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Introduction to William Congreve’s The Way of the World 

William Congreve grew up in Ireland, where he attended Kilkenny College. There he met 

Jonathan Swift, a fellow satirist who would become his lifelong friend. He also attended 

Trinity College in Dublin. Later, Congreve moved to London to study law but switched to 

playwriting instead. He wrote five plays (4 comedies and 1 tragedy) between 1693-1700, 

some of which became the most famous plays of the Restoration period. His career as a 

playwright was short-lived and he entered retirement early. He never married but was 

involved with several famous actresses, many of whom starred in his plays. He died from 

wounds he received from a carriage accident and was buried in Poets’ Corner in Westminster 

Abbey. 

The Way of the World is a comedy play written by the English playwright William 

Congreve, first performed in 1700. It premiered in the theatre in Lincoln's Inn 

Fields in London. It is widely regarded by critics as one of the finest works of Restoration 

comedy ever written, and has often been called a centerpiece of the genre.[1] Initially, 

however, the play struck many audience members as continuing the "immorality" of the 

previous decades, and was not well received.[2] Public perception of the play gradually 

changed over time, and it eventually became noted for its important role in shaping 

the comedy of manners genre during the Restoration period, and continues to be adapted for 

performances in operas, concerts, and theatres. 

The play revolves around the intricate romantic relationships, courtships and social 

maneuvering of London's upper class, particularly in reference to the love story of Mirabell 

and Millamant. The work also explores themes of love, marriage, deception, morality, and the 

superficiality of high society, with a focus on the characters' pursuit of wealth, status and 

reputation. The play satirises the institution of marriage, showing it as a business deal and a 
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social contract instead of being an emotional bonding. Throughout the play, the various 

characters engage in different forms of deception, deceit and manipulation to achieve their 

personal goals. The character of Marwood, a friend of both Fainall and Lady Wishfort, is a 

key figure in revealing personal secrets and creating conflict between the other characters, 

which sets the tone for the play. 

As The Way of the World was written during the Restoration period of Great Britain, a time 

when the English society was undergoing significant changes socially and culturally, the play 

reflects many of these changes, and has been recognised for its witty dialogues, the 

exploration of social conventions, and its intricate plot. Its enduring importance lies mainly in 

its insightful portrayal of upper-class society and its lasting impact on dramatic literature, and 

is now considered by many commentators as a classic of Restoration comedy 
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