
Larger Given Circumstances 

Socialite Aristocracy of Victorian England 

 

Domestic Situation 

Home 

Value servants in the home. 

“And, speaking of the science of Life, have you got the cucumber sandwiches cut for Lady 

Bracknell?” (Algernon) 

“The watering of flowers is rather Moulton’s duty than yours?” (Prism) 

Marriage 

Value a man’s right to choose bachelorhood. 

“If I marry a charming girl like Gwendolen.” (Jack) 

“A man who desires to get married.” (Bracknell) 

Value childbearing women who are married. 

“Unmarried!  I do not deny that is a serious blow...Why should there be one law for men, and 

another for women?” (Jack) 

Value adultery as a prescription for tedious marriage. 

“A man who marries without knowing Bunbury has a very tedious time of it.” (Algernon) 

“In married life three is company and two is none.” (Algernon) 

“No married man is ever attractive except to his wife.” (Prism) 

Value engagements as nearly equal to marriage itself. 

“Of course it was.  On the 22nd of last March.  You can see the entry if you like. [Shows diary.]  

‘To-day I broke off my engagement with Ernest.” (Cecily) 

“To speak frankly, I am not in favour of long engagements.” (Bracknell) 

“I adore you.  But you haven’t proposed to me yet.  Nothing has been said at all about marriage.  

The subject has not even been touched on.” (Gwendolen) 

Value women who put on a mask of respectability 

“[The presence of the servants exercises a restraining influence, under which both girls chafe.]”  



“The amount of women in London who flirt with their own husbands is perfectly scandalous.  It 

looks so bad.  It is simply washing one’s clean linen in public.” (Algernon)  

 

Economic Situation 

Money/Profit 

Value wealth to sustain upper class living and as a way to determine marriable eligibility  

“What is your income?” (Bracknell 24) 

“As a matter of form, Mr. Worthing, I had better ask you if Miss Cardew has any little fortune?” 

(Bracknell 78) 

Value investments as a main source of income to raise themselves to satisfactory social levels. 

“Between seven and eight thousand a year.” (Jack) “In land, or in investments?” (Bracknell) 

Property 

Value property as a class marker since lower classes don’t have access to it. 

“A country house! How many bedrooms?  Well, that point can be cleared up afterwards.  You 

have a town house, I hope?” (Bracknell) 

Goods 

Value goods to subliminally influence the public on social manners. 

“Do you mean to say you have had my cigarette case all this time?  I wish to goodness you had let 

me know.  I have been writing frantic letters to Scotland Yard about it.  I was very nearly offering 

a large reward.” (Jack) 

“Bread and butter, please. Cake is rarely seen at the best houses nowadays.” (Gwendolen) 

“And here, on the lock, are my initials. I had forgotten that in an extravagant mood I had had 

them placed there. The bag is undoubtedly mine.” (Prism) 

Work 

Value work as a function of the lower classes.  

“Well, yes, I must admit I smoke.” (Jack) “I am glad to hear it.  A man should always have an 

occupation of some kind.  There are far too many idle men in London as it is.” (Bracknell) 

“It is awfully hard work doing nothing. (Algernon) 

“Poor Jenkins the carter, a most hard-working man. (Chasuble) 



“I don’t quite like women who are interested in philanthropic work.  I think it is so forward of 

them.” (Cecily) 

 

Social Situation 

Class 

Value knowing and maintaining rank (family lineage) through marriage. 

“I would strongly advise you, Mr. Worthing, to try and acquire some relations as soon as possible, 

and to make a definite effort to produce at any rate one parent, of either sex, before the season is 

quite over.” (Bracknell) 

“You can hardly imagine that I and Lord Bracknell would dream of allowing our only daughter—a 

girl brought up with the utmost care—to marry into a cloak-room, and form an alliance with a 

parcel?” (Bracknell) 

Education 

Value clever conversation. 

