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Pedro Almodóvar and George Bernard Shaw witnessed previously unseen movements towards gender equality in their respective times.  In the late seventies, Almodóvar was a key figure in the surge of artistic activity, the Movida, which characterized newly post-Franco censorship-free Spain.  Restrictions on artists were lifted and Spanish traditional gender roles were held up to greater scrutiny than ever before.  Almodóvar made his first film, Pepi, Luci, Bom in 1980, at the peak of the Movida.  In many people’s minds, Almodóvar’s was the Movida’s most visible filmic face (Vernon 7).  Similarly, Ireland saw the rise of the New Woman in the late nineteenth century with the Suffragette movement.  Shaw belonged to a group called the Fabians, who believed that movements like the New Woman, and new institutions like social security and welfare signified the slow growth of socialism in the world.

Both Shaw and Almodóvar sought to examine the position of marginalized groups in modern society, including women, and to delineate problems that still prevent equality between all people in society.  Because their works often deal with gender roles and differences, these two auteurs were viewed as highly visible male supporters of the gender equality movements in their countries, and their works are often viewed as radical confrontations of the patriarchal establishments of their times.  In many ways, however, both Almodóvar and Shaw’s works adhere to traditional and patriarchal constructs even as they seek to examine and challenge them.

Almodóvar’s discussion of feminist issues takes many forms.   Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown is a comedic look at women in distress; while Tie Me Up! Tie Me Down! is a more focused and complicated examination of Spanish gender roles.  In All About My Mother Almodóvar creates a small but bonded female community.  Its members are dedicated to each other’s survival and the continuation of life, even through tragedy and distress.  While these films point out certain problems facing gender equality in modern Spain, each of them also tends to remain rooted in traditional Spanish ideology and becomes problematic in their handling of these issues.
Shaw’s characterizations of women are often constructed with a philosophical point in mind, and frequently the logical argument Shaw makes through the actions of his heroines takes on greater importance than the characters themselves.  Much of the time Shaw relies on female stereotypes to convince the audience of his viewpoint.  Ann Whitefield is a calculating and castrating femme fatale, Vivie Warren is a manly New Woman, and Barbara Undershaft is very much a soothing, archetypal mother (Adams, 156-157).  These characters have elements of other stereotypes in their construction, but even with the addition of another dimension, they are still only two sided and are thinly constructed for the sole purpose of demonstrating Shaw’s philosophical ends.  
Almodóvar and Shaw both foreground women as potential leaders in progressive change in society.  Because they stress the roles women can take in ameliorating the problems in current society, their texts can seem very feminist.  But because they were writing in times of social change, their texts often collapse into a more traditional placement of women in society, and therefore reinforce traditional gender roles.  It is important to analyze and highlight the problematic areas in these texts because they are subtle and less visible, and therefore can undermine many of the changes they try to affect.

The opening shot in Tie Me Up! Tie Me Down! introduces an underlying theme of Spanish catholic suffering, both physical and emotional.  The camera pans slowly back on a close-up of a Catholic poster of the sacred hearts of Jesus and Mary, and centered is the label “Sagr. Corazón de María.”  The emblem of the sacred heart of Mary is at the crux of Almodóvar’s examination of Catholicism’s influence on the place of women in Spanish society.  The image is one of a holy suffering and an ecstatic pain that is at once emotional, spiritual, and physical in nature.  Also in Marina’s apartment are two framed religious prints.  On the side of her bathroom door hangs a picture of two children crossing a perilous bridge.  A guardian angel floats behind them in a protective gesture with arms open.   Over her bed there hangs a painting of Jesus holding a lamb in his arms, surrounded by sheep.  These images of holy protection recall and confirm the importance of the image of the Sacred Heart of Mary.

