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ABSTRACT  
 
            ‘A woman of No Importance’ is a society drama by Oscar Wilde, which 

has beautiful conceptions to offer about the man-woman relationship. What 

is special about the play is the fact that through the introduction of a female 

character i.e. Miss Hester Worsley from America; Wilde has offered a 

comparative analysis of the two cultures i.e. British and American. Thus, the 

varied discussions by the multiplex of characters in the play have volumes to 

offer about the psyche of the human beings in the two different cultures.  
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As far the man-woman relationship is concerned, we 

have varied dimensions of this relationship available 

to us in the form of lover-beloved relationship 

between Gerald and Miss Hester Worsley, an illicit 

relationship between Lord Illingworth and Mrs. 

Arbuthnot and mother -son relationship between 

Mrs. Arbuthnot and Gerald. 

However before we attempt an in-depth analysis of 

these three relationships, let's have a look at the 

varied dimensions and aspects of man- woman 

relationship as discussed by various characters in the 

play. In Act I itself, we find Ms. Worsley, a young lady 

from America indulged in a discussion with Lady 

Caroline. The way they discuss things between 

themselves and amongst others have volumes to 

speak about the psyche of the individuals in the two 

cultures i.e. British and American. Thus first of all we  

 

 

come across the contrast between the work cultures 

in the two countries: 

LADY CAROLINE... In my young days, Miss Worsley, 

one never met any one in society who worked for 

their living. It was not considered the thing." (At 1-

131) 

And in reply, 

HESTER. In America those are the people we respect 

most. (Act 1-131) 

Further Lady Caroline objects to Hester Gerald's 

praise by Hlester: 

LADY CAROLINE. It is not customary in England, Miss 

Worsley, for a young lady to speak with such 

enthusiasm of a person of the opposite sex. English 

women conceal their feelings till after they are 

married. They show them then. (Act I- 132) 

http://www.joell.in/
mailto:luvphoenix@gmail.com


 

103                                                            Loveleen Kaur 

 

 

 VEDA’S 
JOURNAL OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE (JOELL) 

An International Peer ReviewedJournal  
http://www.joell.in 

 

Vol. 2 Issue 3 

2015 

Further as far as the concept of friendship between a 

man and woman is concerned, we get to know that 

the people of England think it very inadvisable. 

Further as many people keep on joining the group, 

we find them indulging in a varied discussion on 

multiple topics. As Lady Hunstanton talks about the 

elopement of Lady Belton with Lord Fethersdale, 

Lady Caroline puts forward her views: 

LADY CAROLINE. As far as I can make out, the young 

women of the present day seem to make it the sole 

object of their lives to be always playing with fire. 

(Act 1 135,136) 

Further we find the group discussing the subject of 

purity and morality: 

MR. KELVIL. The growing influence of women is the 

one reassuring thing in our political life, Lady Caroline 

Women are always on the side of morality, public 

and private. (Act 1-137)  

Further the concept of American culture and the way 

of living comes into focus in the discussion: 

LORD ILLINGWORTH. American women are 

wonderfully clever in concealing their parents. (Act I-

139) 

This remark by Lord Illingworth throws light on the 

worth and sanctity of relationships in the western 

culture. Further the perfect dressing sense of the 

Americans is quite evident in Lady Hunstanton's 

remark:  

LADY HUNSTANTON.... I have a great esteem for Miss 

Worsley. She dresses exceedingly well. All Americans 

do dress well. They get their clothes in Paris. (Act 1-

139) 

Besides we get to know that the people of England 

believe in the concept of home life. Besides the 

female psyche is quite obvious:  

LADY CAROLINE. Femininity is the quality I admire 

most in woman.(Act 1-145) 

Then in Act II, when the ladies are left alone in the 

group, they indulge in the outpouring of their 

heartfelt emotions: 

MRS. ALLONBY. What a comfort it is to have got rid 

of the men for a little! (Act II-152) 

And in response, 

LADY STUTFIELD. Yes; men persecute us 

dreadfully.(Act II-152) 

Thus the female sense of bondage is quite implicit 

here. Similar views have been given by Kamala Das. 