“I am sick to death of cleverness.  Everybody is clever nowadays.  You can’t go anywhere without 

meeting clever people. The thing has become an absolute public nuisance.” (Jack) 

“More than half of modern culture depends on what one shouldn’t read.” (Algernon)  

Value the opportunity to attend university. 

“My nephew Algernon?  Impossible!  He is an Oxonian.” (Bracknell) 

“I followed her at once by a luggage train. Her unhappy father is, I am glad to say, under the 

impression that she is attending a more than usually lengthy lecture by the University Extension 

Scheme on the Influence of a permanent income on Thought.” (Bracknell) 

Gender 

Value women being asexual in their courtship and their suitor being chosen by their guardian. 

“My dear fellow, Gwendolen is my first cousin.  And before I allow you to marry her, you will have 

to clear up the whole question of Cecily.”(Algernon) 

“There is certainly no chance of your marrying Miss Cardew.” (Jack) 

Value women being chaste until marriage. 

“Mr. Worthing! I am unmarried! (Prism) “Unmarried!  I do not deny that is a serious blow.” (Jack) 



 You have invented a very useful younger brother called Ernest, in order that you may be able to 

come up to town as often as you like.  I have invented an invaluable permanent invalid called 

Bunbury, in order that I may be able to go down into the country whenever I choose. 

“If you ever get married, which seems to me extremely problematic, you will be very glad to know 

Bunbury.  A man who marries without knowing Bunbury has a very tedious time of it. (Algernon) 

Value men having freedom to sleep around. 

“The only way to behave to a woman is to make love to her, if she is pretty, and to some one else, 

if she is plain.” (Algernon) 

Ethnicity 

Value the German “order” over the French "freedom.” 

“The corrupt French Drama.” (Bracknell) 

 “French songs I cannot possibly allow.” (Bracknell) 

“But German sounds a thoroughly respectable language.” (Bracknell) 

“Horrid, horrid German!” (Cecily) 

 

Political Situation 

Power/Governance 

Value the etiquette strictly enforced by the aristocratic class. 

“I often wish that in public, at any rate, you had been more demonstrative.” (Gwendolen) 

“Really, if the lower orders don’t set us a good example, what on earth is the use of them?  They 

seem, as a class, to have absolutely no sense of moral responsibility.” (Algernon) 

“[The presence of the servants exercises a restraining influence, under which both girls chafe.]” 

 

Moral/Ethical Situation 

Behavior 

Value a mix of severity and sincerity, and strict attention to etiquette. 

“When one is placed in the position of guardian, one has to adopt a very high moral tone on all 

subjects.” (Jack) 



Well, one must be serious about something, if one wants to have any amusement in life.  I 

happen to be serious about Bunburying.  What on earth you are serious about I haven’t got the 

remotest idea.  About everything, I should fancy.  You have such an absolutely trivial nature.” 

(Algernon) 

“I need hardly tell you that in families of high position strange coincidences are not supposed to 

occur. They are hardly considered the thing” (Bracknell) 

Religion 

Value the integration of church and culture. 

“We live, as I hope you know, Mr. Worthing, in an age of ideals.  The fact is constantly mentioned 

in the more expensive monthly magazines, and has reached the provincial pulpits.” (Gwendolen) 

“Ah! that reminds me, you mentioned christenings I think, Dr. Chasuble?  I suppose you know how 

to christen all right?  [Dr. Chasuble looks astounded.]  I mean, of course, you are continually 

christening, aren’t you?” (Jack) 

“Every luxury that money could buy, including christening, had been lavished on you by your fond 

and doting parents.” (Bracknell) 

Sexuality 

Value conservative and embarrassed attitude towards sex. 

“My dear fellow, the way you flirt with Gwendolen is perfectly disgraceful.  It is almost as bad as 

the way Gwendolen flirts with you.” (Algernon) 

“The amount of women in London who flirt with their own husbands is perfectly scandalous.” 

(Algernon) 

“Rise, sir, from this semi-recumbent posture. It is most indecorous.” (Bracknell) 


