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Western Women in Oscar Wilde’s ‘The Importance of Being Earnest’ 

Prof. Arvindkumar A. Kamble 

Arts, Commerce and Science College, Lasalgaon, Dist: Nashik (M.S.), India 

 

Abstract 

All the western knowledge and the ideas seem to be Eurocentric. The western cultural theorists 

differentiate between westerns and non-westerns as „One‟ and „Other‟. There are various issues 

that need to be addressed and enquired into to write in present. My present paper addresses the 

issue of western and non-western women through Oscar Wilde‟s comedy „The Importance of 

Being Earnest‟. The women characters in the comedy are found to be equally helpless, poor, 

irrational, depraved and different. The Orientalists differentiate the non-western by addressing the 

differences between western and non-western as „Other‟. However, they do not consider the 

commonalities between them. So, the western knowledge and ideas are Eurocentric which needs 

to be challenged.  

Key Words: Eurocentric knowledge-Other women-Differentiation-Commonalities 

  

I have been teaching Oscar Wilde‟s 

Victorian drama „The Importance of Being 

Earnest‟ to the second year special English 

students at undergraduate students. It is a 

comedy by Oscar Wilde firstly produced in 

1895 and the most enduringly popular 

comedy. Oscar Wilde initially titled it as „A 

Trivial Comedy for Serious People. Later, 

he modified it as „The Importance of Being 

Earnest‟. 

The students have enjoyed it when I 

correlated the Victorian issues of love and 

marriage with the contemporary issues in 

India. It is the continual flow of witty, 

uncompromisingly artificial dialogues and 

the characterization. They laugh at the 

fashionable young Victorian men and 

women. However, the experience of 

teaching Wilde‟s „The Importance of Being 

Earnest‟ always leaves me with innumerable 

questions in my mind. The sudden ending 

with the idea of the lost child doesn‟t satisfy 

me. The dramatic action ends but my cycle 

of thought begins at the ending. The way in 

which the Victorian fashionable, well-

mannered, well-educated and bold women 

compromise with their marriage partners 

raised the questions. They seem to be 

equally helpless and poor as the young 

women in India. They dramatically 

surrender to the masculine power and 

dominance of Victorian men. Here, I 

examine Oscar Wilde‟s comedy from the 

eastern and the western cultural point of 

view. 

It is necessary to investigate into the British 

colonial period in India. The infamous 

British scholar Thomas Macaulay gives the 

full expression for the Indian apology for 

Indian maleness. According to him, India is 

colonisable because it lacks the real men. He 

insisted upon the racial effeminacy of the 

Bengali male. Therefore, he reformulates the 

colonial relationship in terms of the „natural‟ 
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ascendency of men over women. He 

differentiates between the man and the 

woman and put the man over the woman.  

Ashis Nandy in „The Intimate Enemy: Loss 

and Recovery of Self Under Colonialism 

(1983)‟ renders on the unquestioned 

dominance of European men at home and 

abroad. Nandy writes: 

“Colonialism, too, was congruent with the 

existing Western sexual stereotypes and 
the philosophy of life which they 

represented. It produced a cultural 

consensus in which political and socio-
economical dominance symbolized the 

dominance of men and masculinity over 

women and femininity (1983, P-4)”. 

Thus, Ashis Nandy, as the nationalist and 

the historians, protests against the „colonial 

masculinity‟. Oscar Wilde through his 

comedy „The Importance of Being Earnest‟ 

also similarly protests the suspicious worth 

of manly British robustness. Wilde‟s 

denunciation of „masculinity‟ supplies the 

basis of a blind national and colonial culture. 

The European critics, historians and the 

theorists describe non-western as „Other‟. 

They define non-western as the‟ Other‟ or 

the „Oriental‟: inferior to the Europeans. 

Edward Said in „Orientalism‟ says: 

“The Oriental is irrational, depraved, 

childlike, „different‟; thus the European is 

rational, virtuous, mature, normal (1994, 
P-40)”. 

Thus, the Orient is understood in relation 

with the Oriental. Europe is in the position 

of domination in this process of relation. 

The Oriental is expressed as irrational, 

depraved, childlike, and different. On the 

other hand, the European becomes rational, 

virtuous, mature, and normal. While 

differentiation, the fact was not considered 

that the Oriental lived in a different 

organized world of its won. The Oriental has 

its own national and cultural boundaries and 

principles of internal coherence. The 

Oriental gets identified by the West. Thus, 

identity and intelligibility are the two 

features of cultural relationship between the 

„Orient‟ and the Occident i.e. East and West. 

The Eurocentric Orientalists differentiate 

between the Westners and non-westerners. 

Where does this difference come from? 

Edward Said finds that the knowledge of 

colonized or Orient creates the „Other‟. 

Further, they have been represented by the 

dominant frameworks. What Chandra 

Talpade Mohanty believe that the 

„difference‟ between „One‟ and „Other‟ 

doesn‟t come from the knowledge but by 

differentiation between them. The 

westerners only considered the „differences‟ 

and not the „commonality‟ while the process 

of differentiation. The „differences‟ might 

have been taken over the „commonality‟. 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty in her essay 

„Under Western Eyes Revisited: Feminist 

solidarity through Anticapitalist Struggles‟ 

points out that: 

“What is interesting for me is to see how 

and why „difference‟ has been embraced 

over „commonality (SIGNS, Winter 2003, 
P-504)‟. 

The Eurocentric critics only see the 

differences between the „One‟ and the 

„Other‟ but not the „commonalities‟ 

purposefully for representing the non-

Europeans as „Other‟ for political 

dominance. 

While teaching „The Importance of Being 

Earnest‟, I do not find any manly quality or 

masculine power in Victorian British young 
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men like Jack and Algernon. They also 

equally lack the quality of the real man. Jack 

and Algernon seem to be desperately 

anxious to marry any young British girl. 

Moreover, they are consistently dominated 

by the British young fashionable girls like 

Gwendolen and Cecily. They are not sure 

and confident that they will get married with 

them. In the two proposal scenes, Jack and 

Algernon‟s dialogues are shorter without 

any romantic expressions comparing to the 

dialogues of Gwendolen and Cecily. In 

short, female characters are dominating 

throughout the drama. It is surprising to see 

that bold, fashionable and young girls like 

Gwendolen and Cecily surrender to the 

masculine power of Jack and Algernon. 

Finally, Jack realized that how it was 

important for him being Earnest. The young 

Victorian women Gwendolen and Cecily are 

equally irrational, depraved, childlike and 

not different from the non-western women 

as the Eurocentric critics claim. At the same 

time, male characters Jack and Algernon 

also do not have any manly qualities or 

masculine power. They differentiate 

between the westerns and non-westerns 

without addressing the commonalities 

between them. This I believe the injustice 

and it is required to address the injustices of 

western knowledge and the ideas. The non-

westerners are the subject and object of the 

Western theorists. Therefore, the non-

western feminists must address the 

commonalities between the Western and 

non-western women and challenge the 

Eurocentric ideas of Europeans. Moreover, 

the feminist must also address the 

differences and commonalities at local as 

well as global level. 

I would like to conclude my paper by stating 

that the various meanings of the West are 

Eurocentric and it is necessary to challenge 

the false universality of Eurocentric 

discourses. We need to reestablish the 

relation between the western and non-

western world in today. We cannot write 

about the „present‟ without revisiting or 

rediscovering the „past‟. I believe that we 

need to enquire into the Eurocentric western 

blind knowledge, culture, nationality and 

ideas. The enquiry into the past will put fire 

in the writing of present.  
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