
 

© Associated   Asia   Research   Foundation (AARF) 
A Monthly Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International e-Journal - Included in the International Serial Directories. 

 

Page | 28  

 

Gender and Performance in Restoration Comedy: Satire and Social Norms 

in The Way of the World 

 
Dr. Smita K 

Assistant Professor of English 

Government P.G.College, Sector -1, Panchkula 

Abstract 

This paper examines William Congreve’s The Way of the World (1700) as a central text for 

understanding the interplay of gender, performance, and satire in Restoration comedy. Situated 

within a period of social transition, the play dramatizes the complexities of marriage, 

inheritance, and reputation, exposing the contractual and performative dimensions of gender 

relations. Through characters such as Millamant, Lady Wishfort, and Mirabell, Congreve 

critiques patriarchal constraints while simultaneously highlighting women’s wit, negotiation, 

and agency in a society dominated by property and appearance. The “proviso scene” 

particularly illustrates how performance and satire destabilize rigid norms, offering a space for 

both compliance and resistance. Moreover, the presence of actresses on the Restoration stage 

underscores how gender itself was staged and scrutinized in new ways. By combining feminist, 

performance, and cultural materialist perspectives, this study explores how The Way of the 

World reflects and satirizes social norms while challenging audiences to reconsider the 

construction of gender and power. 
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Introduction 

The Restoration period in England, marked by the reopening of theatres in 1660 after the 

Puritan ban, witnessed a cultural and literary transformation where drama became a medium 

for both entertainment and social commentary. William Congreve’s The Way of the World 

(1700), often regarded as the pinnacle of Restoration comedy, reflects the complexities of 

gender, performance, and satire during this era. Written at the cusp of change, the play bridges 

the bawdy wit of earlier Restoration comedies with the emerging moral seriousness of 

eighteenth-century drama, offering a rich canvas to study the intersections of gender roles and 

social norms. Central to this comedy of manners is the negotiation of marriage, inheritance, 

and social reputation, themes that reveal the transactional nature of relationships within 

aristocratic society. Female characters such as Millamant and Lady Wishfort embody the 

dualities of wit and vulnerability, autonomy and restriction, reflecting how women performed 

both conformity and resistance to patriarchal expectations. The famous “proviso scene” 

between Mirabell and Millamant dramatizes the contractual element of marriage, 

foregrounding female agency while simultaneously exposing the limits imposed by law and 

convention. Male characters, in contrast, wrestle with the performance of masculinity, where 

wit, control, and economic power define social worth, yet often leave them exposed to satire 

for hypocrisy or vanity. The stage itself, newly populated by professional actresses, amplified 

gender performance in unprecedented ways, blurring the line between character and social role, 

actor and audience perception. Through biting satire, Congreve critiques a society obsessed 

with reputation, wealth, and appearances, while also dramatizing the tensions between 

individual desire and social constraint. Thus, The Way of the World not only entertains through 

its dazzling repartee and intricate plot but also interrogates the construction of gender and the 

performance of social norms, making it an essential text for exploring how Restoration comedy 

negotiated the shifting cultural landscape of gender, power, and satire. 

Significance of the Study 

The significance of this study lies in its exploration of how William Congreve’s The Way of the 

World illuminates the intersections of gender, performance, and satire within the cultural 

framework of Restoration society. By focusing on the representation of women’s wit, agency, 

and negotiation of power alongside the satire of masculine authority, the study highlights how 
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comedy functioned as both entertainment and social critique. It underscores the importance of 

performance—not only in terms of theatrical enactment but also in the performance of gender 

roles dictated by social norms. This analysis contributes to a deeper understanding of how 

Restoration comedy exposed the hypocrisies of patriarchal structures, questioned the 

transactional nature of marriage, and reflected shifting ideas of identity and power. Ultimately, 

the study is significant because it situates The Way of the World as a critical text for examining 

the cultural construction of gender and the enduring role of satire in challenging social 

conventions. 