All of these images are notably androgynous (Smith 113), and their presence on the walls jars with Marina’s extremely sexual and emotionally independent character.  Marina is quite the opposite of the Marian ideal, she is assertive and she becomes defensive when men want to serve as protector in her life.  After Ricky says he wants to be a good husband to her and a father to her children, she demands, “Who asked you to protect me?”  She dismisses him sharply, calling him a clown.  Though she resists letting men care for her, the depictions of holy protection on her walls seem to quietly threaten her firm position against a traditional relation to men.  Similarly, Ricky’s violent treatment of Marina jars with his own language and with the kind and meek pictures of Jesus and his flock, yet his behavior is consistent with traditional Spanish gender roles.  The paradox is evident when he is wistful and romantic in between his threats against Marina’s life.  He takes away her physical freedom so he can work towards a time when they can be “just like a couple getting ready to go out.” (Allinson 64)  Ricky’s hyper-aggressive behavior highlights the irony inherent in the relationship between traditional Spanish gender roles and the country’s Catholic background.  In Tie Me Up!, the male role of aggressor and protector is seen at its most destructive, but not necessarily unrealistic, extreme.  The images of the Sacred Heart of Mary and Jesus seem to jar with the violence that occurs on the bed underneath them, but it is these very images of suffering and protection that are the societal justification for their behavior.
As a modern single woman, Marina is unbounded by many of the constraints historically placed on her gender.  Though her past is checkered, she is working her way out of an underworld of porn and smack and into a new, cleaner life.  She can live alone and sleep with whomever she wants, without committing to a relationship for the rest of her life if she chooses, yet by the end of the movie she has submitted to a relationship defined by her willing submission to male dominance.  Ricky’s behavior towards Marina is an exaggeration of the traditional Spanish gender role of macho male.  Given Marina’s eventual acceptance of this treatment, Almodóvar seems to argue that, much like her addiction to heroin, her desire for solitude is something she needs to be detoxed from before she can have happiness.  
In Tie Me Up!, Marina’s body, though free in modern society, is still a focal point for male anxiety.  Though she has quit the porn business, she is an actor in movies that traditionally foreground male aggression and position sexually available women as helpless victims.  Marina plays the role of vulnerable woman with ease.  The female reporter who interviews her is in a state of unabashed shock and distress when she sees her ex-boyfriend.  Marina is able to slip her features into this mask at will, but when Máximo’s camera is done rolling, Marina resists this mask of feminine vulnerability.  As the movie’s final scene is filmed, the viewer is placed in different onlookers’ points of view, including Ricky’s menacing and sexual gaze.  But after the filming is over for the day, Marina’s role as performer is over and it is clear that she draws a careful distinction between what is appropriate to ask of her as an actress, and what is appropriate in offstage life.  When she notices Máximo staring at while she bends over to picks up her purse, she tells him to stop, and when he says he was only admiring, she replies, “No me admires así [Don’t admire me like that].”  
Almodóvar highlights several genres of film in ¡Atame!  In addition to pornography and slasher films, a poster for Invasion of the Body Snatchers hangs on Máximo’s wall, and later Marina watches part of Night of the Living Dead.  The pun Almodóvar makes with the presence of a movie that deals with body snatching draws attention to his careful treatment of film genre conventions in the context of the movie.  Pornographic and slasher films are the focus of a good portion of feminist film theory, and Almodóvar’s use of these film conventions highlight the questions of horror and possession in the film.  When Ricky walks into the film studio, the boundaries between what is Marina’s work as an actress and what exists in her own life collapse.  
The problem Almodóvar delineates in Tie Me Up! is his country’s need to reconcile its culture with the present modern climate.  Marina has no way to be with Ricky until she inhabits the role of Mary, and so learns to suffer and to care for his suffering.  Significantly, her feelings for him change when they both are in physical pain, she from her toothache and he from the beating he received in the drug underworld.  They are both, in this way, able to couple under the sanction of the Catholic figures of suffering.  Almodóvar focuses on the traditional Spanish gender roles of the passive female and the aggressive male in Tie Me Up! to create a love story that unsettles because of its violent content and happy ending.  Almodóvar focuses on this couple perhaps in order to problematize the traditional roles that they fill, but the harmonious ending of the film jeopardizes the success of his critique.  Though Marina briefly starts to cry on the car ride home, it seems as if the very peaceful end of the movie has justified Ricky’s means.  Ricky is incorporated into the family he never had, and Marina seems to have fully escaped from her past as a porn star.  The ending of Marina, Lola and Ricky driving away while happily singing a radio tune seems to justify all of the violence and reaffirmation of gender roles in the film.
In Man and Superman, Shaw deliberately reverses the gender roles of the traditional love courting text.  As in Almodóvar’s Tie Me Up!, one character sees the possible happy ending and works towards that end, while the other resists until there is nowhere to run but into a relationship with their designed partner.  Shaw inverts the genders in the typical courtship chase, putting the female on the prowl and the male on defense.  Through this reversal, Shaw examines the Nietzschian concept of the Superman, and theorizes a Superwoman who is perhaps even more necessary for the advancement of civilization.  Nietzsche believed that “Man is a rope, tied between beast and Overman” (Nietzsche 10).  This description of the Superman positions mankind in a locus of possibility.  Shaw believed that for society to advance along the rope towards the Superman, “a robust, cheerful, eupeptic British country squire” needed to have the social freedom to mate with a “clever, imaginative, intellectual, highly civilized Jewess.”  This level of freedom from morays would be necessary in order for society to ever hope to have all these qualities equally inherited by its progeny (Revolutionists’ Handbook, line 11).  
This ideology plays out very directly in the course of Man and Superman.  As Tanner notes, “And so, if the Superman is to come, he must be born of Woman by Man’s intentional and well-considered contrivance” (line 7).  In the play, however, it is not by the man’s contrivance that this alliance is formed.  Tanner is very similar to Almodóvar's Marina in Tie Me Up! in that his life does not reflect the ideals he espouses.  Marina has religious imagery of male protection on her walls, and yet she reacts against Ricky’s attempts to be her protector.  In the film, her need and deep want of a well-matched mate is never questioned; Almodóvar takes this need for obvious.  Though she does want a mate, it takes a week of physical restraint to for her to be able to accept Ricky as an addition to her life.  Similarly, Tanner believes in the theory of the Life Force, but still cannot succumb to Ann’s dominance without first attempting an escape.   Tanner understands the situation he is in very well in theory, but cannot accept the reality of his destiny with Ann. 

