
Lecture Nine
Honour and Honesty
Chapters 23 - 28

OVERVIEW

TOPIC
‘Honour’s always been honour, and honesty honesty… and will be till I’m carried out of it feet first,’ says 
Mrs Mingott. Comment on the ways in which this view bears out in the novel.

QUESTION ANALYSIS
The trigger is the ‘focus’ of the question and can be based on STYLE, CONCERN or CHARACTER. 
The trigger, ‘honour and honesty’, is concern-based and can be sub-divided into various ideas, each to be 
developed in a separate paragraph.

CONCERNS
1. Deception and marital dishonour: Newland Archer’s extra-marital pursuits
2. Familial and marital dishonour: Ellen Olenska’s violation of social norms
3. Financial dishonour: Julius Beaufort’s corrupt business practices
4. Honour and honesty: May Welland as epitome of social principles
5. Social code and conventions: Old New York as a tribe seeking to preserve its cultural walls

Why do we call the ‘topic’ of the question a trigger, you ask? In Literature, we examine ‘how style creates 
meaning’. The ‘theme’ of ‘honour and honesty’ is only the starting point1  from which we discuss the 
various ways in which ‘honour and honesty’ are presented. We will therefore consider the following:

METHODS
1. Perspective: Newland Archer’s point of view (his psyche, thoughts, feelings)
2. Perspective: The narrator expresses May Welland’s thoughts and knowledge of the a!air
3. Perspective: The use of ‘gossip’ (by various characters) to relay information
4. Characterisation: Mrs. Archer and Mrs. Mingott act as the custodians of the social code
5. Characterisation: Beaufort, Ellen and Newland present a threat to social order and honour 
6. Motif: The citadel and tribal motifs underscore Old New York’s inexorable conventions
7. Motif: The prison motif highlights how enclosed and confined Archer’s existence is
8. Motif: The surveillance and scrutiny of its people marks New York as a theatre
9. Diction: The use of absolute words (‘inexorable’, ‘must’, ‘always’, ‘impeccable’) 
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1 If you were given a style trigger (e.g. setting) or a character trigger (e.g. portrayal of May), you should also ‘break down’ the trigger into parts and then try 
to generate thematic concerns to link these parts. The central idea is to outline all relevant concerns and methods before you begin writing.



INTRODUCTION
Often described as ‘a novel of manners’, The Age of Innocence seems to present an insular New York elite 
pre-occupied with customs and conventions in the vein of a Jane Austen novel (especially for the 
modern male reader). Yet, the quotation pushes us to find the meaning beneath the surface of Old New 
York’s petty, ‘tyrannical trifles’. Old New York is presented a society ‘wholly absorbed in barricading 
itself against the unpleasant’ not because it is xenophobic but simply because it seeks to guard its own 
values of honour and honesty. As Ohler suggests, the novel is undeniably ‘politically invested’ in a more 
neutral than bitingly critical observation of gilded-age America. Mrs. Manson Mingott’s line thus 
compels us to consider Wharton’s ideal America , one that would ‘embrace maturity’ in the way France 
did to balance self-preservation with tolerance, tradition with a sense of adventure.

France had triumphed over war because of its honesty, its  realistic sense of values,  and its  devotion to a coherent set 
of traditions...  Wharton observed [that] ‘carrying help and hope to the fighters or passionately bent above the 
wounded. The devotion, the self-denial seem instinctive;  but they are really based on a reasoned knowledge of the 
situation and on an unflinching estimate of  values... (Introduction, xxi)

After the war had ended, Wharton hoped that America would embrace maturity that as a country it would begin to 
seek a balance between ‘tradition’ and ‘experiment’, between ‘renunciation’ and ‘satisfaction’. (Introduction, xxii)

In this light, Wharton’s representation of New York’s elite as an prison-like ‘clan’ or ‘tribe’ is itself a key 
concern of the novel. Indubitably, architecture and setting convey how New York’s ‘horizon’ is ‘bounded 
by the Battery and the Central Park’ and that its traditions, kept within symbolically ‘narrower quarters’, 
are further sealed by ‘cast-iron railings’. These images of confinement echo Mrs Mingott’s resolute 
desire to ‘always’ protect the values of honesty and honour in New York until she is literally dead. The 
claim is of course comic in tone but serious in its intended meaning: experimentation and the 
individual’s satisfaction are to be rejected while inwardness and self-denial are celebrated.

