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Abstract: 

This paper examines the erosion of moral constancy in the works of William 
Wycherley, focusing primarily on his four comedy plays. It perfectly captures the 

tension between the "friction" of human values and the "fracture" of them. It argues 
that Wycherley presents a world where "honesty" is not merely a neglected virtue but a 

functional impossibility. Through the "friction" of witty repartee and the "fracture" of 
broken reputations, Wycherley exposes a society where language is used to conceal 

rather than reveal, leading to a profound crisis of integrity. 
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Introduction: 

This paper primarily focuses on human values like honesty and integrity and 
their distortion in the literature. Human values are fundamental, universal principles that 

define a person's character and guide ethical behavior. These core beliefs shape 
decision-making, foster interpersonal relationships, and promote societal 

harmony.Literature acts as a mirror and shaper of human values, nurturing empathy, 
morality, and cultural understanding by depicting diverse life experiences. It serves as a 

medium for instilling core values like love, truth, honesty, and integrity while 
challenging societal issues, acting as an instrument for social change.  Literature reflects 

life and culture as it is so it reflects not only the virtues but vices also, and not only 
human values but also the distortion of that human values in society. The writer selects 

the mode of writing like satire and comedy which through they ridicules the issues of 
society and aim to improve them. The Restoration period (1660–1700) in England, 

marked by the return of Charles II to the throne, saw a dramatic shift in human values. 
The period's culture was defined by an emphasis on reason, wit, and social manners, 

particularly within the upper-class, urban society.William Wycherley (1640-1716) was 
an English playwright of the Restoration era, who’s bawdy and satirical plays contain 

elements of biting social criticism. Wycherley’s comedies do not merely satirize vice; 
they depict a systemic failure where the pursuit of human values and their social friction 

inevitably leads to the fracture. The paper’s content revolves around two words: friction 
and fracture. The Friction means The abrasive, heat-generating social interactions 

where character’s honesty and integrity rub against one another to gain status, sex, or 
wealth.The Fracture means the breakage of these human values itself. 

Friction between honesty and integrity:  
In William Wycherley's Restoration comedy The Country Wife (1675), the "friction" 

between honesty and integrity is depicted as a conflict between naive, simple virtue and 
a corrupt, hypocritical, and libidinous society. The play suggests that in a corrupt, 

deceitful world, true innocence cannot survive without being corrupted or forced into 
dishonesty to survive. The protagonist, Mr.Horner lacks all integrity, constructing a 

false rumor of impotence to seduce the wives of unsuspecting husbands. He uses this 

deceit to gain access to "virtuous" women. He is telling lies and so there no integrity in 
his character.The upper-class women, such as Lady Fidget, Mrs. Dainty Fidget, and 

Mrs. Squeamish, possess no sexual integrity. They maintain a public appearance of 
strict virtue while privately indulging in hedonistic, adulterous affairs with Horner. 

Another character Sir Jasper Fidget demonstrates a lack of integrity by treating his wife, 
Lady Fidget, as a business asset, constantly placing her in the company of the rake 

Horner to further his own social standing. Another character Margery Pinchwife 
represents an untainted "country" innocence. She is honest, direct, and speaks her mind, 

which is viewed as a form of ignorance by the sophisticated, deceitful city inhabitants. 
Her honesty brings her into conflict with her jealous husband, Jack Pinchwife, who 

thinks her innocence makes her vulnerable.Because her husband tries to force her into a 
rigid, unnatural role of "property" by locking her up, and Margery is forced to learn the 

art of deceit to satisfy her desires.  
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As she becomes more accustomed to the city, she adopts the same deceptive tactics as the city ladies and so her 
concept of integrity is changed according to the situation. Alithea (Pinchwife's sister) stands out as a jewel of honesty. 

Her integrity and commitment to her word are shown to be a disadvantage in a society based on hypocrisy and selfish 
interest. The play suggests that true honesty and integrity are impossible to maintain in such a society, as they are 

either destroyed, corrupted, or used as a "cover" for vice. The Country Wife is a harsh, satirical look at a society 
where the only true honesty is the blatant confession of immoral values.  

