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Abstract 

The Restoration libertines were the successors of the Lucretian philosophical tradition, which 

emphasized the pursuit of physical and sensory pleasure in life. The primary objective of the 

libertines was to attain sexual pleasure by emancipating sexuality from societal constraints and 

the institution of marriage. In The Country Wife, a Restoration comedy by William Wycherley, 

the play's lewd humor and fast-paced plot center around a rake named Horner who feigns 

impotence to seduce women in the city. The story unfolds with elements of deception, jealousy, 

and societal critique, reflecting the Restoration period's focus on leisure and the arts. Through 

witty dialogue and sexual innuendos, the play explores the complexities of relationships and 

societal norms, challenging Puritan ideals and emphasizing the pursuit of pleasure and 

entertainment. The narrative unfolds with Horner orchestrating various schemes to pursue 

romantic interests while navigating the intrigues of high society. The juxtaposition of city life 

with country innocence adds depth to the characters' motivations and actions, creating a 

comical yet insightful commentary on human nature and desire during the Restoration era. 

Overall, The Country Wife remains a classic example of Restoration comedy, blending satire, 

humor, and social commentary to entertain and provoke thought among audiences. 
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Introduction 

The Country Wife is a Restoration comedy by William Wycherley, first performed in 1675. It 

reflects a wealthy and anti-Puritan viewpoint, and was controversial for its sexual content. The 

title features a lewd pun on "country. " The play is inspired by Molière, with a fast-paced plot, 

informal dialogue, and many sexual jokes. The story involves a rake who pretends to be 

impotent to have secret affairs and a young “country wife” discovering the pleasures of city life 

and men. For a long time, the play was banned from the stage and replaced by a milder version, 

but it is now popular again and praised by critics for its wit and societal critique. The Country 

Wife is believed to have been composed in Isle of Wight during 1672-3 and was published in 

1675. This occurred during the restoration era, and the style of this play is categorized as a 
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Comedy of manners. The primary location is London. The climax reveals that Horner’s 

physician openly declares Horner to be a eunuch, thereby preserving the reputations of his 

mistresses (and their husbands’ honor). Pinch wife serves as the principal antagonist.  

In William Wycherley's Restoration comedy "The Country Wife," themes of deception, desire, 

and societal norms are intricately woven into the fabric of the narrative, reflecting the 

complexities of gender roles and the dynamics of power within relationships. The play's 

protagonist, Horner, employs deception as a means to navigate the societal expectations of 

masculinity and sexuality, ultimately revealing the underlying desires of both men and women 

in a patriarchal society. 

Horner's ruse of feigning impotence serves as a critical commentary on the societal pressures 

surrounding male virility and female chastity. By presenting himself as incapable of sexual 

desire, he gains access to the very women who are typically guarded against male advances. 

This inversion of expectations highlights the absurdity of societal norms that dictate behavior 

based on gender. The play illustrates how deception can be a tool for both liberation and 

manipulation, as Horner's deceit allows him to engage with women like Margery Pinchwife, 

who are otherwise constrained by societal expectations of fidelity and virtue (Alanazi, 2023). 
 

Literature Review 

The portrayal of women in "The Country Wife" further complicates the narrative of desire and 

deception. Characters like Margery are depicted as both victims and agents within their societal 

confines (Burke, 1988). Margery's initial naivety and subsequent awakening to her desires 

reflect the tension between societal expectations and personal agency. This duality resonates 

with contemporary discussions on gender roles, where women often navigate the complexities 

of societal norms while seeking autonomy (Munir, 2021). The play critiques the notion of 

female virtue as a commodity, suggesting that women's desires are often suppressed or 

manipulated by the very structures that claim to protect them. 

Moreover, the societal context of Restoration England, characterized by a rigid class structure 

and moral hypocrisy, amplifies the themes of deception and desire. The characters' interactions 

reveal a society rife with pretense, where individuals often wear masks to conform to societal 

expectations (Canfield, 1997). This performative aspect of identity is echoed in modern 

discussions of gender and power dynamics, where individuals may feel compelled to present a 

façade that aligns with societal norms (Abdulla et al., 2022). The play's exploration of these 

themes invites a critical examination of the ways in which societal structures shape personal 

desires and relationships. 