Tanner’s opinions often differ wildly with what is considered conventional and proper.  Octavius, Ann, and Ramsden call his positions “perfectly revolting,” indelicate, and “impudent.”  His opinions have the effect of shocking polite company into thought, and it is immediately obvious in the play’s first scene that he is Shaw’s model Superman, a revolutionary figure who is meant to spur further advancement in his society.  Tanner admits several times to others that he loves Ann, but refuses to be “enslaved in that way.”   He is not afraid that she will change his opinions or prevent him from fulfilling his destiny as a firebrand.  Tanner is threatened by Ann on a much more fundamental level; she challenges the worth of his very existence.  He argues that her considerations and will are “baser” than his because she is a woman, and therefore less educated.  Because she is a member of the female gender, he compares her will to the will of a mob, less important and worthy than the will of a statesman.  She responds to his rhetoric blithely, saying, “I’m glad you understand politics, Jack: it will be most useful for you if you go into Parliament.”  By calling his well-spun argument against her “politics,” she deflates his posturing like a “pricked bladder,” and reveals its roots in fear.  The fear he has is rooted in Ann’s ability to make comments that unmask him, that strip his defenses and take the teeth out of his well-aimed arguments.

Ann is a character that Shaw formulated to illustrate the idea that the New Woman is not so much a singular revolution, but instead is really part of a greater gradual move towards equality between all classes and genders.  In this paradigm, the New Woman movement is most accurately defined as a societal acceptance for modern women to publicly exert powers that women have naturally had for ages.  She treats Jack consistently as prey, though gently “as a soldier does of his rifle,” but it is important to note that in Shaw’s vision, Ann is not acting as a predator for her own ends (Watson 76).  Instead she is merely acting in accordance with what she knows must be.  It seems that Jack understands a good deal in theory, but with regards to action in his own life, Ann is much wiser.  She remarks to him that he is “a perfect baby” in the things she understands, namely the Shavian idea of the Life Force.  Oddly, Jack is the play’s mouthpiece for much of Shaw’s theories on the interaction between the sexes, but to live these theories, he must be the ignorant prey while Ann, with her more instinctive understanding of the Life Force, is the mastermind and predator.