Scope of the Study 

The scope of this study is centered on William Congreve’s The Way of the World (1700) as a 

representative Restoration comedy that reflects the interplay of gender, performance, and satire 

within its historical and cultural context. The analysis focuses on how male and female 

characters embody and subvert social norms through language, wit, and theatrical performance, 

with particular attention to the negotiation of marriage, inheritance, and reputation. The study 

emphasizes the performative nature of gender roles on stage, highlighting how female 

characters like Millamant and Lady Wishfort articulate both resistance and conformity within 

patriarchal structures. It also examines male characters as embodiments of power, wit, and 

social control, often undermined by satire. While the primary text is the central focus, the study 

draws on feminist, performance, and cultural materialist perspectives to situate the play within 

broader debates on gender and social norms, without extending into later eighteenth-century 

sentimental comedy. 

Historical and Literary Context 

 Restoration Theatre (1660–1700s) 

The Restoration of the monarchy in 1660, following the Puritan regime that had closed all 

theatres, marked a vibrant rebirth of English drama. The reopening of theatres under Charles 

II’s patronage not only revived performance culture but also transformed it. For the first time, 

women were permitted to perform on the English stage, a shift that carried profound 

implications for gender representation and performance. The presence of actresses heightened 
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the interplay between sexuality and theatricality, as female characters could now embody wit, 

allure, and agency with greater authenticity, while also becoming subjects of voyeuristic 

scrutiny. Restoration theatre was characterized by a dazzling culture of wit and satire, often 

directed at aristocratic manners, hypocrisy, and social ambition. Plays catered primarily to 

courtly and aristocratic audiences who relished the verbal repartee, comic intrigues, and risqué 

portrayals of desire. Comedy of manners, in particular, became the dominant form, offering a 

satirical mirror of elite society, where reputation, marriage, and social standing were treated as 

matters of both humor and critique. The Restoration stage thus became a cultural site where 

shifting ideas of gender, sexuality, and social performance were dramatized and contested. 

 William Congreve’s Place 

Within this theatrical landscape, William Congreve (1670–1729) emerged as one of the most 

brilliant dramatists of late Restoration comedy. Renowned for his mastery of wit, polished 

dialogue, and complex plots, Congreve refined the comedy of manners into an art form that 

combined sharp satire with psychological nuance. His final play, The Way of the World (1700), 

is often considered the culmination of Restoration comedy, encapsulating both its brilliance 

and its cultural limits. Unlike the earlier, more libertine comedies of Etherege or Wycherley, 

Congreve’s play reflects a growing shift toward sentimentalism, where moral undertones and 

emotional sincerity begin to temper bawdy excess. The Way of the World occupies a transitional 

position, offering both a dazzling display of repartee and a critique of social practices such as 

arranged marriages, inheritance laws, and gender inequalities. While it was not an immediate 

commercial success, the play has since achieved canonical status as one of the most 

sophisticated examples of Restoration theatre. Critics have praised it for blending satire with 

deeper commentary on the fragility of social conventions, making it not only a product of its 

age but also a text that anticipates eighteenth-century developments in comedy and drama. 

Through Congreve, the Restoration stage reached both its stylistic peak and its cultural turning 

point, bridging the gap between the libertine spirit of the 1660s and the more morally conscious 

drama that followed. 
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Literature Review 

Canfield, J. D. (2001). He emphasizes the centrality of wit, satire, and social critique in the 

genre, particularly its preoccupation with sexual politics, class structures, and the performance 

of manners. Canfield traces how Restoration comedy evolved from libertine humor and bawdy 

intrigue toward more refined representations of social life, reflecting the shifting tastes of 

audiences and broader cultural changes. He highlights dramatists like Congreve, Wycherley, 

and Etherege, showing how their plays not only entertained but also mirrored anxieties about 

morality, gender roles, and authority in a rapidly changing society. Importantly, Canfield 

positions The Way of the World as a transitional text that tempers earlier licentiousness with 

elegance and moral complexity. For students of Congreve, this essay offers critical insight into 

the genre’s stylistic achievements and social functions, making it essential for understanding 

how Restoration comedy functioned as both performance and cultural critique, deeply 

embedded in the values and contradictions of its time. 

