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Abstract This essay develops a framework for exploring interpersonal 
ethics in Edith Wharton’s writing. Using political philosopher Judith Shk
lar’s analysis of “ordinary vices”—the commonplace harms we inflict on 
one another—it identifies four central vices in Wharton’s moral imagi
nation: hypocrisy, cruelty, intellectual incuriosity, and moral inattentive
ness. After exploring the status of these vices in Wharton’s fiction and 
nonfiction, the essay proceeds to rank them, suggesting that moral inat
tentiveness—the thoughtless pain caused by self-absorption rather than 
malice—stands at the top of Wharton’s hierarchy of vices. Unlike Shklar’s 
“liberalism of fear,” which worries about the cruelty caused by social insti
tutions and state violence, Wharton’s ranking of the vices flows from her 
“conservatism of fear”—a position organized around a concern with cul
tural disintegration. Her prioritizing of moral inattentiveness, the essay 
concludes by arguing, amounts to a privatization and depoliticization of 
morality, reflecting an ethic of personal responsibility rather than social 
change. 
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Edith Wharton was not one to sugarcoat the less-than-admirable aspects of 
human nature—especially when that nature was made in America. Her Mid
westerners are philistine; her New Englanders, provincial and gothic; and 
most of her New Yorkers, hidebound, self-isolating, and priggish. Europeans 
(especially the French) tend to fare better in her work, but they too are never 
idealized. Wharton was not in the idealization business. 

A keen social analyst and an unsentimental moralist, Wharton was preoccu
pied both with the structural injuries caused by social customs and institu
tions and with the everyday harms that specific individuals inflict on other 
individuals. Her fictions are simultaneously literary ethnographies of early-
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twentieth-century American society and moral investigations into how par
ticular women and men navigate—or fail to navigate—their obligations to 
one another. Yet, while the social and structural dimensions of Wharton’s 
writing have been the topic of sustained attention,1  critics have largely 
overlooked her explorations of interpersonal ethics. Consequently, while we 
know how to tell nuanced stories about how questions of race, class, and 
gender shaped her fiction and nonfiction, our understanding of the roles 
that, say, jealousy, betrayal, or cruelty play in her work is more limited. 

This gap is partially explained by broader disciplinary trends. Interest in 
ethics among literary critics has waxed and waned over the decades. Lionel 
Trilling’s rousing mid-twentieth-century defense of the novel as “the most 
effective agent of the moral imagination” was grounded in a humanist liberal 
tradition that could not withstand the onslaught of structuralism (27). The 
late-twentieth-century rise of poststructuralism and Foucauldian new his
toricism, which cast the study of ethics in literature as a suspiciously meta
physical activity, further purged ethics from criticism. Many critics, follow
ing the lead of Nancy Armstrong’s Desire and Domestic Fiction (1989) and 
D. A. Miller’s The Novel and The Police (1988), turned their attention to the 
novel’s complicity in ideological regimes of power and control. Others, tak
ing the new historicist route, focused on the intricate interplay between lit
erary works and the cultural logic of their historical moments. 

More politically engaged modes of criticism that emerged in the 1960s and 
1970s, spearheaded by second-wave feminism, might have provided a natural 
home for ethical inquiry. However, in practice, activist critics mostly 
explored gender and race as ideological and institutional realities—which, of 
course, they also are—rather than as moral matters. For these scholars, as 
Amanda Anderson, Rita Felski, and Toril Moi note, “questions of the moral 
good were spurned as individualist and linked to a humanism in need of 
repudiation; questions of politics, by contrast, were seen as structural and 
therefore compatible with radical challenges to subjectivity” (14). This stance 
made ethics seem like a survival from a bygone scholarly era. And so, in 
the late twentieth century, literary criticism and ethical inquiry rarely con
verged.2 
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Then, sometime on or about the turn of the twenty first century, a rap
prochement began to take place. The growing need to justify literary studies, 
the discovery of Levinasian ethics by literary critics, the influence of liter
ature-curious philosophers such as Martha Nussbaum and Richard Rorty, 
and the mounting exhaustion with the predictable moves of the hermeneu
tics of suspicion all contributed to the emergence of what Dorothy J. Hale 
called a “revival of ethics” in literary studies (896). Critics began to reassess 
their methodological assumptions across a wide range of topics, and, after 
a long hiatus, questions of vice and virtue—along with character, value, 
enchantment, identification, and other long-neglected concerns—were sud
denly back on the critical agenda.3 

And yet, despite this broader return to ethics in literary studies, attention 
to the ethical dimensions of Edith Wharton’s writing remains sporadic and 
unsystematic. This neglect is all the more regrettable given how deeply her 
fiction and nonfiction engage with the moral contradictions of modern life. 
In what follows, I wish to address this gap by sketching a framework for 
thinking about ethics in Wharton. To that end, I will extend political philoso
pher Judith Shklar’s work on ethics to examine the status of vice in her fic
tion and nonfiction. Reading Wharton through a Shklarian lens, I hope to 
show, not only offers a fuller account of the moral and political dimensions 
of her work; it also offers critical insights about how we relate, as both read
ers and critics, to the implied human beings they encounter on the page. 

The Analytical Value of Vice 

Why focus on the vices—in Wharton or more broadly? Why not on virtues 
or, for that matter, on explicit beliefs or official ideologies? What does exam
ining vice reveal about a culture or an individual that other forms of analysis 
might overlook? 