HONOUR AND HONESTY
This maxim is also reinforced by the relatively ‘minor’ character of Mrs Archer. She acts almost like an 
authorial voice, monitoring the decline of Old New York’s values in an ‘annual pronouncement’ of how 
New York has ‘disintegrated’. Mrs Archer tasks herself to ‘trace’ the minute threats (metaphorically 
presented as ‘cracks’ and ‘weeds’) like Ellen Olenska and Julius Beaufort. The choice of words first 
suggests that Old New York is a society of ‘ordered rows of social vegetables’ — mechanised and 
dehumanised. Subsequently, this rigid social circle is degraded by ‘cracks’ from within (Ellen Olenska) 
and ‘weeds’ from without (Julius Beaufort).
 

By the first of November this household ritual was over... And punctually at about this time Mrs. Archer always 
said that New York was very much changed. 

Observing it from the lofty stand-point of a non-participant,  she was able, with the help of Mr. Sillerton Jackson 
and Miss Sophy, to trace each new crack in its surface, and all the strange weeds pushing up between the ordered 
rows of social vegetables. It had been one of the amusements of Archer's youth to wait for this annual 
pronouncement of his mother's, and to hear her enumerate the minute signs of disintegration that his careless 
gaze had overlooked. For New York, to Mrs. Archer's mind, never changed without changing for the worse;  and in 
this view Miss Sophy Jackson heartily concurred. (Ch 26, 210)
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Her insistence that New York keeps ‘changing for the worse’ is perhaps symbolic of Old New York’s 
fears; like Mrs Mingott, the world within the novel clings to its self-defined notions of ‘honour’ and 
‘honesty’. 

THE BEAUFORT SCANDAL
Old New York’s intolerance towards financial dishonesty is exemplified by the case of Julius Beaufort 
within the same chapter. While the narrator slyly hints at the hypocrisy behind New York’s tolerance of 
private dishonour of any kind, the next clause in the sentence is straightforwardly and forcefully 
declarative: the (financial) honesty society seeks to uphold is most absolute, as suggested by the use of 
‘limpid’ and ‘impeccable’. Moreover, Wharton employs the darkness motif above (‘gloomy’, ‘darkened’) 
to illustrate the extent to dishonesty is not tolerated. 

A gloomy silence fell upon the party.  No one really liked Beaufort, and it was not wholly unpleasant to think the 
worst of his  private life;  but the idea of his having brought financial dishonour on his wife's family was too shocking 
to be enjoyed even by his enemies. Archer's  New York tolerated hypocrisy in private relations;  but in business 
matters  it exacted a limpid and impeccable honesty. It was a long time since any well-known banker had failed 
discreditably;  but every one remembered the social extinction visited on the heads of the firm when the last event 
of  the kind had happened. (Ch 26, 212)

The whole of New York was darkened by the tale of Beaufort’s dishonour. There had never, as Mr.  Letterblair 
said, been a worse case in his  memory, nor, for that matter,  in the memory of the far-off Letterblair who had given his 
name to the firm. (Ch 28, 228)

New York was inexorable in its condemnation of business irregularities.  So far there had been no exception to 
its tacit rule that those who broke the law of probity must pay;  and every one was aware that even Beaufort and 
Beaufort's wife would be offered up unflinchingly to this principle. (Ch 27, 220)

This is made clear multiple times in the next two chapters, as the ‘whole of New York’ comes to judge 
him and that ‘No one really liked Beaufort’ in the first place. The reader should recall the exclusion of 
Beaufort from the ‘small... pyramid’ of New York in an earlier chapter. Mrs. Archer rules that ‘people... 
were not as particular as they used to be’ in allowing Julius Beaufort to ‘rule’ one end of Fifth Avenue 
(40). The writer’s use of anthropological terms above to portray Beaufort as a tribal sacrifice ‘o!ered up 
unflinchingly’ to ‘social extinction’ is significant. Old New York’s condemnation is not just ‘inexorable’ 
and without exception (‘must’). Wharton also emphasises the collectiveness with which it does so. 
Beaufort’s role in the novel is, in e!ect, to illuminate the commitment of not just Mrs Mingott but also 
society as a whole to maintain order in the house. E!ectively, he is a device through which the novel 
conveys New York’s ‘unflinching’ adherence to its own values and structures. Beaufort’s financial 
dishonesty is but one of many (‘There was always’) acts of treason against the social order.

