
‘A Trivial Comedy for Serious People’



Objectives 

• Explore the social, cultural and historical 
context of ‘The Importance of Being Earnest’

• Explore and reflect upon your own attitudes 
towards gender



Plot reminder

• A farcical comedy in which the protagonists 
maintain fictitious personæ in order to 
escape burdensome social obligations. But 
what can you remember?

• FILL IN THE BLANKS TO TEST YOUR 
KNOWLEDGE! 



What kind of play is this?

• Comedy of manners?

• Social satire?

• Farce? 

• Romantic comedy?

• Love story? 



Oscar Wilde

• Born 1854 in Dublin
• Renowned at Oxford for his flamboyant 

dress
• Essay writer, lecturer and playwright.
• Most popular plays were ‘The 

Importance of Being Earnest’ and ‘An 
Ideal Husband’. 

• Though married with children, openly 
homosexual, which led to imprisonment 
for ‘public indecency’ and the end of his 
career.

• Upon in his release, divorced and 
bankrupt, moved to Paris and died in 
squalor in 1900.



Oscar Wilde and society
• Wilde's attitude to society was interestingly 

ambivalent: on the one hand, he enjoyed his 
personal success in the fashionable world of 
London Society, using the wealth and the way 
of life he found there both to inspire and to set 
off his own wit; on the other hand, he was 
evidently aware of its complacency, its 
artificiality, its hypocrisy, its cruelty towards 
those it felt threatened by or could not place 
comfortably. 

• He drew on his knowledge of Society and, to a 
large extent, depended on his audience's 
recognition of the manners and the social 
taboos governing the characters' actions. 
However, Wilde's plays do not simply hold up 
a mirror to nature, rather they present an 
elaborate and stylised vision, or revision, of 
carefully selected images. 



Aesthetic movement

• Art for art’s sake

• Against the didactic and 
moralistic

• Life should imitate art

• Art should seek freedom 
beyond the boundaries 
permitted by society

• An enjoyment of artifice and 
deceptionA dandy – typical 

figure associated with 
the movement



Wilde – the aesthete

• When, in May 1891, Wilde published a collection of essays 
explaining his artistic principles, he emphasised the importance of 
Art for Art's sake rather than as a vehicle for religious or social 
instruction. He presented beauty and wit rather than naturalism 
or work-a-day morality as the Artist's proper concerns. 

• ‘A work of art is useless as a flower is useless. A flower blossoms 
for its own joy. We gain a moment of joy by looking at it.’ (Selected 
Letters)

• 'An artist, sir, has no ethical sympathies at all. Virtue and weakness 
are to him simply what the colours on his palette are to the 
painter'. (Selected Letters)

• ‘People thought it dreadful of me to have entertained at dinner the 
evil things of life, and to have found pleasure in their company. But 
they, from the point of view through which I, as an artist in life, 
approached them, were delightfully suggestive and stimulating. It 
was like feasting with panthers.’ (Selected Letters)



Wilde’s doctrine

• Art never expresses anything but itself. It has an 
independent life. It is not necessarily realistic in an age 
of realism, nor spiritual in an age of faith.

• The second doctrine is this. All bad art comes from returning 
to Life and Nature, and elevating them into ideals. As a 
method Realism is a complete failure. 

• The third doctrine is that Life imitates Art far more than Art 
imitates Life. This results not merely from Life's imitative 
instinct, but from the fact that the self-conscious aim of Life is 
to find expression, and that Art offers it certain beautiful 
forms through which it may realise that energy.

• The final revelation is that Lying, the telling of beautiful untrue 
things, is the proper aim of Art.

QUESTION: DO YOU AGREE WITH HIM?



Social history – 1890s

• Industrial revolution and the rise of the 
middle classes

• ‘Two Englands’ debate: increasing economic 
disparity causes extreme wealth and absolute 
poverty

• Utilitarianism: rightness determined by 
whether an action causes good for the 
majority 

• Rise of education for the masses
• However, by end of 19th century, there was a 

turn against Victorian values of self-help and 
respectability; many pointed out the 
hypocrisy and ineffectiveness of apparent 
reform – for example, anarchist bomb attacks 
took place in the late 1880s and early 1890s



Being ‘earnest’

1. To be eager or over-zealous

2. To be sincere and serious

3. To be important, and not 
trivial

Quality which typified the 
Victorian mindset: self-
enrichment,; improvement 
of ‘uncivilized’ people; 
political change and 
reform; morality.... 