In her 1984 study, Ordinary Vices, Judith Shklar demonstrates that “the com
mon ills we inflict upon one another every day,” long viewed as too common
place to require mention, are in fact deeply revealing objects of study (Vices 
1). This is for several reasons. First, whereas what we call “views” or “ide
ologies,” lie on the level of discourse and public contestation, vices such as 
snobbery, hypocrisy, and betrayal play out in the murkier realm of interper
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sonal relationships, informing our behaviors and tastes in profound but not 
always conscious ways. And because conduct so often diverges from pro
fessed values, an inquiry into the vices can expose contradictions that might 
otherwise remain hidden. 

Second, unlike our shifting positions on social or political issues, the vices 
we exhibit or revile in others tend to be stable personality traits. More 
like ingrained mental habits than opinions, they belong to that part of the 
fully-formed personality that tends to remain fixed and (largely) resistant to 
reform. They “involve our whole character, and our responses to them are 
therefore far deeper, both emotionally and speculatively” (Shklar 2). While 
an opinion that we find politically repugnant might provoke our indignation, 
witnessing an act of gratuitous cruelty—or, if we imagine ourselves into a 
strict religious community, of impiety—impacts us in a much more direct 
and visceral way. It feels like a call to action rather than debate. For this rea
son, most of us, I think, would be more tolerant of a trustworthy but politi
cally benighted colleague than of a backstabbing one. Beneath this response 
is the assumption that a vice, such as treachery, reveals something funda
mental about a person’s moral operating system—something their explicit 
political commitments might not only fail to capture but may actually serve 
to conceal. 

Another reason to focus on the vices is that they have both private and public 
dimensions. As Shklar puts it: “We are cruel to children and to our political 
foes… and we betray our personal friends no less than our political allies” (2). 
Vices, in other words, refuse neat compartmentalization, cutting across the 
boundaries we usually draw between private and public life. To analyze their 
operations can reveal patterns of resemblance, divergence, and mutual rein
forcement between intimate and civic spheres of life. 

Finally, Shklar emphasizes the importance of understanding not only which 
behaviors and traits are considered vices, but also how those vices are 
ranked. In the first place, identifying what counts as a vice has obvious 
anthropological significance: a society that regards self-assertion as a virtue 
will be fundamentally different from one that treats it as a vice. The former 
will tend to be individualistic and its ideal types would be the pioneer, the 
innovator and the iconoclast. The latter will lean toward communitarianism 
and will tend to marginalize, suppress, or even prosecute individuals whose 
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nonconformity poses a threat to social order. The one will value innovation 
over preservation, while the other will prioritize cultural stewardship over 
progress. Thus, understanding which traits and behaviors count as vices is a 
way to bring a culture’s difference into view. 

However, how a society or individual ranks the vices is equally important. 
After all, two human groups might agree that cruelty is a vice, but these 
societies will diverge in important ways if one views disobedience to God 
as a greater evil than cruelty. This distinction, according to Shklar, marks 
the deepest difference between religious and liberal societies. As she puts 
it, while “[hating] cruelty with utmost intensity is perfectly compatible with 
Biblical religiosity, [putting] it first does place one irrevocably outside the 
sphere of revealed religion” (8). Obedience to God must take precedent in a 
society organized around Biblical morality. By contrast, a liberal society, as 
Shklar defines it, is one in which cruelty is considered “the worst thing we 
do” (44). Both societies may both value honesty, industriousness, or compas
sion, but their different vice rankings will produce markedly different moral 
worlds. 

For Shklar, the hierarchization of vice is not an abstract philosophical matter. 
The vice a society or individual most reviles exercises disproportionate 
influence over their behaviors, institutions, and moral reasoning. This influ
ence operates both consciously and unconsciously, shaping everything from 
individual responses to legal codes and social customs. Understanding these 
rankings helps us grasp what William James called the “more or less dumb 
sense of what life honestly and deeply means”—the often unspoken assump
tions and attachments that underlie our explicit values and institutions (11). 
These deep-seated priorities often reveal themselves not in what we say we 
believe, but in what we actually punish, reward, and tolerate. Viewing vices 
as hierarchies also helps us see why social and political disagreements often 
prove so intractable. When two parties disagree about which vice poses 
the gravest threat to human flourishing, they are not simply arguing about 
policies or practices, but about how their shared moral universe should be 
ordered. 
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Hypocrisy 

What happens when we apply this Shklarian framework to Edith Wharton’s 
work? Which vices dominate Wharton’s moral imagination, and, as crucially, 
how are they ranked? Can we extrapolate a hierarchy of vices from her writ
ing? And if so, what would this hierarchy reveal about Wharton’s moral and 
political outlook? To help kickstart the discussion, let’s look at the ordi
nary vices that Shklar elects to focus on in her book: cruelty, misanthropy, 
hypocrisy, snobbery, and treachery. Which of these figure centrally in Whar
ton’s imagination? 

I would argue that of these five, hypocrisy and cruelty loom largest. Treach
ery—like Mr. Ramy’s in The Bunner Sisters (1892/1916) or Stephen Glennard’s 
in The Touchstone (1900)—is less central to Wharton’s later writing. Mis
anthropy, which has exercised modern writers and thinkers since Shake
speare’s Timon of Athens, did not seem to capture Wharton’s literary inter
est. Snobbery, meanwhile, though appearing everywhere in her fiction, only 
really qualifies as a vice from an egalitarian perspective, which Wharton 
never held. A principled elitist, she could hardly treat snobbery as more than 
a misdemeanor. 