It was thus,  Archer reflected, that New York managed its transitions:  conspiring to ignore them till they were well 
over, and then, in all good faith, imagining that they had taken place in a preceding age.  There was always a traitor 
in the citadel;  and after he (or generally she) had surrendered the keys, what was the use of pretending that it was 
impregnable? (Ch 26, 213)
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THE OLENSKA TRIALS
Old New York’s disapproval of the Countess Olenska’s ‘unpleasant’ and ‘scandalous’ divorce-suit (81) is 
expressed through the voices of May and Mrs Archer, which highlight the sanctity of marriage in Old 
New York. Where Mr. Letterblair forewarns Archer of the consequences that befall the family he is to 
marry into, Mrs. Archer and May make clear their disapprobation of her decision to reject the Count’s 
latest proposal in Chapter 26. Mrs. Archer speaks in an ‘accusing’ tone for ‘inconveniencing’ them, the 
narrator’s euphemism underscoring instead the shock (‘surprised’) and shame Ellen has brought and 
continues to bring to the Mingott-Welland and Archer-van der Luyden clans.

A sudden blush rose to young Mrs. Archer’s  face;  it surprised her husband as much as the other guests about the 
table. “Oh, Ellen—” she murmured, much in the same accusing and yet deprecating tone in which her parents might 
have said: “Oh, the Blenkers—.”

It was the note which the family had taken to sounding on the mention of the Countess Olenska’s name, since she 
had surprised and inconvenienced them by remaining obdurate to her husband’s advances. (Ch 26, 213)

May too becomes a representation of this ‘tribal discipline’ by which she thinks Ellen ‘better o! as an 
unhappy wife than a separated one’ (207). So too does Mrs Mingott, as the two pieces of evidence 
below evince. 

Everybody knew that the Countess  Olenska was no longer in the good graces  of her family. Even her devoted 
champion, old Mrs Manson Mingott,  had been unable to defend her refusal to return to her husband. The Mingotts 
had not proclaimed their disapproval aloud: their sense of  solidarity was too strong.

It was  a fact, that Ellen,  in spite of all her opportunities  and her privileges, had become simply “Bohemian.” The fact 
enforced the contention that she had made a fatal mistake in not returning to Count Olenski. After all, a young 
woman’s  place was under her husband’s roof,  especially when she had left it in circumstances that... well... if one had 
cared to look into them... (Ch 26, 214)

The use of ‘even’ epitomises Ellen’s fall from the ‘good graces of her family’, as Mrs Mingott chooses to 
stand by family honour rather than her granddaughter. ‘After all’, the distant narrator summons, New 
York is bound to the idea that a ‘woman’s place [is] under her husband’s roof’. Yet, the curious halt in 
narration (‘that... well...’) in the second quote leads the reader towards her family’s (selfish, one might 
say) disregard for the ‘circumstances’ in which Ellen left her husband. In an earlier chapter, M. Riviere - 
the Count’s emissary - provides the reader greater context and leads us to sympathise more with Ellen 
than with Old New York and its moral high ground:

He had not to wait a moment for the answer. "To beg you, Monsieur—to beg you with all the force I'm capable of
—not to let her go back.—Oh, don't let her!" M. Riviere exclaimed. 

Archer looked at him with increasing astonishment. There was no mistaking the sincerity of his  distress or the 
strength of his determination: he had evidently resolved to let everything go by the board but the supreme need of 
thus putting himself  on record. Archer considered. 