In William Wycherley's Restoration comedy "The Country Wife," themes of deception, desire, 

and societal norms are intricately woven into the fabric of the narrative, reflecting the 

complexities of gender dynamics and marital relationships of the time. The play's protagonist, 

Horner, employs deception as a means to navigate and manipulate the desires of both men and 

women within a patriarchal society (Dietz, 2010). This manipulation is emblematic of the 

broader societal acceptance of deceit as a tool for personal gain, particularly in the context of 

romantic and sexual relationships. 

The societal backdrop of "The Country Wife" is characterized by a rigidly hierarchical structure 

where gender roles dictate behavior and expectations. The acceptance of domestic violence in 

various cultures, as highlighted in contemporary studies, mirrors the societal attitudes present in 
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Wycherley's time (Dixon, 1996). Research indicates that in many developing countries, 

including Bangladesh, there is a significant acceptance of domestic violence, often justified by 

traditional gender norms that position men as authority figures over women (Khan & Islam, 

2018; Ferdous et al., 2022). This historical context of gender inequality and the normalization of 

violence against women can be paralleled with the treatment of female characters in "The 

Country Wife," who are often objectified and manipulated by male characters. 

Moreover, the theme of desire in "The Country Wife" is closely linked to the societal pressures 

that dictate personal relationships. The play illustrates how societal expectations can lead 

individuals to engage in deceptive practices to fulfill their desires. For example, Horner's ruse of 

pretending to be impotent allows him to gain the trust of the women he seeks to seduce, 

reflecting a broader commentary on how societal norms can compel individuals to adopt 

dishonest personas to navigate their desires (Akhter & Wilson, 2015). This manipulation of 

desire is not limited to Horner; it extends to other male characters who also engage in deceitful 

behavior to achieve their ends, thereby reinforcing the notion that deception is a pervasive 

strategy in the pursuit of personal gratification. 

The acceptance of such behaviors is further supported by studies that reveal a correlation 

between societal attitudes towards domestic violence and the acceptance of controlling 

behaviors in relationships. For instance, research indicates that women who participate in 

household decision-making are less likely to justify wife-beating, suggesting that empowerment 

and autonomy can challenge traditional norms (Seidu et al., 2021; Zegeye et al., 2022). This 

dynamic is reflected in the interactions between male and female characters in "The Country 

Wife," where the power imbalance often leads to the exploitation of women’s desires for the 

benefit of men. 

"The Country Wife" serves as a critical lens through which to examine the intersections of 

deception, desire, and societal norms in Restoration England. The play not only highlights the 

manipulative tactics employed by its characters but also reflects the broader societal acceptance 

of such behaviors, which are rooted in historical gender inequalities. The themes explored in 

Wycherley's work resonate with contemporary discussions on domestic violence and gender 

dynamics, illustrating the enduring relevance of these issues across time and culture. 

"The Country Wife" serves as a rich text for exploring the interplay of deception, desire, and 

societal norms. Through its characters and their interactions, the play critiques the rigid gender 

roles of its time while simultaneously reflecting the universal struggles of individuals seeking 

authenticity in a world governed by expectation. The themes presented in Wycherley's work 

continue to resonate in contemporary discussions of gender and power, highlighting the 

enduring relevance of Restoration comedy in understanding the complexities of human 

relationships. 
 

Analysis 

Context of The Country Wife 

The Restoration in English history happened between 1660 and 1685 when King Charles II took 

the throne. His father, Charles I, was deposed and executed after the English Civil War. Charles 

I clashed with Parliament because he believed in the "divine right of kings" and wanted to rule 

without their input (Dobrée, 1924). His High Anglican beliefs also angered many Protestants 

and Puritans, leading to war with Parliament starting in 1642. After Charles I's execution in 
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1649, England was ruled by Oliver Cromwell and a Commonwealth. Cromwell enforced strict 

Puritan rules, which led to discontent. Following his death in 1658, Charles II returned from 

exile and reversed many Puritan policies, promoting leisure and the arts until his death in 1685. 

Sex and Satire in The Country Wife  

The Impotent Seducer 

Harry Horner, a notorious seducer, disseminates a fabrication that he has contracted a sexually 

transmitted infection and that, while receiving treatment for this from a French surgeon, he has 

inadvertently become impotent. He convinces his doctor, a charlatan, to propagate this tale 

throughout the city, with the hope that gullible men will leave their wives, sisters, and daughters 

in Horner’s custody, unaware of the potential for seduction.  