Highlighting the problems that women face in a sexist 

culture, she has tried to show how women feel 

choked, stifled in a ‘man’ s world. It is not for nothing 

that she writes:  

Even the air – conditioner helps so little 

All pervasive is the male scent of your breath 

- The Old Playhouse 1  

This sense of slavery and captivity has been a part of 

female existence since times immemorial. So as early 

as the 6th century B.C. in the Buddhist Trerigatha 

(Songs of the Nuns) the nuns have expressed 

undeservedly their feelings of freedom, happiness 

and peace, being set free from a life of domestic 

drudgery.  

A woman well set free How free! I am, 

How wonderfully free, from kitchen drudgery 

Free from the harsh grip of hunger, 

And from empty cooking pots, 

Free too of that unscrupulous man, 

The weaver of sunshades. 

Calm now, and serene   I am, 

All lust and hatred purged. 2    

Further we get to know about the prevalence of 

patriarchy in the British culture: 

 

LADY STUTFIELD. Men are so very, very heartless. 

They know their power and use it. (Act 11-152) 

Thus a woman has no identity of her own in this 

patriarchal world. How well a woman understands a 

man is quite evident from Mrs. Allonby's remark: 

MRS ALLONBY, Men always want to be a woman's 

first love. That is their clumsy vanity. We women 

have a more subtle instinct about things. What we 

like is to be a man's last romance. (Act Il- 156) 
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Further as the ladies talk, the sense of frustration 

about men folk is quite evident: 

MRS. ALLONBY. The ideal husband? There couldn't be 

such a thing. The institution is wrong. (Act II-158) 

The British ladies keep on discussing things amongst 

themselves. They live in a patriarchal world where 

women dance to the tune of the men folk. We find 

an echo of the similar views in a poem by a character 

named Beth in Marge Piercy's novel Small Changes as 

she writes: 

Everything says no to me. 

Everybody tells me no. 

Only I say yes. 

I have to say it again and again 

like a singer 

with only one song. 

Yes, Beth! Yes, Beth! Yes, Beth! 

Yes!3 

Only in times, when they are alone, do they ever get 

a chance to give vent to their heartfelt emotions. As 

Hester (Miss Worsley) belongs to an entirely different 

culture she on overhearing the ladies' talk exclaims: 

MISS WORSLEY. I couldn't believe that any women 

could really hold such views of life as I have heard to- 

night from some of your guests. (Act II-161) 

Infact, Hester Worsley has her own altogether 

different views. She detests British culture and 

society: 

HESTER..... Oh, your English society seems to me 

shallow, selfish, foolish.... (Act II-162). 

We find Hester to be the spokesperson of liberty and 

openness: 

HESTER..... Don't have one law for men and another 

for women. You are unjust to women in England. And 

till you count what is a shame in a woman to be an in 

famy in a man, you will always be unjust... (Act II-

163,164) 

Thus through this varied discussion amongst various 

characters, Oscar Wilde throws light on men and 

women in British and American culture. The basic 

difference between the two cultures lies in the fact 

that the English society is more deep-rooted in 

societal values and people of England follow more 

artificial societal norms, are more pretentious and 

manipulative. Whereas Americans are more open 

and explicit. 

However shifting our focus on the study of the man- 

woman relationship in particular, we would first 

explore the relationship between the American and 

British pair i.e. Hester and Gerald. It is a beautiful 

relationship where we find that the American girl has 

got fascinated by the British boy: 

HESTER. Mr. Arbuthnot has a beautiful nature! He is 

so simple, so sincere. (Act I-132). 

This relationship has not been explored very 

elaborately and is simply a beautiful and innocent 

love between two real innocent lovers. Hester finally 

discovers the truth about Mrs. Arbuthnot and Lord 

Illingworth and still she is ready to accept Gerald as 

her life partner. Thus we find Miss Worsley to be a 

young girl who has got a great clarity of thought and 

right sense of perception and discrimination to 

understand and imbibe the societal norms and 

values. In this relationship, we find the union of two 

enlightened souls who love and adore each other. 

Further we have another dimension of the man-

woman relationship i.e. mother-son relationship i.e. 

Rachel (Mrs. Arbuthnot's) and Gerald's relationship. 