William Wycherley's The Plain-Dealer (1676) explores the struggle for integrity and humanity through 
Captain Manly, a disillusioned protagonist who challenges the hypocrisy of London society. The play critiques a 

corrupt world, contrasting rigid honesty with superficiality. The clash between honesty and integrity highlights the 
impossibility of extreme virtue in a corrupt world. Manly prides himself on being a "Plain Dealer"—someone who 

speaks the blunt truth. However, Wycherley’s irony is sharp: Manly’s honesty is his greatest weakness. Manly’s 
refusal to engage in social friction makes him "brittle." Because he cannot bend, he breaks. His "integrity" is actually a 

form of Misanthropic Pride. He is so enamored with his own image as an "honest man" that he fails to see the blatant 
dishonesty in his mistress, Olivia. Olivia is the dark mirror of Manly. She uses the language of the Plain Dealer to hide 

a heart of pure Machiavellian greed.When the most "honest-sounding" person is the most corrupt, the social contract 
fractures beyond repair. Wycherley posits that "integrity" is often just a more sophisticated mask used by the most 

dangerous predators. Despite Manly's shortcomings, The Plain-Dealer acknowledges that integrity exists in the world, 
even among those who do not exhibit Manly's loud disdain for society. The character of Fidelia (disguised as a man) 

is the epitome of selfless love, which serves as a contrast to Manly's misanthropy. The conflict arises because Manly's 
fixation on his own principled, broken-hearted integrity makes him oblivious to the genuine human loyalty, affection, 

and love offered by her. Fidelia, though mistreated by Manly, remains loyal, exemplifying steadfastness amidst 
deception. She is, however, more of a stock character, lacking depth except when threatened by Vernish.Fidelia is the 

only character who maintains true internal integrity, yet she can only do so by living a total external lie (disguised as a 
man).The character of Widow Blackacre represents a chaotic, litigious form of human selfishness that requires legal 

manipulation. Manly’s inability to navigate these social realities, refusing to lie or play along with her legal troubles, 
highlights the conflict between absolute, rigid morality and practical human affairs.Freeman, on the other hand, and 

embodies a more nuanced representation of human nature. While he partakes in some morally ambiguous actions—
such as cheating the Widow Blackacre—his character is shaded with more complexity. Freeman balances outspoken 

criticism with pragmatic behavior, displaying a willingness to navigate societal faults rather than outright condemn 

them. His compromise is reflective of the play’s broader theme of accepting human imperfections.Ultimately, the play 
suggests that while integrity is admired in theory, total adherence to it—without any human grace or flexibility—leads 

to a chaotic and lonely existence, as seen in Manly's journey.  
In the play, The Gentleman Dancing-Master (1672), the central conflict involves 14-year-old Hippolita’s 

desire for freedom and love against her father, Don Diego's, absurd attempt to impose Spanish customs (strict, 
cloistered, and repressed) on her. Hippolita’s natural human desire to choose her partner clashes with the rigid 

"integrity" of her father’s chosen, arranged marriage to the ridiculous, Francophile fop, Monsieur de Paris.The 
romance between Hippolita and Gerrard represents "humanity"—the longing for authentic connection. This is in direct 

conflict with the "integrity" of the societal expectation of marriage, which Wycherley presents as a contract based on 
greed, money, and social standing. Hippolita tests whether Gerrard loves her for herself or her money, highlighting the 

clash between sincere affection and mercenary “honest” courtship. To act on her natural desires, Hippolita is forced to 
act without integrity, inventing the lie that Gerrard is a dancing master to gain access to him. She manipulates her 

father, Don Diego, who is obsessed with the "integrity" of his Spanish-influenced reputation, by playing on his 
vanity.Gerrard, who courts Hippolita, must pose as a "gentleman dancing-master" adopting a false persona to gain 

access to her. This deception clashes with the concept of honest, open courtship, but it is necessary to circumvent the 
restrictive environment maintained by Don Diego. Mr. Formal (Don Diego) acts without integrity by adopting a false 

Spanish persona, yet he values a strict, almost tyrannical"honesty" (obedience) from his daughter. His lack of 
authentic integrity makes him a fool who is easily cheated, while his demand for obedience is rightfully undermined 

by the younger characters. Monsieur de Paris is the antithesis of humanity, sacrificing his true self to the "integrity" of 
an affected, shallow, and fop-like persona that apes French manners. He is so committed to this performance that he 

acts as an unwitting pawn in his own betrayal, supporting the very courtship (between Hippolita and Gerrard) that 
deprives him of a wife. Mrs. Caution, Don Diego's sister, represents the rigid, watchful, and suspicious "integrity" that 

cares more about the outward appearance of chastity than the inner reality of human emotion.  
The play shows that in a corrupt, artificial society, integrity itself is often perverted. To achieve a "human" 

goal—a happy, loving marriage—the characters must adopt deceit. The ultimate irony in The Gentleman Dancing-
Master is that the "honest" characters are forced to use dishonesty to overcome the artificial "virtue" imposed by their 

elders. Ultimately, the play suggests that in a corrupt society, traditional honesty is often a weakness, while a form of 
strategic, deceitful "integrity" is necessary for personal happiness. In William Wycherley's Love in a Wood; or, St. 