Though Man and Superman pushes the boundaries of what was considered acceptable behavior for women, Shaw finds his own limits within the plot of the play.  Though he directly challenges the popular notion that women are uncalculating and passive during courtship, he restrains himself from advocating the taboo of single motherhood.  Tanner is much chastised when Violet reprimands him for assuming she is unwed, though, as Ann remarks, no character in the play “is advanced as Granny.”  His embarrassment and flustered reaction when he realizes his mistake reveals his, and perhaps Shaw’s, continued adherence to certain contemporary morays.  Ann is correct in dismissing much of Tanner’s posturing as “politics,” because his more radical opinions regarding the liberation of women are pure posturing and he hesitates to back them when faced with social pressure.  Tanner criticizes his friends’ treatment of Violet, who is purportedly pregnant out of wedlock, for wanting to “ship her abroad like a criminal,” for “doing a service to the state.”  But when Violet chastises his assumption that she is unmarried, and calls the type of woman mistakenly he grouped her with “wicked women,” Tanner immediately quails, abandons his radical theorizing, and says he (along with his radical support of single motherhood) is “utterly crushed.”
Though the Ann’s behavior marks a revolution in the traditional literary heroine, she is still an invention of her time.  While Ann exerts an enormous amount of control over her situation, she is very much the product of George Bernard Shaw’s ideal of what the New Woman should be.  Shaw mentored many female playwrights whose heroines were far more radical than his, and he often dismissed their writing as not “real” plays (Powell 87).  Ann’s power over her situation is very much contingent on her ability to foist her manipulations off on anyone who has power over her in a situation.  Whenever caught in a lie, Ann immediately blames her superiors: her mother, her father’s will, her guardians.  Her finely tuned ability to work around the restrictions placed on her by her age serves in some ways to point out the reasons why she had a need to do so.  Because she is of the disadvantaged gender in her society, Ann is only able to use her “brilliant vivacity” to maneuver situations to her liking so long as she makes it seem like all her actions are the will of others.  Tanner fears her capabilities in this game, knowing she can undercut and negate much of his politics and posturing with a single bat of her eyelashes.  He fears that by marrying her and putting her in his power, she will use her societal disadvantage as a cover while she renders him “beaten—smashed—non-entitized.”  
Tanner’s fear of Ann’s power over him is founded in her absolute mastery of societal conventions.  Ann is able to master the restrictions placed on her sex so deftly that she transcends the boundaries they impose on her.  While Ann is a remarkably intelligent and powerful female character, Shaw only addresses the skill she has in maneuvering her position in society, but never addresses the position itself.    Similarly, Tanner is unable to firmly defend his radical ideals when faced with opposition.  The real hope for social change is placed on their potential progeny, the Superman, but Shaw’s Man and Superman affords no real insight into possibilities of change for the women of his day.

In Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown, Almodóvar imagines a utopia of women living in modern Spain.  Pepa’s penthouse is a paradise on top of the world, and in this modern Eden, Ivan takes the form of a snake.  Because of Ivan’s duplicitous actions, Women on the Verge is full of interpersonal tragedy and near-disasters, all caused by his effects on women.  Though the film has a good deal of emotional hysteria, with Almodóvar’s handling, the film is farcical throughout.  Through its comic handling of interpersonal distress, Women on the Verge makes incisive comments on female roles and responsibilities, but at the same time through its use of stereotypes, and its allowance of a definition of women through the presence or absence of men the film becomes problematic.
As in Tie Me Up!, the opening credits to Women on the Verge introduce the tone Almodóvar intends for the film.  A montage of geometric shapes and female signifiers float by with the titles, as a nod to Vertigo’s climatic scene of female transformation through makeup and clothing.  There are flowers with lipstick petals, high heels, and made-up eyes on squares of festive-colored material.  Images of female high fashion and culture remain important the duration of the film.  The colors and design of the characters’ clothing and accessories often help convey their personality traits and even their state of mind in a certain scene.  