As generally a mother - son relationship is, we find 

this relationship to be quite intimate and loving. 

Females are full of feminine virtues and love and they 

bestow this love on their loved ones. But being a 

male Gerald has a tendency to rule the women. 

Rachel does not want Gerald to accept Lord 

Illingworth's proposal but Gerald is adamant: 

GERALD. Mother, how can you talk like that?... But a 

man can't stay always with his mother. No chap does 

.... (Act II-171) 

Thus we find Gerald to be asserting his individuality. 

Men have always been free to live life the way they 

want. It is not relations or their associations with 

others that are important but what is important is 

their self-will. A mother keeps her life at stake for her 
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children, is ready to do anything, but men always 

want the things in their own way. Lord Illingworth 

refused to marry Rachel when Gerald was about to 

be born. But Rachel went against the whole world, 

against the norms of society to make this life acquire 

its existence on this earth, but today the same very 

son wants his mother to accede to his view. Thus 

women have always been helpless victims, living at 

the mercy of the men folk, whatever may be the type 

of relationship. However it is more a matter of 

perceptions. No doubt Gerald loves his mother Very 

much: 

GERALD…..My mother has been so good to me. No 

one ever had such a mother as I have had. (Act III-

180) 

But his own ambition in life is dearer to him: 

GERALD. You have always tried to crush my ambition, 

mother- haven't you?... (Act III-195) 

And further, 

GERALD. ... Well, men are different from women, 

mother. It is natural that they should have different 

views. (Act III-196) 

Thus as is quite evident from Gerald's speech, men 

and women do think at different planes. A man can 

never be like a woman. A man has always have had 

his own independent thinking and a woman is 

expected to respect a man's individuality and views 

Women are expected to mould their lives according 

to men's wishes and dreams whereas a man would 

never like to adjust or change his view for a woman's 

sake, the woman might even be his mother. 

Further on discovering the truth Gerald insists his 

mother to marry Lord Illingworth, but she is not at all 

ready and the discussion between the mother and 

son has volumes to speak about the plight of a 

woman: 

MRS. ARBUTHNOT.... I am disgraced: he is not. That is 

all. It is the usual history of a man and a woman as it 

usually happens, as it always happens. And the 

ending is the ordinary ending. The woman suffers. 

The man goes free. (Act IV-206) 

But Gerald has his own views: 

GERALD..... It is to take away the bitterness out of 

your life, to take away the shadow that lies on your 

name, that this marriage must take place. There is no 

alternative. It is a duty that you owe, not merely to 

yourself, but to all other women- yes: to all the other 

women in the world.... (Act IV-207)  

Thus a woman is always expected to be dutiful, to 

make all compromises and sacrifices. Here we find 

the man (even in the form of a son), expecting the 

woman to concede to his wishes as if it is the 

women’s duty to make necessary adjustments 

according to the circumstances. In this patriarchal 

world, a woman has no identify, no breathing space 

of her own. She is expected to live her life in 

accordance with the desires of the patriarchal 

society. She is not even expected to speak in a voice 

characteristically her own, a voice which shows the 

deeper recesses of a female psyche. The female 

yearning to give voice to her emotions is quite 

evident as Muriel Rukeyser says, 

  I want to speak in my voice 

  I want to speak in my real voice.4 

Even as  another she is answerable to her son. She is 

compelled to give justifications even to her child.  

Thus we find Mrs. Arbuthnot in utter helplessness: 

MRS. ARBUTHNOT. Men don’t understand what 

mothers are …. To bear you I had to look on death. To 

nurture you I had to wrestle with it. Death fought 

with me for you. All women have to fight with death 

to keep their children… And boys are careless often 

and without thinking give pain, and we always fancy 

when they come to man’s estate and know us better, 

they will repay us. But it is not so…. Oh, don’t ask me 

to do this horrible thing…. (Act IV-208-210) 

Thus we find the utter sense of despair in Mrs. 

Arbuthnot. A woman always looks up to a man. She 

sacrifices her life at the altar of a man but the men 

folk never realize this fact. Men have their own 

unique ways of thinking and doing things and they 

want woman to become a part of their way of 

thinking and thus lose their self and individuality. 