Hypocrisy, by contrast, obviously ranks high on Wharton’s hierarchy of vices. 
In The House of Mirth, Lawrence Selden’s moral posturing is starkly at odds 
with his actual behavior. Summer’s Lucius Harney who seduces, impreg
nates, and abandons Charity Royall is a hypocritical weakling if ever there 
was one, while The Reef’s George Darrow, who similarly initiates an affair 
with a lower-class young woman whom he later disavows, is a milder version 
of the type. Nor is there a shortage of female hypocrites in Wharton’s fiction. 
Bertha Dorset, the adulteress who ruins Lily Bart by insinuating that she’d 
had an affair with her husband George, is one such figure; Mrs. Plinth and 
Mrs. Ballinger, the leaders of a provincial book club whose pretensions to 
culture are the target of the satirical “Xingu” (1916) are another. Finally, 
hypocrisy can also be a group flaw in Wharton. Old New York society, with 
its worship of factitious innocence and its visceral dread of scandal, is prac
tically defined by it. That world’s “[rallying] around a kinswoman [Ellen Olen
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ska] about to be eliminated from the tribe,” in the final chapters of The Age 
of Innocence, is a stunning display of collective hypocrisy (1281). 

Hypocrisy is an ambivalent vice with a complicated history. While philoso
phers and theologians, dating back to Plato and St. Augustine, condemned it 
as a fundamental corruption of character, more pragmatically minded writ
ers have offered surprisingly robust defenses. Jonathan Swift argued that 
hypocrisy serves as a civilizing force, writing that it “wears the Livery of Reli
gion, acknowledgeth her Authority, and is cautious of giving Scandal”—mak
ing it preferable to open vice (quoted in Davidson 15). Nietzsche went fur
ther, reimagining hypocrisy as the engine of self-creation: “What is dis
simulated for a long time at last becomes nature: dissimulation in the end 
sublimates itself, and organs and instincts are the surprising fruit of the 
garden of hypocrisy” (253). This tradition of defending strategic insincer
ity extends through diverse thinkers—Machiavelli, Francis Bacon, Edmund 
Burke, and Oscar Wilde—each finding practical necessity or even aesthetic 
value in the artful management of insincerity and pretense. 

Yet even hypocrisy’s most sophisticated defenders have rarely championed it 
outright. Aside from deliberate provocateurs like Wilde and Nietzsche, most 
apologists have retreated into euphemism, recasting hypocrisy as “manners, 
civility, decorum, self-control, politeness,” (Davidson 6). Over the course 
of the eighteenth century, as politeness became a cornerstone of civilized 
life, hypocritical behavior—under the heading of tact—came to be seen in a 
more morally neutral light. While the figure of the hypocrite continued to 
be despised, specific manifestation of insincerity—from genteel etiquette to 
what Carrie Tirado Bramen calls “American niceness” (1)—were not merely 
been tolerated but encouraged. As John Kasson shows in Rudeness and Civil
ity, nineteenth-century American urban elites were taught “to hold them
selves to strict account in the management of their emotions while they 
attended to the feelings of others” (148). Kasson goes on to quote Ward 
McAllister—Old New York society’s arbiter of decorum and the inspiration 
for the character of Sillerton Jackson in The Age of Innocence—who states 
that “the highest cultivation in social manners enables a person to conceal 
from the world his real feelings” (148). Though it would surely have offi
cially condemned hypocrisy, nineteenth-century New York society seemed 
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to embrace the everyday insincerities that smoothed social interaction and 
sustained its carefully constructed way of life. 

Born into this world, Wharton inherited its ambivalence and grappled with 
its tensions throughout her work. She regularly denounces the genteel eva
sions—especially those surrounding money and sexuality—that had stunted 
her upbringing. However, as a Burkean conservative, she also recognized the 
necessity of manners, self-restraint and even dissimulation for maintaining 
social cohesion and order. This tension between condemnation and accep
tance plays out across Wharton’s fiction. While she consistently attacks 
the hypocrisies that damage and diminish—particularly those surrounding 
money and sex—she proves far more tolerant of the small deceptions and 
strategic silences that preserve dignity and maintain social harmony. 

Unapologetically hands-on in her business dealings after becoming a pro
fessional writer, Wharton was fiercely critical of the education she received, 
which cast financial ignorance as a feminine virtue. Raised by her mother, 
Lucretia Jones, to “’never talk about money, and think about it as little as 
possible,’” she never tired of illustrating how financial fortunes determine 
social ones (Glance 828). In The House of Mirth, the formative event of Lily 
Bart’s life is her father’s bankruptcy, which sets her on the tragic path that 
culminates in her death. Her astute remark to Selden early in the novel that 
“the only way not to think about money is to have a great deal of it” is Whar
ton’s way of thumbing her nose at Lucretia’s dictum, while also providing 
an ominous foreshadowing of the role money will play in Lily’s fate (House 
72). In the subsequent story of her decline, the loss of financial solvency and 
the erosion of cultural capital proceed hand in hand, each exacerbating the 
other. 