James's Park (1671), the conflict between honesty and integrity arises from the tension between maintaining personal 

moral standards (integrity) and the necessity of navigating a corrupt, deceptive society (honesty/social performance). 
Wycherley portrays a world where, to survive or succeed, characters often must abandon inner integrity to adopt the 

dishonest social masks of wit, cuckoldry, or hypocrisy. We can see that character Lydia poses a direct conflict 
between her inner integrity and her need for social honesty. To save herself from the embarrassment of being caught 
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"ranging" in the park like her lover, Ranger, she asks her friend Christina to pretend to be the woman he was pursuing. 

Here, maintaining honesty requires a deception that violates her actual integrity.Another character Vincent is 
established as a friend to the virtuous Valentine, representing fidelity, yet he frequently acts as a typical Restoration 

rake, engaging in the same, often dishonorable, bawdy banter as the rest. His inability to maintain a consistent, 
principled stance illustrates how the societal "wood" (the chaotic park) forces a compromise of integrity.Even 

Alderman Gripe represents the ultimate clash, embodying a public"honest" persona as a religious, moral man, while 
his private life is defined by avarice, lust, and greed. His lack of integrity is masked by a false, performative honesty. 

Thus,the structural setting of the play serves to satirize the inability of individuals to maintain true integrity in a world 
that rewards, and even necessitates, dishonesty. 

Fracture of honesty and integrity:  
William Wycherley’s The Country Wife is a savage satire of Restoration London, presenting a society where 

"honesty and integrity" have not just fractured, but are actively discarded in favor of reputation, lust, and greed. The 
play portrays a deeply cynical world where marriage is a mercenary contract, virtue is a public performance (or 

"vizard"), and "natural" human instincts are corrupted by societal hypocrisy. Integrity—acting according to moral 
conviction rather than convenience—is absent in The Country Wife. The characters are primarily concerned with 

maintaining a reputation of virtue while privately engaging in vice.  Lady Fidget, Mrs. Dainty Fidget, and Mrs. 
Squeamish epitomize this fracture. They guard their "honor" fiercely in public but are sexually promiscuous, using 

their reputation merely as a mask to deceive the world. As Lady Fidget explicitly states, they use their reputation to 
"deceive the world with less suspicion". Horner’s "virtue" is his lack of reputation (as an impotent man), which he 

manipulates to destroy the honor of others. His success hinges on the hypocrisy of the elite, who trust him because he 
appears non-threatening.Horner’s integrity is fractured from the first scene. He becomes a "living ghost"—physically 

present but socially defined by a void. Wycherley suggests that in London, you can only be "true" to your desires by 
being "false" to your identity.The famous "China Scene" (Act IV) is the apex of linguistic friction. When Lady Fidget 

and Horner use the word "China" to discuss their affair in front of her husband, the word itself fractures honesty and 
integrity. Alithea stands out as the only character possessing true integrity and sincerity, which causes her to be 

ridiculed or misunderstood in this corrupted society. Margery Pinchwife, the "country wife" represents the innocent 
and honest. Upon arriving in London, she is subjected to extreme, tyrannical control by her husband, Pinchwife, 

which "teaches" her to lie, cheat, and act with selfish, animalistic desire. Pinchwife’s obsessive jealousy is portrayed 
as an inhumane, destructive force that ultimately causes the very infidelity he fears. When Margery is forced to write a 

hateful letter to Horner but secretly swaps it for a love letter, her integrity fractures. She learns that to survive a jealous 

husband (Pinchwife), she must become a sophisticated liar. Her "innocence" is not lost to sex, but to the necessity of 
deceit.The play does not end with moral reformation but with a fragile, artificial restoration of order. The lies are 

maintained, Horner’s secret is kept to protect the reputation of the women, and the characters return to their 
hypocritical lives. The final message is that in a corrupt world, survival depends on playing the game of deception.  