‘There are no woman', says one of the men in 
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Christina Stead's novel Seven poor men of Sydney 

(1934). 

“There are only dependent and exploited classes, of 

which women make one."  

However, finally Hester who has been overhearing 

the mother-son arguments intervenes and supports 

Mrs. Arbuthnot's views finally to make Gerald agree 

to his mother's wishes: 

GERALD. You are my mother and my father all in one. 

I need no second parent.... (Act IV-211) 

Thus we find that a women's life has always been at 

the mercy of the 

men folk. In this patriarchal world, women breathe in 

the space provided to them by men only. They do no 

have any existence of their own. Men may show 

concern but they are very unique and different in 

their own individual ways and infact can never think 

from a women's perspective 

 

Thus finally we move to the relationship between 

Rachel (Mrs. Arbuthnot) and Lord Illingworth. Lord 

Illingworth has been portrayed as a very wicked 

creature. He played with the emotions and innocence 

of Rachel by pretending to love her and deserted her 

at the very critical moment when they were about to 

reap the fruit of their love i.e. when Gerald was 

about to be born.   

In his character, Oscar has portrayed typical 

masculine traits which make him the emblem of 

patriarchy. Both Rachel and Lord Illingworth entered 

into an illicit relationship with each other, but it is 

Rachel alone who had to suffer due to the non- 

materialization of their relationship. Thus right in the 

very fist Act, we get to know the types of lives these 

two characters are leading. Lord Illingworth is a great 

public figure who is leading an honourable life, 

though people somehow know about the real nature 

and character of the Lord. 

LADY STUTFIELD. The world says that Lord Illingworth 

is very, very wicked. (ActI-137) 

We find Lord Illingworth wonderfully participating in 

the life around. He discusses various issues related to 

politics and life in general. But on the other hand, 

Rachel is leading a solitary life. She rarely participates 

in the world around as is quite evident here: 

LADY HUNSTANTON. I know how difficult it is to get 

her to go anywhere. (Act I-133) 

Thus the very opening of the play highlights the fact 

that though the world is the same but the norms and 

values for the men and women are quite different. 

Even after doing all the hideous things in life, Lord 

Illingworth is leading a wonderful life but for Rachel, 

the things are quite contrary and thus life, for her 

seems to have come to a standstill and is very 

restricted and confined. 

Lord Illingworth is a great public figure and talks with 

quite a depth and insight about human existence on 

this earth: 

LORD ILLINGWORTH. Twenty years of romance make 

a woman look like a ruin; but twenty years of 

marriage make her something like a public building. 

(Act 1-146) 

Further, his sense of dominance and his typical 

patriarchal tendency is quite evident in his words: 

LORD ILLINGWORTH. Woman kneel so gracefully, 

men don't (Act I-146) 

He is a man who believes in the 'eat, drink and be 

merry approach' and is thus enjoying his life. His 

words are a testimony to this fact: 

LORD ILLINGWORTH. I adore simple pleasures…. The 

Book of life begins with a man and a woman in a 

garden. (Act 1-150,151)  

Thus a man perhaps can afford to lead a life of 

pleasures and happiness. Perhaps he can afford to 

lead his life according to his own whims and fancies 

which has never been the prerogative of a female. 

Finally at the end of Act I, we find Lord Illingworth 

coming across Rachel's letter and the way he 

responds speaks about Rachel's place in his life: 

LORD ILLINGWORTH. What a curious handwriting! It 

reminds me of the handwriting of a woman I used to 

know years ago. (Act I- 151) 

And further on being asked who the women was, 
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LORD ILLINGWORTH. Oh! No one. No one in 

particular. A woman of no importance (Act 1-151) 

Though men spend their lives with women yet they 

don't treat women to be breathing human entities. 

We find the same views echoed in Salinger's Franny 

and Zooey as Subhash Chandra writes, 

Lane's complete obliviousness of Franny as a living, 

thinking individual, with a personality of her own, is 

very much in conformity with the patriarchal norms. 

He is so egoistic and self- centered that he does not 

even notice that Franny has not touched her food at 

all. His overbearing attitude towards her in not 

attaching any importance to what she thinks as 

crucial serves as a reminder that she does not exist 

for him as an entity, but only as a sounding board for 

his opinions and attitudes. 