Equally intolerable to Wharton was the stifling silence surrounding sexuality 
in the New York society of her youth. In “Life and I,” the early draft of her 
autobiography, she recounts her failed attempt, on the eve of her wedding, 
to obtain the facts of life from her mother. The mortifying exchange that 
ensued sums up the sexual hypocrisy that defined her upbringing and is 
worth quoting at length: 

A few days before my marriage, I was seized with such a dread of the whole 
dark mystery, that I summoned up courage to appeal to my mother, & begged 
her, with a heart beating to suffocation, to tell me “what being married was 
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like.” Her handsome face at once took on the look of icy disapproval which I 
most dreaded. “I never heard such a ridiculous question!” she said impatiently; 
& I felt at once how vulgar she thought me. 
But in my extremity of need I persisted. “I’m afraid, Mamma—I want to know 
what will happen to me!” 
The coldness of her expression deepened to disgust. She was silent for a 
dreadful moment, then she said with an effort: “You’ve seen enough pictures 
and statues in your life. Haven’t you noticed that men are—made differently 
from women?” 
“Yes,” I faltered blankly. 
“Well, then—?” 
[…] 
The dreadful moment was over, & the only result was that I had been convicted 
of stupidity for not knowing what I had been expressly forbidden to ask about, 
or even to think of. (“Life” 1087-8) 

A frank discussion of sexuality was considered “not nice” in the Jones’s social 
circle and therefore to be scrupulously avoided (1087). In fact, the elusive 
standard of “not-niceness” extended far beyond sexual matters, to include 
everything from fashion choices to money matters (1087). Any deviation from 
established social protocol—particularly one that might invite scandal—was 
strictly off-limits. But this conspiratorial silence was accompanied by a tacit 
expectation that one be aware of precisely those things one was “expressly 
forbidden to ask about, or even to think of.” The result, as Wharton describes 
it, was an atmosphere of suffocating hypocrisy that “did more than anything 
else to falsify & misdirect [her] whole life” (1088). 

Yet even as she condemned such hypocrisy, Wharton was aware that its sup
posed antidote—sincerity—could itself become a hollow virtue, often serv
ing as a euphemism for a vacuous individualism that threatens the fabric of 
social life. She knew better than most that “manners—the social constraints 
that check the dictates of individual desire—represent a subtle but pervasive 
hypocrisy,” but also that this “form of discipline… promises social and moral 
rewards” (Davidson 8). The most important of these rewards, from Wharton’s 
perspective, was the cohesion of the social body itself—a tenuous structure 
held together by human fiat and susceptible to internal as well as external 
disruption. In her fiction, sincerity is most genuine when it is introspective 
or retrospective, a means for attaining self-knowledge. When it surfaces in 
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the realm of social interaction, it is often depicted as petulant romanticism 
or juvenile disregard for the responsibilities and limitations of civilized life. 

Newland Archer’s career in The Age of Innocence reveals the complexities of 
Wharton’s handling of hypocrisy. After Ellen’s arrival in New York unsettles 
his convictions and forces him to reexamine his inherited opinions, Archer 
undergoes an episode of cultural rebellion. The social codes that formed 
the unquestioned “structure of his universe” (Age 1097) collapse into what 
he now perceives as “a set of arbitrary signs” (1050) catalyzing his transfor
mation from one of Old New York’s “carefully-brushed, white-waistcoated, 
button-hole-flowered gentlemen” into its uncompromising critic (1020). He 
comes to view his society as “a kind of hieroglyphic world, where the real 
thing was never said or done or even thought”—driving him into open, 
though restrained, revolt (1050). 

Perhaps the clearest expression of Archer’s disaffection is his oft-quoted, 
proto-feminist declaration to Sillerton Jackson: “Women ought to be 
free—as free as we are” (1048). One of the central questions The Age of Inno
cence poses to its reader is how to interpret such moments: do they repre
sent Archer’s moral awakening, or are they merely an adolescent outburst? 
Is Archer beginning to glimpse the truth of his world or is he succumbing to 
a new form of delusion? 

Readers who take the former view note that Archer’s disillusionment aligns 
with Wharton’s own criticisms of the world of her youth. Indeed, Archer is 
clearly her mouthpiece when he denounces the typical Old New York mar
riage as “a dull association of material and social interests held together by 
ignorance on the one side and hypocrisy on the other” (1050) or when he 
characterizes his milieu as one that “dreaded scandal more than disease, 
who placed decency above courage, and who considered that nothing was 
more ill-bred than ‘scenes’” (1282). Seen this way, Archer’s cry to Sillerton 
Jackson is a moment of moral clarity, in which the central hypocrisy govern
ing Old New York’s gender ideology is revealed and contested. And although 
Archer ultimately fails to act on his newfound egalitarianism, his outcry 
reflects Wharton’s own bitterness about the gender hypocrisy that governed 
her early years. 
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So it does. However, the issue is more complicated than the question of 
how well Archer’s sincerity matches Wharton’s criticism of the world of her 
youth. There is another interpretive layer to this moment—one in which the 
novel’s view of Archer’s indignation seems closer to that of Sillerton Jackson, 
who responds to the outburst with a “sardonic whistle” (1048). What Whar
ton and Jackson know, but the defiant Archer has yet to learn, is that Old 
New York’s gender politics are not an isolated feature of that society, eas
ily reformed or abolished. They are deeply woven into the fabric of its entire 
cultural system. To tug at that thread is to risk unraveling the whole. The 
novel indicates as much by the way it frames Archer’s moment of revelation: 
“He stopped and turned away angrily to light his cigar. ‘Women ought to be 
free—as free as we are,’ he declared, making a discovery of which he was too 
irritated to measure the terrific consequences” (1048; emphasis mine). Indeed, 
as the novel’s final chapters reveal, meaningful change in women’s possibil
ities comes not through isolated acts of reform, but through what Whar
ton describes as Old New York’s complete dissolution as a social and moral 
order. 