The amount of attention paid to detail in Women on the Verge is appropriate for the tone of the film, because historically in films and plays, high farce is paired with high fashion.  Pepa is the consummate modern day capable woman; she is able to handle, and dress appropriately for, any disaster.  Her wardrobe consists almost exclusively of clothing in red, black, white, and navy.  Like the De Stijl chair fore grounded in the scene when she first visits her landlord, Pepa is crisp and economical in her dress.  Though the colors she wears are considered classic, her outfits are not wholly conservative.  In the simple lines of her well-fitted clothing there is an undeniable sexiness and power.  In the film, which spans two days, Pepa makes at least five clothing changes.  In one scene, she changes clothing and Candela asks her why she is so dressed up.  She says she is “going to do something important,” walks downstairs to dump Ivan’s suitcase in the garbage, and returns directly upstairs to the apartment.  The importance clothing takes on in Women on the Verge is a product of Almodóvar’s examination of how women handle emotional stress.  
Clothing is also a defining trait for Candela, a model who wears the most body-conscious clothing in the film.  Before her attempted leap off the terrace, she wears a spandex white and bright blue striped mini-skirt with a matching top.  She wears comically huge earrings in the shape of coffee percolators.  Candela’s frivolous and blatantly sexy outfit reflects her carefree and naïve attitude towards men and sex.  After she nearly suicides, Pepa admonishes her, “Hay que sufrir, y mucho [In life, one has to suffer a good deal.]”  Candela does not display an inner change through her actions in the rest of the film, but her outer appearance changes radically.  She changes into Pepa’s knee-length long black dress, no longer wears her outlandish earrings, and slicks back her hair.  The difference in costume changes the appearance of her character; she no longer seems as naïve, and is better dressed to suffer the consequences of her dealings with the Shiite terrorists.  Women on the Verge is a characterization of women on the edge of losing their sanity, and Pepa’s admonishment of Candela seems to have pulled her back from the brink. 
Lucia’s circa 1960’s clothing is an effective symbol of her insanity.  She is anchored in a time before Ivan’s treacherous behavior entered her life, and her clothing and makeup reflect this.  She wears absurdly outdated wigs and eyeliner, and by the final scene her makeup and hair are outlandish.  Her eyeliner is painted in claw-like mock eyelashes above her eyelids, and her hair is teased out a half-foot.  She wears a pink Jackie-O style suit and accessorizes with a sixties mod handbag and a revolver.  Lucia’s makeup and accessories reflect her mental health, which is far beyond the border of a nervous breakdown.

The flamboyant costuming of Women on the Verge is so deliberate that it becomes a major aspect of the film itself.  Lucia, Pepa, and Candela are defined by their wardrobe.  Even the “feminist” lawyer wears larger shoulder pads than any other woman in the film.  The difference in dress between the women of the film is a function of their various personalities, but its importance in the film is reflective of the depth of some of the film’s characters.  Candela seems to be as frivolous as her earrings, and Lucia is as removed from reality as her hairdos.  Pepa is the only character that seems to adapt to situations, both in her dress and her actions.  Candela and Lucia, along with several other female characters in the film, are physical caricatures of their emotional selves.  This is problematic in that their physical appearance and their actions reinforce stereotypes about women.  Candela, a model, dresses in spandex and campy earrings, and is as sexually promiscuous and feckless as her outfit signifies.  Lucia’s physical appearance magnifies the viewer’s sense of her hysteria.  These characters in particular seem to reflect persistent ideas of female sexuality and power.  Lucia is driven to the point of insanity by her desire for Ivan, and she is the only immediately effective character in the film, as well as the only character never seen provocatively dressed.  Candela is the most incapable female character, and also the most scantily dressed.  She is notably sexually available; even the stuttering, shy Carlos feels able to forcibly take her by the wrists and kiss her.  

It seems that in Almodóvar’s Spain, the more sexually desirable a woman is, the less she is in control of her sexuality, and the less she is able to affect the events in her life.   Lucia plays the societal role of the crazy ex-conquest, the detritus of Ivan’s past seductive subjugations.  Candela is the possible conquest, and it is not at all accidental that she is left in Carlos’s arms at the end of the film.  Carlos is much like his father in some respects; he is engaged to one woman while he pursues another.  Pepa even mistakenly calls him “Ivan,” noting, “I’m sorry, you just remind me so much of your father.”  In the middle of this spectrum of male-defined sexual availability is Pepa, who is neither sexually immature and available, nor manic and driven to dangerous lengths by her desires.  While a middle ground is suggested through Almodóvar’s characterization of Pepa, the film’s reinforcement of categories of women still hold true and are certainly defined by male evaluations of female sexuality.  
The women in Women on the Verge seem to only have problems caused by men.  When the police officers ask her who Ivan is, Pepa notes, “Es el causa de todo este caos [He is the cause of all this chaos].”  In an opening scene, Ivan walks along a black and white street with a microphone, seducing women of various dress and nationality with his booming voice.   Ivan’s profession as the voice of every male lead figure in Spanish-dubbed films places him as the consummate seducer.  He is able to inhabit the role of any male in filmic history, and to use the gender roles these texts affirm masterfully for his own ends.  In effect, he is the snake in Almodóvar’s urban Garden of Eden. 