"May I ask," he said at length, "if  this is the line you took with the Countess Olenska?" 
M. Riviere reddened, but his eyes did not falter.  "No, Monsieur: I accepted my mission in good faith. I really 

believed—for reasons I need not trouble you with—that it would be better for Madame Olenska to recover her 
situation, her fortune, the social consideration that her husband's  standing gives her... after I had seen her, after I had 
listened to her, I knew she was better off  here." (Ch 25)
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The pathos here it seems extends as well to Mrs Mingott. As the calls of a long list of characters from 
Lovell Mingott to Mr. Letterblair accumulate, Mrs Mingott ignores, for once, the ‘duty’ of a woman to 
her husband and the ‘honour’ of her family in the eyes of New York. The cold perspective she holds 
towards the Beauforts applies less within her circle.

Archer listened in silence, and she went on: “They’d talked me over, as  no doubt you know: persuaded me, Lovell, 
and Letterblair, and Augusta Welland, and all the rest of them, that I must hold out and cut off her allowance, till she 
was made to see that it was her duty to go back to Olenski...  After all, marriage is marriage, and money’s 
money... and of  course I’ve told Letterblair that she’s to be given her proper allowance.” (Ch 30, 247)

While Mrs. Mingott’s dialogue suggests that the social code is not exactly absolute with respect to 
marital dishonour, one senses that Ellen leaves not because of Mrs. Mingott or the family but because 
of Newland.

FAMILIAL CODE OF HONOR
The importance of familial honour in Old New York, presented most prominently through the prison 
motif, overrides both Newland and Ellen’s desires. We are reminded that Archer in Book Two is a 
married man, and the manner in which he is besotted with Ellen Olenska is unbecoming, if not 
downright scandalous. Her departure in Chapter 33 is prefigured earlier in the novel, where the narrator 
relates how it was clear to Newland that ‘she would go only if she felt herself becoming a temptation to 
Archer, a temptation to fall away from the standard they had both set up’ (202). This ‘standard’ is 
notably one of appearances, not actuality: so long as their relationship did not threaten (by 
‘temptation’) his reputation or his marriage with May, she would stay.  It is on this premise that Ellen 
maintains their separateness as May’s ‘husband’ and May’s ‘cousin’ and rejects all possibility of an ‘us’ in 
Chapter 29. Wharton’s narrator later extinguishes all doubt about the viability of their continuing a!air:

It was the old New York way of taking life "without effusion of blood":  the way of people who dreaded scandal 
more than disease, who placed decency above courage, and who considered that nothing was  more ill-bred than 
"scenes," except the behaviour of  those who gave rise to them. 

As these thoughts  succeeded each other in his mind Archer felt like a prisoner in the centre of an armed camp. 
He looked about the table, and guessed at the inexorableness  of his captors from the tone in which, over the 
asparagus from Florida, they were dealing with Beaufort and his wife. "It's to show me," he thought, "what would 
happen to me—" and a deathly sense of the superiority of implication and analogy over direct action, and of silence 
over rash words, closed in on him like the doors of  the family vault. 

The tribal and prison motifs converge in this key scene, as does the intransigent ways  (‘inexorableness’, 
‘nothing was more’) of Old New York. Having witnessed both ‘prisoners’ transgress the edict of honour 
and honesty, the guests at the party seek to eliminate ‘scandal’ and indecency by the most convenient 
option. They would deal with Ellen Olenska in the same way they dealt with Beaufort and his wife; 
Archer is shown to be perfectly aware that this act by the ‘family vault’ would su"ce as punishment. 
Archer’s spiritual ‘death’ here is perhaps anticipated by both the reader and the protagonist, for he 
wilfully neglects the signals given by May about ‘family duty’.
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"The change will do you good," she said simply, when he had finished;  "and you must be sure to go and see 
Ellen," she added, looking him  straight in the eyes with her cloudless smile, and speaking in the tone she might have 
employed in urging him not to neglect some irksome family duty. 

It was the only word that passed between them  on the subject;  but in the code in which they had both been 
trained it meant: "Of course you understand that I know all that people have been saying about Ellen, and heartily 
sympathise with my family in their effort to get her to return to her husband. I also know that,  for some reason you 
have not chosen to tell me, you have advised her against this  course,  which all the older men of the family, as well as 
our grandmother, agree in approving;  and that it is owing to your encouragement that Ellen defies us all,  and exposes 
herself to the kind of criticism of which Mr. Sillerton Jackson probably gave you, this evening, the hint that has  made 
you so irritable....  Hints have indeed not been wanting;  but since you appear unwilling to take them from others, I 
offer you this one myself, in the only form  in which well-bred people of our kind can communicate unpleasant 
things to each other: by letting you understand that I know you mean to see Ellen when you are in Washington, and 
are perhaps going there expressly for that purpose;  and that, since you are sure to see her, I wish you to do so with 
my full and explicit approval—and to take the opportunity of letting her know what the course of conduct you have 
encouraged her in is likely to lead to." (Ch 26, 219)