The deeper problem with Archer’s discovery, from the novel’s perspective, 
lies less in the content of his complaint—the hypocrisy he identifies is real 
enough—than in the performative, unreflective, and ultimately self-serving 
nature of his indignation. His short-lived rebellion does not bespeak a gen
uine commitment to the rigors of reform, or a serious reckoning with the 
structure of his world; it is a kind of juvenile idealism, which condemns real
ity for failing to conform to its dictates. Archer’s childishness is most clearly 
expressed in his plea to Ellen: “’I want—I want somehow to get away with 
you into a world where words like that—categories like that—won’t exist. 
Where we shall be simply two human beings who love each other, who are 
the whole of life to each other; and nothing else on earth will matter’” (1245). 
Ellen’s response—“Oh, my dear—where is that country? Have you ever been 
there?”—marks her as the more mature of the two lovers. And it also echoes 
the skepticism of Sillerton Jackson’s “sardonic whistle” (1245). Against this 
worldly realism, Archer’s militant sincerity appears less like moral courage 
than like an adolescent refusal to accept the world’s inevitable compromises. 
Only in the novel’s conclusion, when he learns to “[honor] his own past, and 
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[mourn] for it” while acknowledging its injustices and hypocrisies, does his 
perspective finally earn the novel’s full approval (1291). 

Wharton does not dismiss the sexual hypocrisy Archer identifies—indeed, 
she exposes it relentlessly throughout the novel. However, she is equally 
wary of the false purity of those who believe they stand outside it. For Whar
ton, there is no such outside. Nor, on her holistic, ethnographic view, can a 
culture’s merits be easily disentangled from its vices. The former are often so 
bound up with the latter that eliminating the bad often comes at the expense 
of the good as well. This sobering insight is the sum of Archer’s moral educa
tion and reflects Wharton’s own postwar reassessment of “the small society 
into which [she] was born”— a world she felt she could only fully appreciate 
after what she described as its “sudden and total extinction” (Glance 781). 

Cruelty 

Where Wharton’s writing reflect a conflicted view of hypocrisy, she shows 
no such ambivalence when it comes to cruelty—a vice she consistently con
demns and one that likewise transcends gender boundaries in her fiction. 
The House of Mirth’s Gus Trenor, who corners and nearly assaults Lily, is 
a sexual predator and the clearest case of a toxic male bully. But Wharton 
is equally attuned to more insidious forms of brutality, particularly among 
those she calls the “shadowy destructive monsters” of the marketplace—fig
ures like Elmer Moffatt and Simon Rosedale, who wield their checkbooks 
with the same predatory instinct that drives Trenor’s brutality (Custom 793). 
Lily’s thoughts while observing Rosedale playing with Carry Fisher’s daugh
ter, echo the novel’s view of him: 

Something in his attitude made him seem a simple and kindly being compared 
to the small critical creature who endured his homage. Yes, he would be 
kind—Lily, from the threshold, had time to feel—kind in his gross, unscrupu
lous, rapacious way, the way of the predatory creature with his mate. (House 
261) 

Rosedale’s kindness is revealed here as a meager and narrow thing indeed. 
“Endured” rather than welcomed by the discerning child, it serves to high
light its opposites: the unscrupulousness that Rosedale shares with his fel
low wheelers and dealers. In Wharton’s fiction, the rapaciousness of figures 
like Rosedale, Moffatt, and Trenor—all stockbrokers—serves as a synecdoche 
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for the emerging corporate system that mistakes power for virtue and 
reduces human relationships to opportunities for exploitation. 

None of these men, however, holds a candle to the Custom of the Country’s 
Undine Spragg, the Goddess of Destruction from Apex, Indiana. Since her 
appearance in 1913, Undine has consistently inspired strong feelings. The 
novel’s first reviewers described her as “the most repellent heroine we have 
encountered in many a long time” and “a mere monster of vulgarity” (quoted 
in Rattray 3). Over the years since, literary critics have called her an “inter
national cocktail bitch” (Wilson 23); “uncouth bounder” (Ammons 327); “[an] 
adventuress pared down to her pathology” (Malcolm 11); and a “spoiled, 
ignorant, shallow, amoral, and staggeringly selfish product of the economi
cally booming American hinterland” (Franzen 60). Wharton’s amateur read
ers concur. Having taught The Custom of the Country regularly for fifteen 
years, I can attest that students find Undine by far the most unsettling and 
least likable of Wharton’s protagonists. While they have (or can be brought 
to have) all sorts of responses to Lily Bart, May Welland, Charity Royall and 
even Zeena Frome, their verdict on Undine rarely wavers: totally unaccept
able.4  The persistence and intensity of this readerly disgust suggest that, 
in Undine, Wharton created her most successful embodiment of unadulter
ated, unself-conscious cruelty. 

For decades now, feminist scholars have worked hard to contest, or at least 
complicate, this response.5  These critics typically do not deny that Undine 
is a deeply flawed character, but they insist she should be treated, not as a 
make-believe person, but as a symptom of an underlying social malady. Eliz
abeth’s Ammons analysis is characteristic of this line of criticism. Ammons 
concedes that Undine is “cruel [and] destructive” but argues that to read 
her in these “superficial” terms is to miss the point of her (Ammons 327). 
“Edith Wharton does not attack or even mock Undine Spragg per se. She uses 
Undine to reveal her criticism of the cultural attitudes implicit in leisure-
class marriage” (Ammons 328). This is a compelling reading, and one that 
Wharton seems to invite when she has Charles Bowen, the novel’s keenest 
social analyst, describe Undine as “a monstrously perfect result of the sys
tem: the completest proof of its triumph” (759). The system that Bowen and 
Ammons have in mind is the one that Thorsten Veblen famously analyzed in 
The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), where wives are used as trophies for 
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signaling socio-economic dominance in a male-driven competition for cul
tural prestige. Throughout the novel, Undine masterfully exploits this sys
tem, reveals its sham pretenses, and brings down the kind of men who have 
traditionally profited from it. There is a genuine case for viewing her as an 
outlet of feminist rage and an agent of social reckoning. 