The Plain Dealer presents a cynical, bleak view of Restoration London as a society where honesty and 
integrity have fractured under the weight of greed, hypocrisy, and social artifice. The play explores this decay through 

Captain Manly, an idealist navigating a world of "grotesques" and "moral cripples" who have replaced genuine human 
connection with superficial performances. The central conflict is the impossibility of being honest in a society built on 

falsehood. The characters, particularly the elite, prioritize appearance, reputation, and wit over moral virtue.Integrity 
is destroyed by greed, exemplified when Olivia, the woman Manly loves, marries his friend Vernish, and they 

conspire to steal his fortune.While Manly attempts to maintain integrity, his blunt, aggressive "plain dealing" becomes 
a form of misanthropy that isolates him. His assumption that he cannot be deceived makes him an easy target, 

suggesting that absolute honesty is dysfunctional in a corrupt, Hobbian state of war. The play concludes with a forced, 
almost "miraculous" resolution where the virtuous characters are rewarded, yet this ending is often seen as artificial. 

The ultimate marriage of Manly to the faithful Fidelia and their retreat from society highlights that in Wycherley's 
view, integrity and honesty cannot survive within the corrupt structure of the city.  

The Gentleman Dancing-Master presents a world where honesty is fractured by the rigid, artificial, and 
materialist conventions of Restoration London, and integrity is consistently sacrificed for personal gain, reputation, or 

sexual gratification. The play satirizes a society that is a "Masquerading age" where individuals disguise their true 
selves behind masks of fashion, foreign manners, and false identities. Human relationships are reduced to financial 

transactions, where marriage is treated as a contract for money and social standing rather than a union of 
love.Wycherley attacks the merchant class ("cits") for abandoning their own identity to ape foreign manners, which is 

portrayed as a betrayal of natural, human instincts. Characters like Mr. Formal and Monsieur de Paris are reduced to 
"moral cripples" or caricatures, living in a fantasy world of Spanish rigidity or French affectation, unable to see the 

reality of their own lives.The play depicts a world where, if one is not a deceiver, one is a victim. Even the 
protagonist, Hippolita, must engage in, and almost lose herself in, this corrupt system to gain her freedom.Integrity is 

entirely absent, replaced by the necessity of fraud. The central plot relies on Gerrard pretending to be a dancing 
master, a role he is terrible at, yet it is accepted because of the universal lack of honesty. Characters, including the 

supposed hero Gerrard, are driven by self-interest and money, with "virtue" only existing as a tool to be manipulated 

or a reputation to be protected. Hippolita, while resourceful, is forced to abandon her own integrity and modesty, 
engaging in "so ill a thing" to escape her father's tyrannical imprisonment. Ultimately, the play suggests that in this 

"masquerading age" the only way to navigate society is to become a successful actor in one's own deceitful play 
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In the play Love in a Wood; or, St. James's Park, a fractured, cynical vision of honesty and integrity, 

portraying Restoration London as a "pastoral circus" where traditional virtues are replaced by appetite, social 
performance, and material gain. The play functions as a "mock-pastoral" where the darkness of the city corrupts 

natural instincts, leaving only a few characters to navigate a world populated by "moral cripples". Integrity is entirely 
absent in the characters' actions, which are dominated by "deception, social ambition" and "masked flirtations". The 

characters' lives are a constant performance to gain fortune or status, rather than genuine, emotional connections. 
Wycherley uses "linguistic double meaning" where characters pick up words, making their true intentions "ominously 

doubtful" illustrating that their words cannot be trusted to reflect their inner selves. The characters are often motivated 
by selfish lust rather than affection, with some acting as "moral cripples" in their pursuit of sexual pleasure.  The play 

relentlessly highlights the gap between "fidelity and lust" where characters often commit to lovers while 
simultaneously pursuing others. The title itself signifies confusion, implying that love is "in a wood"—or, lost and 

obscured by the chaotic, artificial, and immoral environment. Through this, the play suggests that in the Restoration, 
social convention has utterly corrupted human nature, turning intimacy into a dangerous game where integrity is a 

liability.  

Conclusion: 

The present paper concludes that integrity is a ghost in the machine of the Restoration. The "friction" of social life is 
so abrasive that it inevitably "fractures" the individual. The "fracture" remains unhealed, suggesting that in a society 

governed by artifice, the only honest person is the one who admits that everyone, including themselves, is lying. 
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