Dharwadker, A. (2001). The essay emphasizes the ways comedies of manners, including 

Congreve’s The Way of the World, dramatize social mobility, inheritance disputes, and the 

negotiation of marriage settlements, all of which underscore the importance of property and 

class distinction. Dharwadker argues that Restoration drama often exposes the fragility of 

aristocratic identity, as characters struggle to maintain appearances and consolidate wealth in 

a society increasingly influenced by emerging middle-class values. By analyzing the 

performative nature of class roles, Dharwadker demonstrates how drama became a site for 

staging anxieties about hierarchy, legitimacy, and social aspiration. The essay also highlights 

the satirical lens through which playwrights critiqued both aristocratic extravagance and 

middle-class pretensions, underscoring theatre’s role as a mirror of social stratification. This 

perspective is particularly relevant for understanding The Way of the World, where issues of 

inheritance and marriage contracts dominate the plot, positioning class as an essential 

framework for interpreting Restoration comedy’s cultural resonance. 

Blanch, S. (2013). She highlights how comedy has served as both a space of marginalization 

and empowerment for women writers and performers. Comedy often ridicules female 

characters through stereotypes of vanity, foolishness, or sexual transgression, yet it also 

provides opportunities for women to assert wit, agency, and critique of patriarchal norms. This 

paradox is deeply relevant to Restoration drama, where female characters like Millamant and 

Lady Wishfort embody both ridicule and resistance. Millamant, for instance, uses comedy to 
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subvert male authority by negotiating her autonomy, while Lady Wishfort’s exaggerated self-

display exposes double standards about age and gender. Blanch’s work helps illuminate how 

Congreve’s female characters participate in this longer tradition of women’s relationship with 

humor, underscoring comedy’s dual role as both oppressive and liberating, depending on how 

audiences interpret and respond to its gendered dynamics. 

Solomon, D. (2005). She argues that plays cannot be understood in isolation from their 

theatrical framing and cultural contexts, since paratexts often conveyed ideological messages, 

justified controversial content, or guided audience interpretation. Of particular interest is the 

analysis of how sexualized imagery, suggestive humor, and performance by actresses were 

both sanctioned and criticized through such paratexts. For a play like Congreve’s The Way of 

the World, Solomon’s framework is highly relevant: prologues and epilogues often framed 

Restoration comedies as witty yet socially critical, balancing libertine humor with moral 

reflection. Her attention to genre also underscores how Congreve refined the comedy of 

manners, making it a more nuanced vehicle for satire. This work is useful for examining the 

interplay between text, performance, and audience reception, highlighting how Restoration 

theatre constructed and contested gender roles, sexual norms, and the boundaries of propriety 

within a broader cultural matrix. 

Kinservik, M. J. (2002). He traces how government authorities, theatre managers, and shifting 

audience expectations restricted or reshaped satire, particularly when it threatened to critique 

political power or social norms too directly. This context illuminates the precarious position of 

playwrights like Congreve, who had to balance sharp satire with the risk of censorship or public 

disapproval. In The Way of the World, satire is more refined and subtle than in earlier libertine 

plays, a strategy that can be understood in light of these pressures. Kinservik shows how satire 

was “disciplined” into forms that emphasized wit, elegance, and indirect critique rather than 

overt political attack. This study provides valuable insight into the cultural forces that 

influenced Congreve’s dramaturgy, explaining why his satire often targets social hypocrisy, 

marriage contracts, and gender roles in coded or comic ways rather than addressing explicit 

political critique. It emphasizes how censorship shaped Restoration comedy into a 

sophisticated art of indirection, irony, and double meaning. 

Fisk, D. P., & Canfield, J. D. (Eds.). (2010). The book emphasizes interdisciplinary 

approaches, drawing from literary studies, history, and cultural theory to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of the period’s theatre. For Congreve’s The Way of the World, 
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this collection provides critical perspectives that connect the play to debates about property, 

gender, performance, and morality. The volume’s attention to cultural readings demonstrates 

how Restoration comedy not only entertained but also engaged audiences in reflection on 

power, identity, and social structures. By situating Congreve within this cultural web, the 

essays highlight how The Way of the World both reflects and critiques the values of its time. 