However, illuminating though it is, this interpretation falters in the face of 
Undine’s intentional—sometimes grim, sometimes gleeful—infliction of pain 
and suffering on those around her. Ammons’s suggestion that Wharton was 
not interested in attacking Undine “per se” is hard to maintain given the 
deliberateness and excessiveness of her cruelty. Wharton, to be sure, would 
have been the first to agree that Undine is a product of her social environ
ment and is therefore, in an important sense, its symptom.6  Yet despite her 
broadly sociological view of selfhood, Wharton did not regard individuals as 
deterministic puppets, stripped of agency and moral accountability. She was 
deeply interested in how human beings are shaped and constrained by their 
social environments but also in how those environments are transformed by 
human action. Her characters are, at once, culture’s creatures and its cre
ators and destroyers. 

All this is to say that the choice with which Ammons presents us is a false 
one. Undine is not either an implied person or a textual instrument, either an 
agent or a symptom—she is both. Wharton does indeed use her as a device 
to expose and critique the leisure-class marriage market, but that function 
neither exhausts Undine nor adequately accounts for how readers engage 
with her. Lay and professional alike, they relate to Undine as a human possi
bility and a moral agent, and respond to her as such. 

This response forms an important part of the experience of reading Custom. 
Muting it in the name of analytical objectivity would be to obscure key fea
tures of the novel. As Toril Moi observes, “the idea that emotional responses 
will always impede critical analysis is an artifact of an historical set of dis
ciplinary conventions that have outlived their usefulness” (28). The critical 
challenge, argues John Frow, is to find a language that enables us to think 
characters as both “clusters of words” and “in some way like persons” (1). 
Adopting such a language would enable us to see Undine as both a linguistic 
construct and an implied person, “a monstrously perfect result of the sys
tem” and simply a monster. 
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Wharton makes Undine’s wanton infliction of pain on others her defining 
characteristic, crafting her career as a series of escalating cruelties: first 
toward her parents, then her husbands, and finally her own son, Paul. While 
Undine’s cynical use of Paul to blackmail his father—thus precipitating 
Ralph’s financial ruin and eventual suicide—is arguably her most egregious 
offense, her calculated despoiling of her third husband’s treasured family 
heirloom, the de Chelles tapestries, is the most psychologically revealing. 
These ancient family heirlooms, woven into the very identity of Raymond’s 
aristocratic lineage, become the target of what can only be described as 
sadistic piracy. Indeed, as Clare Preston observes, Undine obtains them 
“especially because of the anguish caused to de Chelles” (126). While many of 
Undine’s actions can be rationalized—at least by her lights—as a necessary if 
regrettable means of securing what she believes she’s owed, the episode of 
the tapestries strips away that pretense. Here, the cruelty is itself the point 
and the reward. This episode reveals the deepest source of readers’ powerful 
reaction to Undine. More than her lies and manipulations, her pettiness and 
greed, it is the supernumerary quality of her cruelty that makes her mon
strous. 

Wharton was attuned to the fascination of cruelty and deployed it to lend 
Undine an almost epic quality: “Everything had gone down before her, as 
towns and villages went down before one of the tornadoes of her native 
state” (Custom 703). Like a force of nature, Undine is unstoppable and indif
ferent to the wreckage she leaves behind. Her story offers no redemptive 
arc; she remains unchanged. At once vapid and awe-inspiring, she is Whar
ton’s most sustained study in the banality of cruelty. 

Interest in cruelty and hypocrisy is far from unique to Wharton. The sen
timental novel of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries has often been 
described as a cultural campaign to abolish cruelty.7  Hypocrites, meanwhile, 
have long been the favorite target of satirists, from Aristophanes to Stephen 
Colbert. Though neither a sentimentalist nor a pure satirist, Wharton’s 
emphasis on cruelty and hypocrisy suggests that the characteristic sensibili
ties of these genres—the sentimental tradition’s hatred of cruelty and satire’s 
puritanical disgust with hypocrisy—deeply informed her moral imagination. 
This should come as no surprise. Like the cultural traditions on which it 
draws, a writer’s vocabulary—especially when the writer is as widely read as 
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Wharton—is a layered thing, comprising residues and fossilized sensibilities 
of earlier forms. 

Still, if Wharton’s preoccupation with hypocrisy and cruelty do not distin
guish her perspective, are there vices that are more specific (though obvi
ously not exclusive) to her moral imagination? I think there are: intellectual 
incuriosity and moral inattentiveness. Let us deal with them in turn. 

Intellectual Incuriosity and Moral Inattentiveness 

The high premium Wharton placed on intellectual curiosity is clearly evident 
in her nonfiction. In French Ways and Their Meaning (1919), she extols 
curiosity as the best part of us and repeatedly celebrates the “intellectual 
fearlessness” (63) and “dauntless curiosity” of the French (59). Similarly, 
Wharton’s self-described “restless curiosity” is a central theme in her mem
oir, A Backward Glance (Glance 819). Her account of her childhood can be 
usefully described as the story of how an inquisitive young mind managed 
to transcend its incurious environment. Implicit in these celebrations of 
personal and European curiosity is one of Wharton’s persistent reproaches 
against the American society of her day: its anti-intellectual lack of curiosity. 
In her fiction, incuriosity is treated as a pervasive vice afflicting members of 
nearly every cultural group. 

