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MODERNISM IN LITERATURE: AN OVERVIEW 

Modernism was a literary movement that emerged in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
It was a response to the rapid changes in society, such as industrialization, urbanization1, and 
the aftermath of World War I. Writers rejected traditional ways of writing and sought to 
explore new forms, techniques, and themes. They were interested in showing the complexities 
and uncertainties of modern life. 

Key Characteristics of Modernist Literature: 

1. Break from Tradition: Modernist writers moved away from the conventions of 19th-
century literature. They didn’t follow clear, linear plots or idealized characters. Instead, 
they focused on more complex and fragmented ways of telling stories. 

2. Experimentation with Form: Modernist writers experimented with new styles and 
techniques. For example, many used stream-of-consciousness, where the thoughts of 
characters are shown as they occur in real-time, rather than using traditional dialogue 
or narration. James Joyce’s Ulysses and Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway are famous 
examples of this technique. 

3. Fragmentation: Modernist works often feature fragmented narratives or disjointed 
plots. The story may jump between different perspectives, time periods, or events, 
reflecting the chaotic and uncertain world the writers were living in. This fragmentation 
mirrors the confusion and disillusionment felt by many people in the early 20th 
century. 

4. Focus on the Inner Mind: Instead of just focusing on what happens externally, 
Modernist writers often explored the inner thoughts and feelings of characters. This 
helped show the complexity of human consciousness and how people perceive their 
world. Works like The Sound and the Fury by William Faulkner and Mrs. Dalloway by 
Virginia Woolf are prime examples of this focus. 

5. Alienation and Disillusionment: After World War I, many people felt lost or 
disconnected from society. Modernist writers often portrayed characters who were 
isolated, confused, or struggling to find meaning in a world that seemed chaotic and 
without clear purpose. They questioned old values and beliefs, often showing the dark 
or uncertain side of human existence. 

6. Rejection of Realism: Unlike earlier literature that tried to reflect life realistically, 
Modernist writers were more interested in how people experience life subjectively. They 

 
1   Industrialization: This is when countries started to make things in factories instead of by hand. Machines were used to produce 
goods more quickly, and people started working in factories rather than on farms. It changed the way people lived and worked, 
making things like clothes and tools cheaper and easier to make. 

  Urbanization: This is when more and more people moved from the countryside to cities to find jobs, especially in factories. Cities 
grew bigger and faster, and many people ended up living in crowded conditions. It changed the way people lived, with more people 
living close together in cities rather than spread out in rural areas. 
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didn’t want to write simple stories about ordinary life but instead focused on deeper, 
often abstract themes and feelings. 

7. Metafiction and Self-Awareness: Some Modernist writers used metafiction, where the 
text itself draws attention to the fact that it is a work of fiction. They might break the 
“fourth wall2,” so to speak, and make the reader aware that they are reading a story. 
This helps challenge the idea that literature should simply mirror reality. 

FAMOUS MODERNIST WRITERS: 

• James Joyce: Known for his innovative writing style, particularly in Ulysses, where he 
used stream-of-consciousness and experimented with language. 

• Virginia Woolf: Famous for her exploration of the inner thoughts of her characters, as 
seen in Mrs. Dalloway and To the Lighthouse. 

• T.S. Eliot: A poet whose works, like The Waste Land, reflect the fragmentation and 
disillusionment of modern life. 

• Franz Kafka: Known for works like The Metamorphosis, where he explored themes of 
alienation and the absurdity of existence. 

PROFILE OF ARMS AND THE MAN BY GEORGE BERNARD SHAW 
Title: Arms and the Man 

Author: George Bernard Shaw 

Genre: Comedy, Satire 

First Performed: 1894 

Setting: The play is set in Bulgaria during the Balkan War, primarily in the Petkoff family’s 
home, which provides a backdrop for much of the action. 