Ivan’s presence in the film is largely disembodied.  His voice or its absence is the driving conflict, as Pepa struggles to maintain sanity in her household while she waits to hear from him.  Ivan’s ability to make love and seduce with his voice seems unstoppable for any woman he chooses, except for Pepa.   When he continues to lie to her over the answering machine about his infidelity, she screams, “He can trick me with anything but his voice; I’ve worked with him for so many years!”  Unlike Ivan, who is able to shift from one conquest to the next like the male filmic figures he voices, Pepa is far more affected by the roles she inhabits, and the ending relationship.  Ivan shows up to work the day after their breakup, and is able to do his job and leave without incident.   Pepa voices her lines with far more emotion than Ivan, but cannot hold back tears, and faints at the end.
Women on the Verge is largely a film about women, but almost solely in relation to men.  Ivan is physically all but absent from the screen, but his voice permeates the film.  The plot of the film is structured around Ivan’s voice or its absence, and the hysteria and powerlessness his absence creates (Maddison 272).  Pepa subverts the power Ivan’s voice has over the women of the film, not solely by saving his life, but by stopping Lucia’s fall over the brink.  At the end of the movie, she notes, everything is in order.  Although Women on the Verge is mostly governed by Ivan’s voice, Pepa’s actions ultimately prove her ability to live without his presence.  Through her ability to disarm Ivan’s effects, and therefore Ivan himself, the hysteria that characterizes the movie is dispelled.
In Mrs. Warren’s Profession, Shaw offers a scathing criticism of the function of capitalism in his society.  Mrs. Warren’s Profession and its rhetoric are aimed by Shaw at the roots of what he saw as capitalism’s evils, and the play was not intended to be performed solely, or even primarily, as a feminist text.  Much of Shaw’s Fabian aims aligned with those of feminists, though because much of the structure and characters of the play were formulated for a Fabian statement, a reading of Mrs. Warren’s Profession as a feminist statement becomes problematic when viewed in a more radical feminist light.  
Mrs. Warren, as Shaw himself notes in his “Author’s Apology,” is a caricature of a madam, “beautiful, exquisitely dressed, and sumptuously lodged and fed.”  She is physically very feminine and sexual, especially when compared to her daughter.  Much like the women of Women on the Verge, the women of Mrs. Warren’s Profession are characterized by their clothing and other outward signifiers of femininity or lack thereof.  This prostitution ring owner and mother is “showily dressed” as a very sexually available woman, with a “tight fitting blouse.”  In her ability to attract male gaze, and to project an appearance of availability she can be compared to Candela.  She proves herself to be easily approached even without the promise of money when she allows Frank, her daughter’s love interest, to kiss her.  In terms of her understanding of her situation, she has a mature and complex understanding of the economic and social constructs that support the life she lives.  Unlike Candela, however, she is hardly naïve to the effects capitalism had on her as a young woman, and so she is held responsible by Vivie for her perpetuation of that system.  
Similarly, Vivie can be compared to Pepa, with her businesslike dress and demeanor.  Vivie, however, is very masculine by Victorian standards.  She drinks, smokes, and is capable of supporting herself financially.  Vivie even leaves the men of the play wincing in pain from her firm handshake.  By the end of the play she is “unromantic” and alone, and has no plans to change her status for the rest of her life.  Pepa’s situation at the end of Women on the Verge is very different, because she has a network of female friends to commune with and who will most likely help her raise her child.  It is unlikely that Vivie will ever have children.   In Shaw’s placement of her as completely apart from traditional female roles, he has excised any possible identification she might have with those roles, including becoming a wife, a lover, or a mother.
There are two options offered to young women who wish to support themselves in Mrs. Warren’s Profession.   One is Mrs. Warren’s path of prostitution, and the other is Vivie’s career in business.  Though Mrs. Warren’s behavior is eventually seen as unconscionable in the context of the play, at first her reaction to her circumstances is understandable.  It is only when she crosses the line between victim and victimizer that Shaw’s characterization of her shifts its tone as a critique for social change.  So Shaw’s answer to the problem of how women can navigate their ability to work, it seems, is that women like Vivie should opt for jobs that are still capitalist in nature, but not perpetuated solely by male desire.  Given the option, women should choose the moral high ground, just as Mrs. Warren should have left her profession as a madam as soon as she had enough money to find another job.  This position seems the best offered by the play, but even then Vivie has to define herself as masculine in a male dominated world in order to not live off of her mother’s ill-gotten fortune.  In this manner Shaw effectively reaffirms simultaneously the dominance of capitalism and the dominance of phallocentrism in the play.  If a woman is to support herself without the aid of a man, she must abandon her femininity altogether and become man-like herself.
In All About My Mother, Almodóvar pays homage to the various roles women fill in modern society.  He all but removes a masculine influence on the characters of the movie in order to closely examine the traditionally “female” bonds that form between people, and to show the ways in which women cope with societal problems and personal disasters through a network of heterosocial bonds.  