Next to its hypocrisy and cruelty, Old New York’s greatest collective flaw is 
its indifference to anything beyond its small provincial world. In The Age of 
Innocence, New York’s young men are content to follow “the narrow groove 
of money-making, sport and society” (Age 1290). Newland Archer is the only 
one of this milieu who reads with any seriousness or follows “advanced cul
ture” (1051). Meanwhile, the older generation’s curiosity consists of monitor
ing one another’s conduct and dress, while ignoring or expelling anything 
or anyone who does not comply with the arbitrary taboos of their tribe. 
But the character who most fully embodies this condition is, of course, May 
Welland, whose “vacant serenity” (1127) reveals a mind both “uncomplicated 
and incurious” (1170). The epitome of Old New York femininity, May stands as 
an object lesson in the intimate connection between the vice of incuriosity 
and the absence of individual substance. 
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Wharton’s Midwestern philistines, for all their entrepreneurial energy, prove 
as incurious as the exhausted patrician class they seek to displace. The 
Spragg family’s disastrous European sojourn in The Custom of the Country 
exemplifies this intellectual poverty. Coerced by their daughter into an 
Atlantic crossing they never desired, Undine’s parents become bewildered 
castaways in a world that holds no interest for them. Their initial “shrinking 
from everything new and unfamiliar” quickly calcifies into “a kind of settled 
terror” as they huddle together, waiting obediently for their daughter’s per
mission to return to their native grounds (Custom 873). 

While intellectual incuriosity in Wharton’s fiction is largely a self-inflicted 
handicap, moral inattentiveness—its close cousin—inflicts pain and humili
ation on others. Defined as an incuriosity about the impact of one’s actions 
on others, moral inattentiveness is an inadvertent form of cruelty, rooted 
less in malice than in indifference. Wharton remarks on this kind of unthink
ing cruelty directly when explaining the genesis of The House of Mirth, writ
ing that “a frivolous society can acquire dramatic significance only through 
what its frivolity destroys” (A Backward Glance 940). In her later fiction, she 
demonstrates time and again the power of such frivolity or inattentiveness 
to “[debase] people and ideals” (940). 

What makes moral inattentiveness a prominent vice in Wharton’s work is its 
universality: unlike deliberate cruelty, it afflicts not just her villains but also 
her most sympathetic characters—including those who are themselves vic
timized by it. Lily’s disregard for her drab and vindictive cousin, Grace Step
ney, for instance, represents more than a fateful miscalculation; it reveals 
one of Lily’s major flaws, echoed later in her obliviousness to Gerty Farish’s 
feelings. The scene in which Lily cries herself to sleep in her defeated friend’s 
arms—utterly indifferent to the fact that she has just extinguished Gerty’s 
hopes of being loved by Selden—stands as the novel’s most quietly damning 
moment. We see a similar disregard in Ethan Frome, where Ethan and Mattie 
show little awareness of the humiliation their evolving affair inflicts on 
Zeena, who is as much their victim as their tormentor. (Indeed, shifting the 
focus from Ethan and Mattie’s ill-fated romance to Zeena’s suffering opens 
the door to one of the more pedagogically challenging and critically reward
ing dimensions of Wharton’s novella.) 

Nir Evron

NASJ | Göttingen University Press
Volume 77, 2025 | DOI: 10.18422/77-2550

17

https://doi.org/10.18422/77-2550


This pattern of carelessness pervades Wharton’s other works as well, 
appearing in Joyce and Cliff Wheater, the absentee parents in The Children; 
in Harney’s relationship with Charity and Charity’s with Mr. Royall in Sum
mer; and in George Darrow’s treatment of Sophy Viner in The Reef. What 
all these characters—sympathetic and unsympathetic alike—share with Lily, 
Ethan, and Mattie is a self-absorption that prevents them from recognizing 
how their gestures, words, and choices affect those closest to them. Inter
estingly, some of these characters—Harney especially—are enthusiastically 
curious about the world around them. His attraction to Charity is closely 
related to her titillating cultural otherness. However, in Wharton, this kind 
of erotically charged intellectual curiosity does not preclude moral inatten
tiveness—indeed, it may even enable it by turning others into objects of fas
cination rather than subjects deserving of moral consideration. 

However, as with hypocrisy, Wharton’s view of moral inattentiveness is com
plicated by her skepticism toward the excesses of solicitude. Bunner Sisters 
is, among other things, an exploration of these two extremes. “Always self-
absorbed” (317) and prone to “fits of discontent” (284), the self-centered 
Evelina serves as a foil to Ann Eliza’s unchecked considerateness and pious 
self-abnegation. As the story’s primary focalizer, Ann Eliza registers every 
nuance of her sister’s moods, while Evelina remains oblivious to her older 
companion’s muted but tumultuous inner life. This uneven distribution of 
attentiveness shapes their relationship: Evelina is the taker, Ann Eliza the 
perpetual giver. In an ironic twist, Ann Eliza’s rejection of Ramy’s marriage 
proposal—prompted by concern for her sister’s happiness—sets in motion 
not only Evelina’s tragedy but also her own dispossession: first of her love 
interest, then her savings, and finally her faith. But while Evelina never 
rises above her narcissistic self-regard, Ann Eliza ultimately recognizes “the 
inutility of self-sacrifice.” Her story, like Gerty Farish’s, is a cautionary tale, 
warning against always putting oneself second—a tendency that, in Whar
ton, can itself be a pernicious form of pious narcissism. 
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Ranking the Vices 