This volume is thus an essential resource for contextualizing Congreve’s work in relation to 

broader Restoration cultural debates and theoretical frameworks. 

Fisk, D. P. (Ed.). (2000). The collection of essays addresses topics such as the politics of the 

stage, the rise of actresses, the role of audiences, theatrical architecture, and the development 

of comedy and tragedy. It situates Restoration drama within the cultural transformations of the 

seventeenth century, highlighting how theatre reflected the political restoration of Charles II, 

the libertine ethos of the court, and the tensions between aristocratic and emerging middle-

class values. For Congreve’s The Way of the World, this companion offers essential background 

on both genre and performance, emphasizing the comedy of manners as a form that epitomized 

the Restoration’s fascination with wit, satire, and social critique. By providing both detailed 

scholarship and broad cultural framing, the volume equips readers with the tools to interpret 

Congreve’s play as a product of its historical moment and as a sophisticated response to 

changing theatrical tastes. Its essays serve as a foundation for understanding the Restoration 

stage as a site of cultural negotiation. 

Gender Roles and Performance 

 Representation of Women 

In The Way of the World, Congreve presents women not as silent figures confined to domestic 

spaces but as witty, assertive, and capable of negotiating the rigid social norms of Restoration 

society. Characters like Millamant and Mrs. Fainall exemplify the intellectual sharpness of 

women who navigate a male-dominated world by deploying wit as both resistance and survival. 

Millamant, in particular, emerges as a central figure who embodies the paradoxes of female 

identity during this era—constrained by patriarchal laws of inheritance and marriage, yet 

empowered through her eloquence and independence of thought. The famous “proviso scene” 

between Mirabell and Millamant is crucial to this negotiation, as it dramatizes the power 

struggle between male authority and female agency. Here, Millamant articulates her terms for 

marriage with a remarkable assertion of autonomy, insisting upon freedom within 

matrimony—a demand that challenges the transactional and contractual basis of Restoration 
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marriage. Congreve further complicates the representation of women through Lady Wishfort, 

who becomes a satirical embodiment of the vulnerabilities of age, gender, and desire. Although 

she is often ridiculed for vanity and susceptibility, Lady Wishfort’s character highlights the 

double standards applied to older women in a society that equates female value with youth and 

beauty. By giving her a voice—albeit exaggerated and satirical—Congreve critiques both the 

cruelty of patriarchal judgments and the precariousness of women’s social positions. 

Ultimately, Congreve’s women are not passive but strategic performers, using wit, intellect, 

and negotiation to navigate structures designed to limit them, while exposing the hypocrisies 

of a society that simultaneously desires and disciplines female power. 

 Masculinity and Social Power 

While female characters expose the limits of patriarchal structures, Congreve’s men reveal the 

anxieties underpinning masculine authority in Restoration culture. The figure of the rake, a 

staple of Restoration comedy, reflects the shifting ideals of masculinity during the late 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Unlike the unrestrained libertines of earlier plays, 

Congreve’s Mirabell represents a more disciplined rake—still witty and charming, but 

increasingly aware that marriage and social settlement are the only means to secure stability 

and inheritance. This shift demonstrates how masculine identity was being redefined from pure 

libertinism toward a balance of wit, control, and economic pragmatism. Yet, male characters 

also embody vulnerabilities, particularly anxieties surrounding property, legitimacy, and 

reputation. Fainall, for example, manipulates marriage settlements to secure financial 

advantage, exposing the cynical nature of male authority as rooted not in personal virtue but in 

material power. Such portrayals suggest that masculinity itself is a performance sustained by 

wealth and social validation, rather than innate superiority. In this sense, Congreve’s satire 

destabilizes patriarchal ideals by showing how men, like women, are ensnared in performative 

roles dictated by societal expectations. 