Thus the patriarchal system functions according to 

certain well-defined, entrenched (mis)conceptions 

which have become a part of the collective male 

consciousness and, therefore, are instrumental in 

determining the male attitude towards his female 

counterpart. She is expected to act as the silent 

receptacle of the male ego, manifest in his self-

consciously articulated opinions. 

Similar views have been echoed by Toril Moi as she 

says: "Caught in the spectacular logic of patriarchy 

woman can choose either to remain silent producing 

incomprehensible babble or to enact the spectacular 

representation of 

herself as a lesser male."7 

Thus the very remark itself depicts the value and 

worth of Rachel in Lord Illingworth’s mind. He loved 

this lady once, had relations with her, exploited her 

innocence and deserted her at the last moment 

when she most needed him. And today after years, 

she means nothing to him and is merely ‘a woman of 

no importance.’ Thus Lord Illingworth represents 

patriarchy. Men live their lives as if it is their rightful 

existence to live the way they want. They play with 

the motions of women and leave them alone to 

suffer and to face the atrocities of the world. A 

woman simply drags her existence in this world. She 

spends her whole lifetime only in the hope of living 

life and perhaps the hope, the dream never comes 

true. As said by Manu, she leads the early part of her 

life in the vicinity of her father, followed by her 

husbands' and then her son's. Thus throughout her 

existence, she remains under the subjugation of the 

men folk. 

Further in Act II, we find Rachel and Lord Illingworth 

indulged in their first private discussion. Here we find 

Lord Illingworth, who never cared about Rachel and 

who never knew his son's identity, suddenly claiming 

his fatherhood: 

LORD ILLINGWORTH. I have found my son now, I am 

glad I have found him. (Act II-173) 

Thus they enter into a heated discussion where they 

discuss various aspects of their relationship in the 

societal framework Lord Illingworth is very 

manipulative. He wants Rachel to allow Gerald to join 

Lord Illingworth as his Secretary. But Rachel is quite 

adamant and she doesn't want her son to enter into 

any relationship with Lord Illingworth. She doesn't 

want Lord Illingworth to claim Gerald as his son now, 

when actually he refused to do so when it was the 

utmost need of the hour: 

MRS. ARBUTHNOT. George, don't take my son away 

from me. I have had twenty years of sorrow, and I 

have only had one thing to love me, only one thing to 

love. You have had a life of joy, and pleasure and 

success. You have been quite happy,... Don't come 

now, and rob me of... of all I have, of all I have in the 

whole 

world.... (Act II-176)  

Thus the helplessness of woman is quite in focus. A 

woman lives her life 

alone always trying to adjust herself to the men's 

world, Rachel gave birth to 

Gerald alone without any support from his father's 

side, and alone she nurtured 

him and now when he is a young man, a well grown 

up boy, Lord Illingworth accidentally happens to 

enter their life and claim his fatherhood. This is the 

plight of a woman. They wrestle with existence, give 

birth to life itself by telling upon their own life yet 

they have no right to live the way they want or to 

claim even their own thing as their own as if they are 

made and meant to feed and serve only the menfolk, 

as if they are mere commodities to be used 
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whenever and wherever required. Women are 

supposed to adjust their existence according to the 

man's needs, whims and fancies. They are supposed 

to be the puppets that must always sing and dance to 

the tune of their masters. 

Despite the fact that Lord Illingworth indulges in a 

private discussion with Gerald where he tries to 

influence his mind, we finally get to know that the 

persuasions on the part of the Hester and Rachel 

finally make Gerald decline the offer of being Lord's 

secretary. However we have the final summing up of 

the whole episode in the final meeting between 

Rachel and Lord Illingworth in Act- IV.  

