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Abstract: "Pygmalion" by George Bernard Shaw is a seminal work that explores themes of social 

class, identity, and transformation through the lens of language and phonetics. This article provides 

a linguistic analysis of the play, examining how Shaw uses language to develop characters, convey 

social distinctions, and critique societal norms. By analyzing the speech patterns, dialects, and 

linguistic evolution of key characters, particularly Eliza Doolittle, we gain insights into Shaw's 

commentary on language as a tool of power and social mobility. 
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Introduction 

George Bernard Shaw's "Pygmalion" is not only a compelling narrative about transformation and 

social mobility but also a rich text for linguistic analysis. Set in early 20th-century London, the play 

tells the story of Eliza Doolittle, a Cockney flower girl, who is transformed into a refined lady by 

Professor Henry Higgins, a phonetics expert. Shaw’s use of language in "Pygmalion" serves 

multiple purposes: it defines characters, highlights social class distinctions, and critiques societal 

attitudes towards language and identity. 

George Bernard Shaw’s play Pygmalion is a fascinating exploration of societal class distinctions 

and the power dynamics inherent in language. Set in early 20th-century London, the play follows 

the transformation of Eliza Doolittle, a Cockney flower girl, into a refined lady under the tutelage 

of Professor Henry Higgins, a phonetics expert. Through the lens of linguistics, Shaw delves into 

themes of social mobility, identity, and the role of language in shaping our perceptions of ourselves 

and others. 

Pygmalion challenges the notion that one's social status is fixed, suggesting instead that language 

and speech patterns can be powerful tools for social advancement. Shaw's characters navigate a 

world where language is not just a means of communication but a marker of social standing, 

highlighting the complexities of class and identity in a rapidly changing society. 

This linguistic analysis of Pygmalion will explore how Shaw uses language to develop characters, 

convey social distinctions, and critique societal norms. By examining the speech patterns and 

linguistic evolution of key characters, we will gain insights into Shaw’s commentary on the 

transformative power of language and its impact on social dynamics. 

Language and Character Development 
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One of the central themes in "Pygmalion" is the relationship between language and identity. Shaw 

meticulously crafts the speech patterns of his characters to reflect their social backgrounds and 

personal transformations. 

Eliza Doolittle 

Eliza's speech undergoes the most dramatic change in the play. At the beginning, she speaks in a 

strong Cockney accent, characterized by non-standard grammar, slang, and a distinct pronunciation 

that marks her lower social status. For example, her initial lines are filled with phonetic spelling that 

mimics her accent: 

- "I ain't done nothing wrong by speaking to the gentleman." 

- "Ow, eez ye-ooa san, is e?" 

As Higgins teaches her to speak "proper" English, her language becomes more refined, losing its 

distinctive markers of lower-class speech. This transformation is not just phonetic but also syntactic 

and lexical, as she adopts the grammar and vocabulary of the upper class. By the end of the play, 

Eliza's speech is indistinguishable from that of a duchess, illustrating Shaw’s commentary on the 

superficiality of social class distinctions based on language 

Henry Higgins 

Higgins’s language reflects his intellectual and social position. He speaks with precision, using 

standard British English and technical jargon related to phonetics. His language is authoritative and 

often condescending, highlighting his superiority complex and belief in the power of language as a 

tool of control. His famous line, "The moment I let you sit down in that chair and talk to me as if 

we were equals, you presume to give yourself airs," exemplifies his belief in linguistic determinism. 

Dialect and Social Class 

Shaw uses dialect as a tool to comment on social class and mobility. The contrast between Eliza’s 

initial Cockney speech and the refined English she later adopts underscores the arbitrary nature of 

class distinctions. Shaw suggests that social mobility is attainable through linguistic change, but he 

also critiques the superficiality of such transformations. The play raises questions about the true 

nature of identity and whether changing one’s speech can alter one’s social standing or personal 

essence. 

Phonetics and Social Critique 

"Pygmalion" is deeply rooted in the study of phonetics, reflecting Shaw’s own interest in the subject. 

Higgins’s phonetic expertise allows him to transform Eliza, but it also serves as a critique of the 

social power dynamics inherent in language. Shaw uses Higgins’s character to explore the idea that 

language is a social construct used to maintain power and control. 

In addition to its linguistic analysis, "Pygmalion" by George Bernard Shaw offers insights into social 

dynamics, gender roles, and the nature of transformation. The play challenges traditional notions of 

identity and class, portraying language as a tool of power and social mobility. Shaw's use of 

phonetics and dialects not only highlights the characters' social backgrounds but also underscores 

the arbitrary nature of linguistic hierarchies. 

Moreover, "Pygmalion" is a social commentary on the impact of environment and education on an 

individual's development. Eliza's transformation raises questions about the extent to which one's 

identity is shaped by external factors, such as language and manners, versus inherent qualities. 

Shaw's portrayal of Henry Higgins, the phonetics expert, can be seen as a critique of the elitism and 

arrogance often associated with intellectual superiority. Higgins's treatment of Eliza as a mere 

"experiment" highlights the dehumanizing effect of viewing language as a means of manipulation 

rather than a tool for communication and understanding. 
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Overall, "Pygmalion" is a complex and nuanced work that offers a rich tapestry of themes and ideas 

for analysis beyond its linguistic aspects. It invites readers to question societal norms, explore the 

nature of identity, and reflect on the power dynamics inherent in language and social interactions. 

Conclusion 

George Bernard Shaw’s "Pygmalion" offers a rich tapestry for linguistic analysis, revealing the 

intricate ways in which language shapes and reflects social identities. Through the transformation 

of Eliza Doolittle, Shaw critiques societal norms and the power structures that govern language use. 

By examining the speech patterns and linguistic changes in the play, we gain a deeper understanding 

of Shaw’s social commentary on class, identity, and the power of language. 

George Bernard Shaw’s "Pygmalion" provides a compelling exploration of the intricate relationship 

between language and social identity. Through the linguistic journey of Eliza Doolittle, Shaw 

critiques the rigid class structures of early 20th-century England and highlights the superficial nature 

of social mobility based on speech. The play demonstrates that language is not merely a means of 

communication but a powerful tool that shapes social perceptions and individual identities. 

Eliza’s transformation from a Cockney flower girl to a refined lady underscores the arbitrary nature 

of class distinctions tied to language. While her new speech patterns grant her access to higher social 

circles, they do not fundamentally change her intrinsic worth or personal identity. Shaw uses this 

transformation to question the true essence of social mobility and the impact of external changes on 

one's sense of self. 

Moreover, Higgins’s role as a phonetics expert who manipulates language to alter social status 

serves as a critique of the power dynamics inherent in language use. Shaw’s portrayal of Higgins’s 

condescending attitude and control over Eliza’s speech highlights the societal power structures that 

maintain class divisions. 

Ultimately, "Pygmalion" underscores the importance of recognizing the superficiality of class-based 

judgments and the need to value individuals beyond their linguistic abilities. By examining the play 

through a linguistic lens, we gain deeper insights into Shaw’s social commentary and the enduring 

relevance of his critique of class, identity, and language. Shaw’s work remains a poignant reminder 

of the power of language to shape social realities and the ongoing struggle for genuine social 

equality. 
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