Whilst technically ‘unspoken’, May’s thoughts are expressed as direct discourse (i.e. dialogue) in a ‘code 
in which they had both been trained’. The cumulative use of ‘I know’ (mental verb) and the shift to 
implied commands (, ‘I o!er you this [hint]...’, ‘I wish you to do so’) is significant in multiple ways. On 
the character level, May is exhibited as a manipulative spouse who ‘grants‘ Newland the freedom to 
pursue Ellen in Washington.  Also, May exudes the confidence that Newland will return to her, as ‘the 
course of conduct‘ Newland and Ellen have indulged in is untenable. On a more symbolic level, New 
York - as represented by May - is shown to be completely aware and silently in control of the individual. It 
appears tolerant (‘you must be sure to go and see Ellen’) but is prepared to enforce the code upon those 
who dare ‘defy’ them ‘all’. Even though the prompt quotation comes from Mrs Manson Mingott, the 
reader surmises that it is the more conniving May Welland who will glean ‘victory’ from familial ‘honour’.

All these amiable and inexorable persons were resolutely engaged in pretending to each other that they had never 
heard of, suspected, or even conceived possible, the least hint to the contrary;  and from this tissue of elaborate mutual 
dissimulation Archer once more disengaged the fact that New York believed him to be Madame Olenska's lover. He 
caught the glitter of victory in his wife's eyes, and for the first time understood that she shared the belief. The 
discovery roused a laughter of  inner devils that reverberated through all his efforts... (Ch 33, 280)

CULTURAL WALLS
Retrieving earlier parts of Book Two, it is easy to see how this code of honour and honesty (and by 
extension, the ‘collapse’ of scandal) has been embedded in Archer all along. He recognises that it is his 
‘noblesse oblige’ - the responsibility he has to take on as a member of his class and the Faustian price he 
has to pay. Even if he does tell ‘untruths’, the ‘sentimental’ reasons for lying will not ‘move’ him.

Archer listened unmoved to the relentless chorus. The idea of absolute financial probity (honesty) as the first law 
of a gentleman's code was too deeply ingrained in him for sentimental considerations to weaken it. An adventurer 
like Lemuel Struthers  might build up the millions of his  Shoe Polish on any number of shady dealings;  but 
unblemished honesty was the noblesse oblige of  old financial New York. (Ch 27, 224)

"No: but my going is," he answered, cursing the unnecessary explanations that he had given when he had 
announced his intention of going to Washington, and wondering where he had read that clever liars give details, but 
that the cleverest do not. It did not hurt him half as much to tell May an untruth as  to see her trying to 
pretend that she had not detected him. (Ch 28, 232)
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The protagonist himself then becomes a paragon of the tribal code, sacrificing Ellen and the ‘flower of 
life’ for the cultural walls of Old New York. Content to be ‘old-fashioned’ at the end of the novel, he 
ultimately preserves (rather than resists) the values of ‘honour’ and ‘honesty’. Below, we see how men, 
more so than women, are expected to uphold both marital honour and honesty.

Now he saw the matter in a new light, and his  part in it seemed singularly diminished. It was,  in fact, that which, 
with a secret fatuity,  he had watched Mrs. Thorley Rushworth play toward a fond and unperceiving husband:  a 
smiling, bantering, humouring, watchful and incessant lie.  A lie by day, a lie by night, a lie in every touch and every 
look; a lie in every caress and every quarrel; a lie in every word and in every silence. 

It was easier, and less dastardly on the whole, for a wife to play such a part toward her husband. [...]
But in Archer's little world no one laughed at a wife deceived, and a certain measure of contempt was attached to 

men who continued their philandering after marriage. In the rotation of crops  there was a recognised season for wild 
oats; but they were not to be sown more than once. 