CHARACTERS: 

1. Raina Petkoff: The young, idealistic heroine who initially romanticizes war and soldiers 
but gradually matures and sees the world more realistically. She is engaged to Sergius 
but ultimately falls for Captain Bluntschli. 

 
2 The "fourth wall" is a concept in theater, referring to the imaginary barrier between the actors on stage and the audience. In 
traditional theater, the stage is like a room with four walls: three of them are real (the sides and the back of the stage), and the 
fourth is the invisible one that separates the actors from the viewers. 
When the "fourth wall" is "broken," it means that the actors directly acknowledge or interact with the audience. For example, an 
actor might look at the audience, speak directly to them, or even comment on the fact that they are in a play. This breaks the illusion 
that the audience is just watching a story unfold, making them more aware that they are part of the performance. 
In literature and film, breaking the fourth wall can also mean characters acknowledging they are in a story or speaking to the 
audience. 
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2. Captain Bluntschli: A Swiss mercenary soldier who challenges the romanticized view 
of war. Practical, down-to-earth, and unheroic, he represents Shaw’s critique of 
traditional notions of heroism. 

3. Sergei Saranoff: Raina’s fiancé, an officer in the Bulgarian army. He embodies the 
romanticized ideal of the military hero but reveals himself to be more vain and self-
interested than noble. 

4. Louka: The Petkoff family’s maid, who challenges her lower social status and seeks to 
rise in rank, ultimately securing a relationship with Sergius. 

5. Major Petkoff: Raina’s father, who is more concerned with his family’s social standing 
than with the realities of war. 

6. Catherine Petkoff: Raina’s mother, who is somewhat unaware of the complexities 
surrounding the characters and the issues of war and love. 

OVERVIEW  

Arms and the Man by George Bernard Shaw takes place during the Balkan War and follows 
Raina Petkoff, a young woman who is engaged to the brave and heroic Sergeant Sergius 
Saranoff. Raina sees Sergius as a perfect soldier and shares her romantic ideas about war and 
love with her family. One night, Raina meets a Swiss soldier named Captain Bluntschli, who 
is running away from the battlefield. Unlike the heroic soldiers Raina admires, Bluntschli is 
practical and carries a suitcase full of chocolates instead of weapons. Raina hides him because 
she is intrigued by how different he is from the soldiers she looks up to. 

As the story goes on, Raina starts to understand more about Bluntschli. When Sergius comes 
back from the war, he doesn’t seem as heroic as Raina had imagined. He admits that he is 
frustrated and even shows interest in Louka, the maid. Bluntschli returns to the Petkoff house, 
and despite not fitting Raina’s image of a noble soldier, he and Sergius get along better than 
expected. Through these events, Raina begins to rethink her beliefs about heroism and love, 
realizing that Bluntschli’s practical and honest approach to life is more real than the idealized 
image she had of Sergius. 

In the end, Raina chooses Bluntschli because she is drawn to his true qualities, not the 
idealized version of heroism. Sergius also faces his feelings and decides to be with Louka, 
rejecting the idea of a perfect romantic hero. The play ends humorously but also critiques 
the gap between idealism and reality, especially in love and war, and Shaw uses satire to 
question these societal ideas. 

Tone and Style in Arms and the Man by George Bernard Shaw 

Tone: The tone of Arms and the Man is primarily satirical and humorous, with elements of 
irony throughout. Shaw uses wit and comedy to critique the idealization of war, heroism, and 
social class. The play has a lighthearted, playful feel, but beneath the surface, it is a sharp 
commentary on human nature and societal conventions. Shaw's satire is particularly evident 
in his portrayal of the characters' unrealistic expectations, especially concerning war and 
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romantic relationships. For example, the character of Raina starts off with a romanticized 
view of war and her fiancé Sergius but gradually shifts to a more realistic and practical 
perspective through her interactions with Captain Bluntschli, a mercenary who is less 
concerned with heroism and more focused on survival. 