 Performance, Satire, and Social Commentary 

Congreve’s treatment of gender in The Way of the World must be understood within the broader 

theatrical and cultural framework of the Restoration stage. The introduction of professional 

actresses profoundly altered the dynamics of performance, making the representation of gender 

both literal and symbolic. Women performing women’s roles allowed audiences to scrutinize 

female agency, sexuality, and wit in ways that were impossible during earlier all-male 
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productions. This heightened the sense that gender was itself a performance, subject to social 

negotiation and theatrical exaggeration. Satire thus becomes a central tool through which 

Congreve critiques the performative nature of gender and social norms. Lady Wishfort’s 

exaggerated vanity, Millamant’s calculated negotiation, Mirabell’s careful wit, and Fainall’s 

financial scheming all serve as mirrors of a society obsessed with appearances, reputation, and 

economic security. The comedy of manners format amplifies these tensions, as the duel of 

repartee dramatizes the struggle between desire and duty, freedom and control. In exposing 

these contradictions, The Way of the World does more than entertain; it interrogates the cultural 

scripts of gender and power, satirizing both male and female roles as performances shaped by 

the rigid yet fragile structures of Restoration society. 

Satire and Social Norms 

 Marriage and Contractual Relationships 

In William Congreve’s The Way of the World, marriage is presented not as a romantic union 

but as an economic and social institution governed by legal contracts, inheritance, and the 

preservation of reputation. The Restoration period, with its emphasis on property rights and 

financial settlements, made marriage a transaction as much as a personal relationship. 

Congreve dramatizes this through the intricate negotiations between Mirabell and Millamant, 

where marriage is reduced to a form of legal bargaining. The famous “proviso scene” satirizes 

this dynamic by transforming the courtship ritual into a contractual debate, exposing how love 

is subordinated to economic considerations. Millamant’s insistence on maintaining personal 

freedom within marriage directly critiques the subjugation of women under patriarchal norms, 

while Mirabell’s willingness to concede illustrates shifting attitudes toward companionate 

marriage. Satire here functions as a critique of a society that views women as commodities 

within a marketplace of wealth and alliances. By dramatizing the absurdity of turning love into 

legal clauses, Congreve forces the audience to confront the materialistic foundation of marriage 

and its role in perpetuating inequality. His characters reveal that marriage is not merely a 

private arrangement but a public institution deeply entangled with class, property, and power. 

 

 

 Inheritance, Class, and Gendered Power 
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Restoration society was structured around property, inheritance, and class privilege, and The 

Way of the World uses satire to expose the gendered inequities embedded in these structures. 

Women’s rights to property were severely limited, and their economic security often depended 

upon advantageous marriages. Millamant’s fortune, for instance, is controlled by Lady 

Wishfort, making her marital prospects subject to financial considerations rather than personal 

choice. Congreve’s satire highlights the absurdity of such dependency, where a woman’s 

autonomy is undermined by laws and customs that prioritize male control of wealth. Lady 

Wishfort, despite her position as a wealthy widow, is also trapped within these dynamics, 

mocked for her vanity and desire but ultimately defined by her role as guardian of property and 

reputation. Male characters like Fainall exploit these legal structures, attempting to manipulate 

settlements for personal gain, which reveals the predatory aspects of masculine power. Through 

these depictions, Congreve critiques the hypocrisy of a society that champions male authority 

while reducing women to bargaining chips in the struggle for inheritance and class 

preservation. The satire is sharp in its exposure of double standards: men are celebrated for 

ambition and manipulation, while women are ridiculed for desire and self-assertion. By 

exaggerating these contradictions, Congreve underscores the fragility of patriarchal systems 

and the inherent injustices of gendered power relations. 

 The Wit and Language of Comedy 

If marriage and inheritance form the thematic core of Congreve’s satire, wit and language 

provide the stylistic means through which these critiques are delivered. The Restoration 

comedy of manners thrives on dialogue, and The Way of the World exemplifies this with its 

dazzling repartee and verbal duels. Wit becomes both a form of entertainment and a 

performance of intellect and desire, where characters assert dominance not through physical 

power but through mastery of language. Millamant and Mirabell’s exchanges demonstrate how 

speech itself becomes a tool for negotiating gender roles, with repartee serving as both flirtation 

and power play. Satire emerges in the way language reveals social hypocrisy—Lady Wishfort’s 

overwrought speeches expose her vanity, while Fainall’s manipulative rhetoric underscores his 

greed. In this context, comedy transforms into a stage for performing gender, where 

masculinity is measured by rhetorical control and femininity by verbal agility. Wit functions 

as a social weapon, allowing women like Millamant to assert agency in a world that otherwise 

denies them material power. At the same time, the emphasis on language reflects the 

performative nature of social identity itself: gender roles are not innate but enacted through 
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speech, gesture, and interaction. Congreve’s satire thus extends beyond individual characters 

to critique the entire social fabric, showing how words construct power, reinforce norms, and, 

when wielded with wit, undermine them. 