Archer had always shared this view: in his heart he thought Lefferts despicable. But to love Ellen Olenska 
was not to become a man like Lefferts: for the first time Archer found himself face to face with the dread argument of 
the individual case. Ellen Olenska was like no other woman, he was like no other man: their situation, therefore, 
resembled no one else's, and they were answerable to no tribunal but that of  their own judgment. (Ch 31, 252)

Although the narrator presents Archer deluding himself that he is ‘answerable to no tribunal’ (252), it is 
evident that the ‘recognised season for wild oats’ has passed; it is ‘May, and habit, and honour, and all 
the old decencies’ that will occupy his reality (252). While New York can tolerate the ways of Ellen 
Olenska, its men - its rulers - must abide by its financial and familial code with no exception:

If society chose to open its  doors to vulgar women the harm was not great,  though the gain was doubtful;  but once it 
got in the way of tolerating men of obscure origin and tainted wealth the end was total disintegration—and at no 
distant date. (Ch 33, 279)

CONCLUSION
This fidelity to its own culture however does not last. Sillerton Jackson, a ‘guardian’ of New York’s social 
walls, is himself ‘obliged to admit’ that New York is changing, its Age of Innocence passing. Twenty five 
years after Ellen Olenska takes her leave, New York is described as a ‘kaleidoscope’ of multifarious and 
heterogenous influences, spinning its way beyond the control of its former protectors. The narrator 
declares that the world since had ‘travelled’ further and faster than in the past for anyone, as she 
suggests, to ‘bother much’ about what every inhabitant (for it is no longer a closely knit tribe) does.

Mr. Sillerton Jackson, as  became a man of the world,  suspended his judgment and listened with an amused 
impartiality to the lamentations of the ladies.  But even he never denied that New York had changed;  and 
Newland Archer, in the winter of the second year of his marriage, was  himself obliged to admit that if it had not 
actually changed it was certainly changing. (Ch 26, 210)

Nothing could more dearly give the measure of the distance that the world had travelled. People nowadays were 
too busy—busy with reforms and "movements," with fads and fetishes  and frivolities—to bother much about their 
neighbours. And of what account was anybody's past, in the huge kaleidoscope where all the social atoms spun 
around on the same plane? (Ch 34, 291)
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The Age of Innocence is no simple novel of manners. It appears to condemn the slavish devotion of Old 
New York to its own mores of honour and honesty. It is equally unequivocal when it comes to 
demonstrating the hypocrisies and contradictions within this code. Yet, it also acknowledges that there 
is a need for some contradiction to provide balance, tolerance and finally, growth. By the end of the 
novel, it is clear to the reader that Mrs. Mingott’s platitude ‘Honour will always be honour, and honesty 
honesty’ is ultimately ironic; New York, and America, of the 1900s has begun to look beyond its own 
walls, to maintain some measure of honour and honesty but not to the destructive climes of its 
predecessors. There is value in social constraints and ‘divisions between right and wrong’ - however 
conservative any society imagines itself to be - but they must, as the novel puts forth, never take 
precedence over progress.

The worst of doing one's  duty was that it apparently unfitted one for doing anything else. At least that was  the 
view that the men of his generation had taken. The trenchant divisions  between right and wrong, honest and 
dishonest, respectable and the reverse, had left so little scope for the unforeseen. There are moments when a man's 
imagination, so easily subdued to what it lives in, suddenly rises above its daily level, and surveys the long windings of 
destiny. Archer hung there and wondered.... 

What was left of the little world he had grown up in, and whose standards had bent and bound 
him? He remembered a sneering prophecy of poor Lawrence Lefferts's, uttered years ago in that very room: "If 
things go on at this rate, our children will be marrying Beaufort's bastards." 

It was just what Archer's eldest son, the pride of  his life, was doing; and nobody wondered or reproved. 
[...]
Fanny Beaufort, who had appeared in New York at eighteen, after the death of her parents, had won its heart 

much as Madame Olenska had won it thirty years  earlier;  only instead of being distrustful and afraid of her, society 
took her joyfully for granted. She was pretty,  amusing and accomplished: what more did any one want?  Nobody was 
narrow-minded enough to rake up against her the half-forgotten facts of her father's past and her own origin. (Ch 
34, 290)

END.
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