Cruelty, hypocrisy, intellectual incuriosity, and moral inattentiveness. This 
provisional list may not exhaust the vices that preoccupy Wharton’s moral 
imagination, but it offers, I hope, a starting point for approaching such an 
inquiry. However, simply listing the vices is not enough. A Shklarian viceo
logical analysis must also ask which of them comes first. Ranking matters 
here, because the topmost vice overrides the others, orienting the moral 
outlook (of an individual or a society) as a whole. What, then, do we find at 
the top of Wharton’s hierarchy of ordinary vices? 

While this question cannot be definitively answered, I would argue that 
among the vices discussed in this essay, moral inattentiveness is the one 
that preoccupies Wharton most consistently. To understand this particular 
vice’s centrality in her moral imagination, it is useful to begin with a detour 
through Shklar’s contrasting moral framework, where cruelty is the worse 
thing we do. 

Shaklar’s emphasis on cruelty was the cornerstone of her deflationary and 
minimalist conception of liberalism, which in turn reflected her interpreta
tion of the political history of the twentieth century. In contrast with John 
Rawls, she viewed liberalism, not as a blueprint for a just society, but as a 
“recipe for survival”—a politics aimed at avoiding gratuitous oppression and 
suffering (Vices 4). Like Hannah Arendt, with whom she has much in com
mon both biographically and intellectually, Shklar was acutely aware of the 
fragility of democratic norms and institutions. The main lesson she drew 
from the totalitarian horrors of the twentieth century was that we should be 
“less inclined to celebrate the blessings of liberty than to consider the dan
gers of tyranny and war that threaten it” (“Fear” 28). Liberalism’s mission, as 
she saw it, is therefore not to endorse a common conception of the good 
life, safeguard a set of individual rights, or promote the “Emersonian quest 
for self-development” (23). It is, more modestly, “to secure… freedom from 
the abuse of power and intimidation of the defenseless that this difference 
invites” (27). Her “liberalism of fear” was not organized around “a summum 
bonum toward which all political agents should strive,” but with a view to 

Nir Evron

NASJ | Göttingen University Press
Volume 77, 2025 | DOI: 10.18422/77-2550

19

https://doi.org/10.18422/77-2550


the “summum malum” of cruelty, which all decent postwar societies should 
strive to minimize (29). 

A child of the nineteenth century, Wharton’s outlook was shaped by different 
experiences and anxieties. Though likewise preoccupied with the fragility of 
culture, she was not, like Shklar, haunted by the specter of the gulag or the 
concentration camp. For Wharton, the main agents of dissolution were mod
ern consumerism, with its flattening of cultural value and its relentless pur
suit of novelty, and what she perceived as a distinctly American disregard for 
tradition and cultural continuity. She shared Shklar’s skepticism and anti-
utopianism, but whereas Shklar was concerned with the freedom-destroying 
implications of state violence, Wharton feared the unchecked freedom that 
would result in anarchy (both in art and in politics).8  To Shklar’s “liberalism 
of fear,” she presents a conservatism of fear—a stance that dreads the disor
der that would follow when time-honored traditions and social constraints 
are cast aside. 

While condemning cruelty is a common feature across societies and epochs, 
putting it first, according to Shklar, “involves a radical rejection of both reli
gious and political conventions” (8). Such moral prioritization entails priv
ileging the present over the past and reform over tradition, placing it at 
odds with the most basic conservative instincts. Though Wharton certainly 
despised the deliberate infliction of pain on the weak and helpless—as 
attested, among other things, by her lifetime support for the American ani
mal protection movement—she did not make it the organizing principle of 
her moral thought. A cultural conservative, she focused instead on moral 
inattentiveness or the thoughtless pain we inflict on one another. 

Putting moral inattentiveness first is a better fit for the conservatively 
minded moralist, because it is primarily a self-directed impulse. It calls 
not for activism, but for introspection; not for social reform, but for self-
improvement. It promotes empathic identification and a keener sense of the 
impact our behavior has on those around us. But when it comes to the fram
ing social structures within which these interactions take place, it counsels 
resignation. Prioritizing moral inattentiveness, in short, amounts to a priva
tization and depoliticization of morality. It is an ethic of personal responsi
bility rather than social change. 
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Richard Rorty distinguishes between two kinds of novels that aim to make 
us less cruel: “(1) books which help us see the effects of social practices and 
institutions on others and (2) those which help us see the effects of our pri
vate idiosyncrasies on others” (141). The first kind of category covers those 
books that explicitly aim at social reform and includes novels such as Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin, The Jungle, and Black Boy. The second is about “the ways in 
which particular sorts of people are cruel to other particular sorts of peo
ple” and includes Middlemarch, The Good Soldier, and Lolita (141). Wharton’s 
fiction complicates this neat binary. Her novels are everywhere engaged 
with the harms done by social practices and institutions, but they lack the 
reformist zeal that motivated Harriet Beecher Stowe or Upton Sinclair. Inso
far as she seeks to edify her readers, it is by sensitizing them to the inadver
tent, often gratuitous pain we cause through frivolity, self-absorption, and a 
failure to imagine the emotional lives of others. 
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