society which means equal consideration for all. He added
that it is a Christian principle, and that, as a Christian, he
believes in it. So do I. That is why I insist on equality of
income. Equal consideration for a person with a hundred a
year and one with a hundred thousand is impossible. But
Number Three: Government by the people, is quite a
different matter. All the monarchs, all the tyrants, all the
dictators, all the Die-hard Tories are agreed that we must be
governed. Democrats like the Dean and myself are agreed
that we must be governed with equal consideration for
everybody. But we repudiate Number Three on the ground
that the people cannot govern. The thing is a physical
impossibility. Every citizen cannot be a ruler any more than
every boy can be an engine driver or a pirate king. A nation
of prime ministers or dictators is as absurd as an army of
field marshals. Government by the people is not and never
can be a reality: it is only a cry by which demagogues
humbug us into voting for them. If you doubt this--if you ask
me "Why should not the people make their own laws?" I
need only ask you "Why should not the people write their
own plays?" They cannot. It is much easier to write a good
play than to make a good law. And there are not a hundred
men in the world who can write a play good enough to stand
daily wear and tear as long as a law must.

Now comes the question, If we cannot govern ourselves,
what can we do to save ourselves from being at the mercy
of those who can govern, and who may quite possibly be
thoroughpaced grafters and scoundrels? The primitive
answer is that as we are always in a huge majority we can,