Position of men and women

• The novelist George Gissing 
described the late nineteenth 
century as a period of 'sexual 
anarchy' because of the formal 
agitation by women for wider 
rights, in particular the rights to 
education, to enter the professions, 
and to vote. 

• Traditional view of gender relations 
was that men were active, manly, 
assertive and economically 
independent, whilst women were 
assumed to be passive, feminine, 
pliant and dependent.



Position of men and women

• From the middle of the nineteenth 
century, there had been numerous 
debates in newspapers and magazines 
about this view, with the conservative 
position of 'man for the field, woman for 
the hearth' largely holding sway. 
Traditional view of gender relations was 
that men were active, manly, assertive 
and economically independent, whilst 
women were assumed to be passive, 
feminine, pliant and dependent.

• The debate is known as the separate 
spheres debate, named after the 
assumption that a woman's proper sphere 
was in the home, a man's proper sphere 
in the public world of action and/or 
commerce.



Hypocrisy?



In the play...

• The Importance of Being Earnest makes extensive reference -
implicitly and explicitly - to this 2 spheres debate. 

• The play as a whole, for example, shows the women characters to 
be far more powerful than the men - Jack's projected marriage to 
Gwendolen will be not be based on her dependence or pliability; 
she will be in charge of that relationship. 

• Jack, as Lady Bracknell's questions of him demonstrate, is idle and 
ineffectual. He has none of the traditional manly virtues of self-
restraint, perseverance and self-reliance. 

• Algy's case is even more serious, for he shares all Jack's 'vices', 
but he is not even rich. 

• Moreover, amongst the Bracknell women, this role reversal has 
been going on for at least a generation, with Lady Bracknell 
clearly ruling her own home, and her husband occupying a 
subordinate position



The ‘New Woman’
• The term was coined in 1894 by the 

novelist Sarah Grand, to describe both 
women in literature and women in real 
life who were dissatisfied with their 
conventional roles and sought wider 
fields of action than mere domesticity.

• In positive descriptions of the New 
Woman, she was supposed to be 
intelligent, educated, active, employable 
and attractive. 

• In negative versions, she was described 
as mannish, unwomanly, an immoral 
bluestocking with no hope of ever 
marrying a decent man.



“Men are from Earth, women are from Earth. 
Deal with it.”
George Carlin



Activity on gender roles

Look at the list of activities. Do you think of 
them as being suitable for men, women or 
both? Try to be honest.



A learned process?

A famous sociologist, Ann Oakley, said that gender is learned through 
a number of processes. Some of these are:

Expectations:  Parents expect different kinds of behaviour from 
girls than boys. 
Imitation: Children will copy their parents and aim to be like 
them. The parent is a role model. If Dad helps in the house, so will 
boys. If Dad does nothing, boys will never learn that it is 
acceptable for men and women to work together at chores
Identification: Children play at being people that they see on 
television. They are putting themselves in the place of their hero. 
Group pressure: Boys and girls tend to play with people of their 
own gender. If a boy plays with female toys, then other children 
may tease him. Generally it is worse for a boy to play with female 
toys and like female things than it is for a girl to play boy games.

DO YOU AGREE WITH THIS THEORY?



Group discussion

1. What type of personality is a man supposed to have 
in our culture? Think of five words to describe a man.

2. What type of personality is a woman supposed to 
have in our culture? Think of five words to describe a 
woman.

3. Are men and women treated equally or are they 
treated in a different way from each other because of 
their gender? Try and consider different situations –
at school, in relationships, in work, at home... 

4. What has and hasn’t changed since the Victorian era?



During the study of Twelfth Night, The Importance Of 
Being Earnest and Small Island, consider the following:

• Love as an illusion; the need to play a role in order 
to be in a successful marriage – through courting, 
marriage and beyond.

• Lies , deceit, confusion and disguise – love and 
marriage as a pretence

• Battle of the sexes; effeminate men and powerful 
women

• Sexism/ misogyny within society
• Love, marriage, money and status
• Acting against convention
• Passion/ sexuality
• Patriarchy (father over daughter/ male over 

female)
• Violence;  the need to subdue and subjugate unruly 

women