The tone also includes irony, both dramatic and situational. For example, the idealistic image 
of Sergius as a noble, gallant officer is undermined by his personal flaws and self-interest. 
Similarly, Bluntschli, who initially appears to be a coward, turns out to be the true "hero" in 
the play, defying the audience's expectations. This ironic reversal of roles creates a comic 
effect while also prompting reflection on the contrast between appearance and reality. 

Style: Shaw’s style in Arms and the Man is characterized by sharp, witty dialogue that serves 
both to entertain and to reveal the characters' motivations, ideas, and social positions. The 
characters speak in a manner that is quick, clever, and often laced with irony and humor. The 
dialogue is used to expose the absurdity of the characters' ideals, particularly in relation to 
love, war, and heroism. For instance, the banter between Raina and Bluntschli often highlights 
their differences in perspective, with Raina clinging to romantic ideas, while Bluntschli offers 
a more grounded, practical viewpoint. 

The style is expository as well, with Shaw frequently using the dialogue to present and 
critique social and political issues. Through characters like Louka, who challenges class 
structures, and Sergius, who fails to live up to his idealized role as a soldier, Shaw engages in 
a broader discussion about societal norms and expectations, particularly regarding class and 
gender. 

Additionally, Shaw’s style is marked by realism, as he presents characters with complex 
personalities and motivations. Unlike the straightforward, one-dimensional characters of 
traditional comedies, Shaw’s characters are multi-faceted and engage in conversations that 
reveal their internal contradictions. This style allows Shaw to explore deeper themes while 
still maintaining the play’s comedic tone. 

THEMES  

"Arms and the Man" explores several key themes that challenge societal norms and ideals: 

1. The Illusion of Heroism and War: One of the central themes of the play is the 
deconstruction of romanticized ideas about war and heroism. Raina initially views war 
through a lens of idealism, influenced by her fiancé Sergius's heroic image. However, 
through her interactions with Captain Bluntschli, who is practical and far from the 
traditional "war hero," Shaw critiques the glorification of war and exposes its brutal, 
unglamorous reality. The play highlights how war is often far less about honor and 
glory and more about survival. 

2. The Nature of Love and Relationships: The play also examines the complexity of love 
and relationships. Raina's initial infatuation with Sergius is based on an idealized vision 
of love, but over time, she realizes that her true feelings lie with Bluntschli, who 
embodies honesty and practicality rather than romanticized notions. This shift reflects 
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the theme that love is not always about grand gestures or heroic acts, but often about 
finding real compatibility and mutual understanding. 

3. Class and Social Expectations: Shaw also addresses themes of social class and the roles 
individuals are expected to play based on their status. Louka, the maid, challenges the 
class structure by asserting her desires and ambitions, eventually pairing off with 
Sergius, despite the traditional expectations of their respective roles. The play suggests 
that social conventions can be restrictive, and individuals often seek relationships or 
personal growth that defy these boundaries. 

LITERARY DEVICES 

In "Arms and the Man," George Bernard Shaw employs several literary devices to convey his 
themes and enhance the play's humor and social commentary. Some key literary devices 
include: 

1. Satire: Shaw uses satire to mock romanticized notions of war, heroism, and love. By 
presenting characters like Sergius, who is initially portrayed as a noble hero, and 
Captain Bluntschli, who rejects the idealized soldier’s role in favor of pragmatism, Shaw 
exposes the absurdity of war and the unrealistic expectations placed on individuals. 
The play critiques societal values and expectations in a humorous yet pointed manner. 

2. Irony: Shaw frequently uses irony, especially dramatic and situational irony, 
throughout the play. For example, Raina believes in the heroic image of soldiers, but 
when she meets Bluntschli, she discovers that he is a much more practical and down-
to-earth figure. The irony lies in the fact that Bluntschli, who initially appears to be a 
coward, turns out to be more admirable and effective than the supposedly heroic 
Sergius. Another example is the fact that the "hero" Sergius is more interested in power 
and status than true virtue or love. 