All About My Mother is greatly focused on Almodóvar’s definition of modern womanhood, which is to say, the ability form a solidarity through the crossing of boundaries, most specifically the crossing of the traditional Spanish boundary between mother and whore (Smith193, Allinson 73).  The women in the film are capable of great paradoxes; Manuela is defined in every way by her ability to shift and blur the boundaries that traditionally uphold societal difference.  The first scene in Madrid shows her asking to be dropped off by the cabdriver, and then walking into the absolute border of the city, a cul-de-sac of sexual ambiguity where trannies strut.  Her ability to cross into this world and exist in it as a heterosexual woman without hesitation is portrayed without question or explanation.  It seems that Manuela is simply able to keep her self intact while accepting people in a truly sisterly and motherly way, without judgment or assumptions based on a traditional Spanish mother/whore dichotomy.
Agrado is also situated on both sides of several traditional borders.  She is, most notably, biologically and sexually male, but her outward appearance signifies femininity.  She is a biological man who is capable of forming sisterly bonds.  The scene in which she proclaims her authenticity demonstrates how fluid the boundaries between genders are in All About My Mother.  Although her femininity comes with a heavy price tag, her gender assignment is a choice she makes.  In her monologue she problematizes the idea of “authenticity” by naming the prices of her female body parts.  She says the parts of her that are truly authentic are her “silicone and sentiments.”  Agrado is, in this respect, a very modern woman whose gender identification is under her control.  She is part artificial woman in her silicone, and part real woman, in her sentiments.  Though this can be read as an affirmation of the idea of Gender, Almodóvar argues, should be as malleable as our wishes and our finances can afford.  Also, in Agrado, Allinson notes that Almodóvar redefines “whore as what is done to someone, rather than what they do.”  As Agrado states, “I’m not a whore, despite how I’ve been treated at times.”  What Agrado does for a living is to be a whore, but a whore is not who she is.  This redefinition of “whore” as a role that exists only in an economic sense allows for Agrado to be the sister figure she is in All About My Mother.

Sister Rosa is also a figure of disappearing borders.  She is a pregnant nun, at once a Marian figure and a whore figure.  Her ceaseless desire to help others at her own risk makes her a very saintly figure, but her inability to resist Lulu’s sexual advances orients her as a whore figure, all the more so because she has contracted AIDS.  The dialog of the film does not even address the conflict between Sister Rosa’s behavior and her position in Catholic theology.  In fact, the only anger directed at her is by Manuela, as she says, “En que mundo estas viviendo?  [What world are you living in?]”  Manuela’s anger is aimed at her naïveté, not at her non-compliance with her role as a nun.  The lack of reference to this difference between her role’s prescribed behavior and her own actions effectively equates Sister Rosa with Agrado.  The two are very alike in that the stereotypes attached to their roles do not mean much to the women themselves.  Sister Rosa is no more a saint than Agrado is a whore, and through this destruction of traditional Spanish gender stereotypes, Almodóvar is able to disarm the nun/whore dichotomy.
In Women on the Verge, Pepa and the rest of the females in the cast act and react almost solely to men and their effects.  They handle grief with hysteria, and in so doing, they are dependent on men for their very sanity.  Almodóvar’s characterization of male/female interaction is very different in All About My Mother.  Lulu is the structural equivalent of Ivan, because she is the impetus for the grief the women experience in the movie.  Also she is like Ivan in that she is the father whose absence triggers Manuela’s actions in the movie.  However, unlike Ivan, she is not only absent, but she is a feminized man, so the movie impetus is twice removed from a phallocentric influence.  In effect, the problems in the movie are caused and handled within a female network, apart from male influence.  In the absence of men, it seems, women are no longer hysterical but stoic, and they are able to forge kinship ties so strong that they function as family.  The baby Steven is a living symbol of the power of the bonds formed between the women in the movie.  Normally only a blood tied relative would gain custody of a child after its mother’s death, but Manuela’s sister-like ties to Rosa are so strong that she agrees to adopt the baby as her own.  