Performance Aspects 

 Stagecraft and Theatricality 

The performance aspects of The Way of the World are inseparable from its meaning, as 

Congreve wrote in a period when the stage itself was undergoing radical transformation. The 

introduction of professional actresses in 1660 altered the dynamics of theatrical representation 

and gave new dimensions to gendered performance. Female characters were no longer 

embodied by boys or young men, but by women whose physical presence on stage emphasized 

questions of sexuality, desire, and social identity. In Congreve’s play, Millamant’s charm, wit, 

and independence would have been doubly striking when performed by an actress, since her 

resistance to patriarchal constraints mirrored the actress’s own social transgression of 

occupying a public stage. This added authenticity made the performance of female autonomy 

a direct challenge to cultural norms. Costuming also played a central role in the theatricality of 

gender: elaborate dresses, wigs, and accessories signaled class distinction while simultaneously 

inviting satire of superficiality and vanity. Lady Wishfort’s exaggerated fashion and gestures 

amplified her role as a satirical target, where the physical comedy of her character underlined 

the fragility of social pretensions. Gesture, movement, and voice—especially in scenes of 

negotiation, deception, and flirtation—were crucial in dramatizing sexuality as both power and 

vulnerability. Thus, the stagecraft of The Way of the World underscored its thematic 

preoccupation with performance, not only in the sense of theatrical acting but also in the 

broader sense of gender roles as socially scripted behaviors. 

 Audience Reception 

The reception of The Way of the World highlights the complex relationship between satire, 

performance, and audience expectations. Restoration audiences were diverse, composed of 

aristocrats seeking entertainment, intellectuals interested in wit, and increasingly, middle-class 

spectators whose tastes leaned toward moral seriousness. Aristocratic audiences, accustomed 

to the playfulness of libertine wit, may have delighted in Congreve’s intricate dialogue and 

satirical portraits of social ambition. However, middle-class audiences, more concerned with 

moral propriety, sometimes found the biting satire excessive or indecent. This tension helps 
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explain why the play was not a commercial success at its premiere, despite its later reputation 

as a masterpiece. Audience interpretation was also deeply gendered: for male spectators, satire 

of female characters like Lady Wishfort could be read as mockery, reinforcing patriarchal 

stereotypes of women as vain or foolish. For female spectators, however, the assertiveness of 

Millamant and the negotiation of the “proviso scene” may have offered a sense of 

empowerment, dramatizing the possibility of resisting male authority and asserting 

individuality within marriage. In this sense, the play’s reception reveals how satire could be 

double-edged—simultaneously ridiculing women for their transgressions while also exposing 

the injustice of the norms imposed upon them. The audience’s response, therefore, was not 

uniform but mediated by class, gender, and cultural attitudes toward wit and morality. 

 Satire, Performance, and Social Commentary 

Performance in The Way of the World operates as more than a vehicle for humor; it becomes a 

mode of social commentary, blurring the lines between stage and society. The Restoration stage 

was a site where private anxieties about gender, sexuality, and power were publicly dramatized, 

and Congreve’s play capitalizes on this by presenting social life itself as a theatrical 

performance. Characters constantly act roles—Mirabell as the witty suitor, Lady Wishfort as 

the aging beauty, Millamant as the independent woman—demonstrating that identity is a matter 

of performance rather than essence. Satire functions by exaggerating these roles, exposing their 

artificiality and fragility. The theatrical elements of costume, gesture, and repartee highlight 

the constructed nature of gender norms, while the audience’s varied reception underscores the 

social stakes of such performances. For some, the play confirmed conventional hierarchies by 

mocking female ambition or male vanity; for others, it destabilized those hierarchies by 

suggesting that wit and autonomy could transcend social constraint. In this way, Congreve’s 

comedy does not merely reflect Restoration society but actively interrogates it, using the stage 

as a mirror that reveals the contradictions of gender and class relations. The theatricality of The 

Way of the World thus becomes a metaphor for social life itself: a world where everyone is 

compelled to perform roles dictated by wealth, reputation, and desire, and where satire becomes 

the tool to both entertain and critique. 