After Gerald and Hester leave, Lord Illingworth comes 

for a final meeting with Rachel. Thus we find both of 

them discussing the intricacies of life and their 

relationship in particular. Lord Illingworth is adamant 

in having his son back. He tries his level best by 

offering all wonderful allurements in terms of status 

and the monetary property he has, but as the life one 

lives, the emotions and dreams one nurtures in one's 

heart, the relationships one live with one's very soul 

involved therein, are far more significant things than 

these materialistic aspects of existence, we find 

Rachel bluntly refusing Lord Illingworth to have what 

he claims to have: 

MRS. ARBUTHNOT.... We are safe from you, and we 

are going away (Act IV-215) 

And further, 

MRS. ARBUTHNOT. What welcome would you get 

from a girl whose lips you tried to soil, from the boy 

whose life you have shamed, from the mother whose 

dishonour comes from you? (Act IV-215) 

Thus here we find Rachel very genuinely and 

sincerely putting the things in the right perspective 

and asserting her individuality. Men always think it to 

be their birthright to do the things the way they 

want; expecting conformity to an utmost extent on 

the woman's part. Though women are termed as 

better- halves, they are treated in quite contrary a 

manner. Thus we have philosophic touches and 

dimensions of human relationship in Rachel's and 

Lord Illingworth's conversation: 

LORD ILLINGWORTH. ....We men know life too early. 

(Act IV- 216) 

MRS. ARBUTHNOT. And we woman know life too 

late. That is the difference between men and women. 

(Act IV-216)  

However the basic self-centeredness and dominance 

of the men folk is quite evident in the Lord's words: 

LORD ILLINGWORTH..... I don't admit that it is any 

duty of mine to marry you. I deny it entirely. But, to 

get my son back I am ready-yes, I am ready to marry 

you, Rachel-... (Act IV-217) 

This very remark by Lord Illingworth depicts the 

status and worth of a Woman in the eyes of a man. 

Despite of the crime he committed twenty years ago 

by not marrying Rachel, he is still not repentant and 

even today after years of living and observing life 

minutely, Lord Illingworth prioritizes his own 

emotions and wishes, giving a damn care to Rachel's. 

Even today he is not dutiful towards Rachel; even 

today it is his own self-interest, his own comfort 

which is important. This is the scenario of existence, 

of life in this patriarchal world where woman are not 

considered beings with life and emotions but just 

lifeless blocks to be moulded and utilized the way 

they are required. 

But of course we find Rachel asserting her 

individuality: 

MRS. ARBUTHNOT. I decline to marry you, Lord 

Illingworth. (Act IV-217) 

However as the conversation proceeds, Lord 

Illingworth admits the sincere love offered to him by 

Rachel: 

LORD ILLINGWORTH..... Upon my word, Rachel, no 

woman ever loved me as you did....It's being amusing 

experience to have met amongst people of one's own 

rank, and treated seriously too one's mistress, and 

one's- (Mrs Arbuthnot snatches up glove and strikes 

Lord Illingworth across the face with it.... Sighs and 

leaves the room.) (Act IV-219) 

MRS. ARBUTHNOT. (falls sobbing on the sofa) He 

would have said it. He would have said it. (Act IV-219) 
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Thus there has always remained a communication 

gap between a man and a woman. Perhaps men lack 

the acumen to understand a female language and 

besides women are not expected to have any unique 

characteristic thoughts of their own. Thus 'In speech 

with a man a woman is at a disadvantage', wrote 

Dorothy Richardson, ‘because they speak different 

languages’; and seeing that a man ‘will never speak 

nor understand’ the language of a woman, ‘she must 

therefore, stammeringly, speak his.' 8 

Thus the play ends with an abrupt dramatic turning, 

with Rachel giving a wonderful response on Gerald's 

enquiry about some visitor: 

MRS. ARBUTHNOT. Oh ! no one. No one in particular. 

A man of no importance. (Act- IV-220) 

Thus we can conclude with A. B. Walkley’s words: 

To tell you the whole content of my thought, I 

suspect that verbal antithesis is not only the secret of 

Mr. Wilde's dialogue, but of his dramatic action as 

well. What is the opposite to ‘a woman of no 

importance'? Why, 'a man of no importance.' Has not 

Mr. Wilde simply set himself to write a play in which 

these two phrases should be the two contrasted 

mots de la piece? I can conceive him tackling his 

problem something in this way. My man and woman 

‘of no importance’ must be intimately related- 

obviously, by ties of love - or there will be no struggle 

of passion; that is, no drama.9 
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