The women in All About My Mother exist in a community without men.  The men are feminized or neutralized through Alzheimer’s.  Even Esteban, with his love of Truman Capote and plays, can be read as homosexual (Maddison 277).   Without a male heterosexual presence, the women of the film are able to handle problems of AIDS, pregnancy, death, and motherhood without the influence or aid of men.  However, because there are no men in the movie, two questions linger: Would these bonds still exist in the presence of men?  And, can heterosexual men form these bonds also, or are they singular to women?  It seems that Almodóvar already answered the first question in Women on the Verge, and that the second question is explored in his most recent movie, Talk to Her.  As it stands, however, this world without men is one founded in fantasy, though not one without real world implications.  If gender is truly as flexible as suggested in the film, men can also form similar ties with women and with each other.  In this way, All About My Mother is a film about humanity’s potential, and the possibility of diminishing traditional boundaries through mutual understanding.
In Major Barbara, Shaw argues precisely against the type of pure idealism seen in All About My Mother.  Although Shaw was against capitalism, it seems he was even more against the status of being poor and unemployed.  He argues that though the system of capitalism that predominates in his day is ill-structured, the best way to deal with the problems it causes is to work with it through its own logic.  The best way to handle the poor is not to keep them out of the system of capitalism by helping them remain unemployed, but instead to employ them and help them feed themselves.

Though Undershaft’s arguments against Barbara’s handling of social problems are founded on his doubts of their long term effectiveness, his indoctrination of Barbara into a capitalist ideology presumes her efforts are futile altogether.  When he convinces her to preach only to the well-fed souls of his factories, he suggests that people who are hungry are capable of being employed and therefore well-fed.  This assumption is challenged within the play itself, in the character of Shirley.  When the characters of Bill and Shirley arrive at the Salvation Army, they are starving.  Undershaft’s gospel preaches hard work and employment, but Shirley lost his job because his hair is graying, which is a reason beyond his control.  Immediate solutions, like a meal and a place to stay for the night, are obviously necessary in the context of the play.  Perhaps the work the Salvation Army does is not a permanent solution to the structural problem of capitalism, but at times temporary solutions are equally important.  Instead of fixing the structure of the organization of the Salvation Army, Undershaft suggests that it should be done away with, and subsumed into capitalism.

Shaw, in his upholding of the economic system of the day, also upholds the organization of patriarchal society.  In this way Barbara’s incorporation into her father’s business is not only a blow by realism against idealism, it is an undercutting of feminism.  Major Barbara does in her profession what can be considered a female role.  She is an upholder of religious values, and a charity giver.  When she is indoctrinated into a marriage and “cannons and fire,” she abandons a traditionally female way of solving social problems for an extremely phallocratic one.  Undershaft, notably, does not ever suggest ways that the current system of capitalism could be fixed and restructured for fairness, and similarly does not suggest ways the Salvation Army could be reconfigured for effectiveness.  His arguments fully support a male dominated economic and social system.
The language Undershaft uses throughout the play to describe the incorporation of the poor and unemployed into the workforce is very similar to rhetoric that traditionally argues for the positioning of women as the weaker sex.  In fact, one of the key passages in the play can be read as a recipe for the subjugation of women to the patriarchy instead of the subjugation of the working class to capitalism.  

Cusins: [referring to the poor] –attached to their homes— 

Undershaft: So much the better: they will put up with anything sooner than change their shop.

Cusins: –happy—

Undershaft:  An invaluable safeguard against revolution.

Cusins: –unselfish—

Undershaft:  Indifferent to their own interests, which suits me exactly.
When read in this light, the threat to feminism Undershaft’s logic poses is clear.  If in Shaw’s day, women were associated with the domestic sphere, and considered more unselfish than men, this line of argument for the employment of the poor can be read as an argument for the dominance of men over women.

George Bernard Shaw was not necessarily a feminist playwright, although he was a playwright that dealt with women’s issues alongside his arguments for Fabianism.  Though he was frequently identified as a feminist in his day, his positions helped to secure a male-dominated social system more often than they problematized it.  Almodóvar is a similar figure in his modern Spain.  He is seen as a champion of feminist and queer issues in film.  However, he is similar to Shaw in that he is writing as a man about his own age, and sometimes relies on stereotypes that can cement women’s position in society instead of freeing them.  Almodóvar perhaps has recognized the sometimes problematic position of women in his films, and of late has started to make films like All About My Mother and Talk to Her, which are idealized in their separation of genders, but are filled with possibilities in the new configurations of social bonds they offer. 
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