The Comedy of Manners as a Genre 

The comedy of manners emerged as one of the defining forms of Restoration theatre, reflecting 
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the sophistication, wit, and decadence of aristocratic society after the reopening of the theatres 

in 1660. Unlike broad farce or romantic comedy, the genre derives its energy from verbal 

dexterity, intricate plots, and social satire, relying less on physical humor and more on the 

clever interplay of language and character. It is particularly concerned with the manners, 

fashions, and pretensions of the upper classes, making the stage a mirror of elite society in 

which wit and appearance often determine social power. William Congreve’s The Way of the 

World stands as one of the most refined and influential examples of this genre. His play exposes 

the vanity, greed, and hypocrisy of Restoration society through dazzling dialogue, intricate 

intrigue, and sharp satire, while also addressing serious issues such as inheritance, marriage, 

and gender roles. The genre thrives on the idea of social performance, where characters assume 

roles dictated by fashion, class, and desire, blurring the line between authenticity and artifice. 

In The Way of the World, this is especially evident in the witty exchanges between Mirabell and 

Millamant, where courtship becomes a duel of repartee, a performance of wit that 

simultaneously entertains and critiques the constraints of marriage and patriarchy. Lady 

Wishfort’s exaggerated self-presentation, likewise, dramatizes the artificiality of social roles, 

making her a satirical embodiment of vanity and vulnerability. Through such characters, 

Congreve demonstrates how social life itself is theatrical, governed by appearances and 

performances rather than sincerity or virtue. This use of comedy to highlight the performative 

nature of identity makes the genre an ideal vehicle for exploring the construction of gender and 

power. What distinguishes Congreve’s treatment of the comedy of manners from earlier 

practitioners such as Etherege or Wycherley is his refinement and restraint. While early 

Restoration comedies often reveled in libertine excess and bawdy humor, The Way of the World 

tempers its satire with elegance and subtlety, creating a more layered depiction of social life. 

Its emphasis on the contractual, legal, and emotional aspects of relationships reflects a cultural 

shift from crude farce to more sophisticated social critique, anticipating the rise of sentimental 

comedy in the eighteenth century. By refining the genre into a polished art form, Congreve not 

only cemented his reputation as its most sophisticated practitioner but also ensured the enduring 

critical relevance of The Way of the World as a landmark in English dramatic history. 

Conclusion 

William Congreve’s The Way of the World stands as both a brilliant artistic achievement and a 
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profound cultural commentary, embodying the tensions of Restoration society while 

anticipating the moral shifts of the eighteenth century. Through its refined deployment of wit, 

satire, and intricate social intrigue, the play interrogates the performative nature of gender roles, 

the transactional foundation of marriage, and the inequities of property and inheritance. Female 

characters such as Millamant and Lady Wishfort reveal the paradoxes of women’s agency and 

vulnerability, while male figures like Mirabell and Fainall expose the anxieties and hypocrisies 

underpinning masculine authority. The presence of professional actresses and the use of 

stagecraft highlight the theatricality of identity itself, transforming the play into a study of 

performance both on and off the stage. At the same time, the reception of the work underscores 

its complexity: dismissed by some contemporaries for its sophistication yet later celebrated as 

the pinnacle of Restoration comedy. By blending entertainment with incisive critique, The Way 

of the World illuminates how social norms, gender expectations, and power structures are 

constructed and contested through performance and satire. Its enduring relevance lies in its 

ability to question cultural conventions while simultaneously embodying them, reminding 

modern audiences that social life, like theatre, is a stage where identities are performed, 

negotiated, and exposed to laughter and critique. 
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