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INTRODUCTION

Gender is a state of being male or female; this refers to social and cultural differences
rather than biological one. Gender is used to distinguish masculine and feminine characteristics
and it is usually used based on social structures including the gender roles and social roles or the
gender identity.
Sexuality on the other hand, describes how expression is important in a person’s life, how
one chooses to express that sexuality and the preference one may have towards the type of sexual
partner they choose.
Therefore, gender and sexuality refers to social concepts on how men and women should
think, feel, and act.
On how gender is presented in modern comedy, comedy usually pushes the boundaries of
the socially acceptable by transgressing and therefore expanding the boundaries of traditional
gender presentation; In traditional comedy, men are presented to be masculine, not ruled by
emotion, strong and hardworking while women on the other hand are presented to belong to the
home, ruled by emotion, men, and regarded as the weaker sex.
PRESENTATION OF GENDER AND SEXUALITY IN ‘THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING
EARNEST’ BY OSCAR WILDE AND ‘TARTUFFE’ BY MOLIERE.
The presentation of gender and sexuality can be seen using the modern comic work of
Oscar Wilde’s ‘The importance of being Earnest’ and Moliere’s ‘Tartuffe’.
In the importance of being earnest, the question of each gender’s role in the society often
centers on power. Oscar Wilde presents gender roles by putting women (like Lady Bracknell) in
the position of power and by showing that men can be irresponsible in making decisions. Lady
Bracknell reverse gender role stereotypes by exercising power and control over the opposite sex,
she exhibits strong administrative qualities and controls her domestic as well as outside affairs.
In the Victorian World, men had much and greater power than women and they made the
decision for their Family while women worked around the house, however Oscar contrasted this
traditional view on gender and sexuality either to make humor of these features and to make fun
of the conventional roles of the society. Jack and Algernon cannot really be regarded masculine

or at any rate both of them do not fit the criteria for what characteristics stereotypical Victorian
men would be, they are both what people at that time would call “dandies”.
Algernon and Jack ungentlemanly behavior and trivial pursuit can be seen
as comic and deliberate in making men seem less powerful and unserious. Algernon is also a
little too concerned with clothing to come across as masculine. This can be seen when he
criticizes Jack by saying that he had ‘never known anyone to put so much effort into dressing and
produce so little effort. Algernon also says in Act two when talking to Cecily that he wouldn’t
trust Jack to buy his outfit as he has ‘no taste in neckties’ Algy in short, is ‘dandy’ making him
unmasculine and a bit of a joker in the eyes of the Victorian audience. A time in the play, when
we see women as having more power than men is in the character of lady Bracknell. She is
strong and blunt even coming across as a bit intimidating. We get the feeling that even Algy is
afraid of her as he would rather make up a fake man than tells her that he cannot have the
pleasure of dinning with her; another strong female character we see is Gwendolyn. She is
feminine in some aspect like how she wanted the proper proposal but at the same time she can be
seen as more masculine than Jack especially because she is quite assertive. Gwendolyn is also
breaking stereotypes as when her mother tells her to wait in the carriage but she defies her, as
most girls at the time would not even dare to disobey their mother in Victorian era.
A good example of Gwendolyn being assertive is when Jack is made to propose to her
properly even though Gwendolyn knows exactly what he is going to ask her and she even tell
him that she is going to accept him before he propose, Gwendolyn insists on a proposal, which is
absurd. Gwendolyn is clearly going to be more and more like her mother as she matures. We see
Algy mentions this when he says that “a girl’s worst flaw is that they will end up just like their
mother. Lady Bracknell is probably the most masculine character in the play. She is very
pompous and the assertive of all the character. She has the power to stop Jack from marring
Gwendolyn and has the ability to boss the male character (Algy and Jack) of the play around.
Lady Bracknell’s masculinity is funny because it is almost absurd. She is seen as lacking some
more feminine characteristics like sympathy for example, she has no sympathy for Burberry who
she claims should just make up his mind whether he is going to live or die”. She gives Jack no
condolences when he says that he had ‘lost’ both his parents, instead she says that he was
careless, and when he explains that he was found, she appears to be outraged and shocked giving

us the impression that she has control over the situation. Lady Bracknell has the upper hand over
all the main characters in the play. After the examination of the female character, it can be
concluded that the female characters are not really typical Victorian women that Algernon and
Jack typical Victorian men. Oscar Wilde has created a character that challenge the Victorian
view of gender and sexuality relations and that is what causes the play to be so funny. The
characters are not what you would expert and can be seen as over exaggerated stereotypes of
gender and sexuality roles at that time.
However, modern comic works especially those of Moliere, presents a contrary view
on gender and sexuality. Moliere’s Tartuffe, functions not just as a religious satire but also a
satire on societal unfair treatment to women. He uses several female characters to critique the
social structure that oppose females so unfairly,

and through

the

female

characters,

demonstrates that females are capable of much more. After all, it is the female
character that utilizes logic and cunning to bring out Tartuffe’s unmasking and succeeds
where the men failed to do so. Hence, it is through the female characters’ insistency that guides
the

family

through

Orgon’s

foolish

decisions

and

Tartuffe’s

scheme.

Mariane is portrayed as an obedient and submissive femalewho refrains from outwardly exp
ressing her opinion.In thisrespect, she is the most conventional

character of her time. She

reflects what the traditional society finds acceptable in women’.
However, through Dorine and Elmire, Moliere present women of the modern society
were emancipated, defy conventional standard with tremendous vigor and enthusiasm. They are
highly outspoken characters. Dorine, the maid of the family outwardly expressed her opinion as a
maid. She openly expresses that Tartuff is a fraud defiantly towards Orgon with reason and
understanding in which Orgon seems to lack. Dorine absolute disregard for her position
combined with her rational ability to see through Tartuff’s scheme. Moliere argument that
women should pay no heed to their position within the hierarchy since they are capable of using
logical reasoning and making decisions, just as much as even more than men. In addition, Elmire
is shown to display a grate degree of intelligence through his subversion of authority and using
social convention to convince her husband of Tartuffe’s scheme. She uses cunning to expose
Tartuffe by advancing on Tartuffe with Orgon hidden. This ultimately leads to Tartuffe’s dismiss,

as well as Orgon dismissing his plan for his daughter. Thus Moliere demonstrates that women are
capable of being who deserve what the patriarchal hierarchy deems them.
In modern comedy, women are presented as subject whose possession is sought after as a
price of reward. Orgon wants his daughter married to Tartuffe not because the daughter loves
Tartuffe but because he wants to use her to reward Tartuff for his presupposed righteousness.
Orgon is clearly the head of his family household although the rest of the family has much better
sense than him. Moliere satirizes this arrogance of Patriarchal who feels superior to others in
their family simply because of their position. Orgon refuses to listen to his wife, Elmire and
Dorine over Tartuffe’s hypocrisy. He also completely dominate his children, ordering Damis out
of the house because he has dared to malign Tartuffe by reporting the religious man’s attempt to
seduce his step mother. He also wants to give Mariane to Tartuffe in marriage eve without her
consent. This character is also seen in Moliere’s The Miser (Harpagon) who uses his aristocratic
power as the head of the household to dominate others. He undermines Elise’s feeling an choose
a husband for her. He also tried to marry Mariane, who is in love with his son, Cleante.