3. Characterization: Shaw uses detailed characterization to contrast idealism with 
realism. For instance, Raina starts off as an idealistic young woman, but her interactions 
with Bluntschli help her mature and change her views about love and war. Bluntschli’s 
pragmatic nature, in contrast to Sergius’s vain heroism, emphasizes the play’s critique 
of romanticized ideals. Shaw also uses Louka's character to challenge class and social 
expectations, as she is ambitious and assertive, seeking more than just to serve her 
employers. 

4. Dialogue: Shaw's witty and sharp dialogue is another prominent literary device in the 
play. The characters' conversations are full of clever wordplay, humor, and paradoxes, 
which not only entertain but also serve to advance the themes. The dialogue often 
reveals the characters' true motivations and personalities, allowing the audience to see 
beneath the surface of the social roles they are playing. 

5. Foreshadowing: In the play, small moments of foreshadowing hint at future 
revelations. For example, Bluntschli’s initial claim about not being a romantic hero 
foreshadows his eventual role as the true “hero” in the story, even though he doesn’t 
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fit the traditional mold of one. Similarly, Sergius’s attraction to Louka hints at the shifts 
in relationships and class boundaries that will unfold. 

6. Symbolism: Shaw uses symbols to further his commentary on social structures. The 
chocolates Bluntschli carries symbolize his down-to-earth, practical approach to life, 
contrasting with the traditional image of a soldier. The military uniforms also serve as 
symbols of the artificiality of heroism and the roles people play in society. 

SYMBOLS 

In "Arms and the Man" by George Bernard Shaw, several symbols are used to deepen the 
themes and convey the play's critique of romanticism, heroism, and social structures. Some 
of the key symbols in the play include: 

1. The Chocolates: Captain Bluntschli carries a suitcase full of chocolates instead of 
ammunition, which symbolizes his practical, non-romantic view of life. The chocolates 
contrast with the typical image of a soldier carrying weapons, and they reflect 
Bluntschli’s grounded, survival-focused approach to war. They also serve as a symbol 
of comfort and sustenance, indicating Bluntschli's focus on practical needs over heroic 
ideals. 

2. The Military Uniforms: Throughout the play, the military uniforms worn by characters 
like Sergius and Bluntschli represent the roles and expectations placed on individuals 
in society. Sergius, in particular, represents the romanticized image of a soldier—
dashing and brave—but his true character doesn’t live up to that ideal. On the other 
hand, Bluntschli’s uniform, though it initially seems to align him with the romantic 
soldier type, symbolizes his pragmatic and unheroic stance toward war. The uniforms 
highlight the discrepancy between appearance and reality in both war and social status. 

3. The Balcony: The setting of Raina's home, especially her balcony, is a symbol of her 
idealized view of life. From this elevated position, Raina views the world through a lens 
of romanticism, particularly in her early perceptions of love and war. The balcony 
serves as a physical space that separates Raina from the more grounded, real-world 
experiences represented by characters like Bluntschli. As the play progresses, Raina’s 
shift away from her lofty ideals to a more realistic understanding of love and life is 
symbolized by her movement away from the balcony. 

4. The Sword: The sword in the play is a symbol of both the military and the ideals of 
heroism. Sergius’s involvement with the sword represents his desire to be seen as a 
gallant and noble hero, though his true nature is far less admirable. In contrast, 
Bluntschli, who carries no weapon, symbolizes the rejection of romanticized heroism 
in favor of practicality. The sword thus symbolizes the conflict between idealized and 
real heroism. 

5. Louka’s Clothes: Louka, the maid, uses her clothes and appearance to challenge 
traditional class expectations. Her attire symbolizes her ambition and desire for a 
higher social status. Through her interactions with Sergius and her eventual 
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relationship with him, Louka's clothing becomes a symbol of class mobility and the 
desire to break free from societal constraints. 