Once the rumor has been disseminated, Horner is gratified to observe that Sir Jasper Fidget, a 

businessman from the city, visits and entrusts his wife, Lady Fidget, alongside her companions, 

Mrs. Dainty Fidget and Mrs. Squeamish, to Horner. However, upon learning of Horner's 

impotence, the ladies renowned for their exceptional virtue are appalled and refuse to remain 

with him. They exit just as Horner's associates, Harcourt and Dorliant, arrive to offer their 

condolences regarding his newfound impotence.  

While they converse, Sparkish arrives, prompting the friends to hastily devise a means to expel 

him. Sparkish is tedious and so self-important that he fails to perceive their insults and requests 

for his departure. They ultimately manage to send Sparkish away just as Mr. Pinchwife enters. 

Pinchwife, once a womanizer in his youth, has recently wed a young woman from the 

countryside. Unaware of the rumors surrounding Horner, he becomes exceedingly jealous when 

Horner inquires about his wife and implies that she may cause Pinchwife to become a 

“cuckold.” Pinchwife retorts that his wife is too naive and foolish to be taken into the city, thus 

he intends to leave her at home. He is in town briefly to facilitate Sparkish’s marriage to his 

sister, Alithea.  

Love and Jealousy  

Horner perceives Pinchwife's jealousy regarding his wife and resolves to provoke him. He 

informs Pinchwife that he saw him at the theater the previous evening in the company of a 

beautiful young woman. Offended, Pinchwife storms out, and Horner deduces, from his 

response, that this woman is his wife.  

At Pinchwife’s residence, his youthful spouse, Margery, expresses her dissatisfaction to Alithea 

regarding Pinchwife’s refusal to allow her to venture out and explore the town. She confides in 

Alithea about her enjoyment of the theatre the prior evening and remarks on the extraordinary 

handsomeness of the actors. Pinchwife arrives and overhears their conversation, reprimanding 

Alithea for providing a poor influence on Margery. Margery implores Pinchwife to permit her to 

visit the town, to which he responds that she cannot go, as young men may become infatuated 

with her. This revelation only heightens Margery’s excitement, prompting Pinchwife to inform 

her that a gentleman has already noticed her at the theatre and is enamored with her. Thrilled by 

this information, Margery insists on learning the young man’s identity, leading Pinchwife to 

confine her to her room as a form of punishment.  

At that moment, Sparkish arrives with Harcourt to see Alithea and to display his fiancée to his 

companion. Harcourt is immediately captivated by Alithea and begins to ardently pursue her 

with little regard for Sparkish’s presence. Despite Alithea’s objections, Sparkish remains 
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oblivious and appears incapable of feeling jealousy. The trio proceeds to the theatre, with 

Alithea still resisting since Sparkish intends to seat her next to Harcourt. Lady Fidget, Mrs. 

Dainty Fidget, and Mrs. Squeamish come to Pinchwife’s home to escort Margery to the play, but 

Pinchwife drives them away, much to their amusement.  

Jealous Husband and Rebellious Wife 

As they await Sir Jasper, Lady Fidget, Mrs. Dainty Fidget, and Mrs. Squeamish bemoan their 

tendency to be overlooked by men in favor of ordinary women. They lament that men no longer 

pursue “virtuous” women for extramarital affairs. While engaged in conversation, Sir Jasper 

arrives accompanied by Horner and Dorilant, notifying the ladies that these young men will 

escort them to the theatre. The ladies are appalled and refuse the offer. Dorilant departs, yet Sir 

Jasper insists that their reputations will not suffer from being seen with Horner. Horner takes 

Lady Fidget aside and quietly confides that he is not, in fact, impotent, revealing that he has 

fabricated this story for her benefit to gain closeness (Friedman, 1979). Completely flattered, 

Lady Fidget acquiesces and convinces the others to permit Horner to take them out. Sir Jasper 

hurries off to attend to matters, feeling quite satisfied with the entertainment he has provided for 

his wife.  

Meanwhile, Margery, still confined within Pinchwife’s home, ultimately asserts herself and 

compels Pinchwife to take her into town. He concedes on the condition that she attire herself as 

a man to avoid recognition by Horner and his associates. Alithea and her maid, Lucy, 

accompany them. Horner, Harcourt, and Dorilant are likewise in town, and Harcourt confides in 

Horner about his predicament; he is in love with Alithea, Sparkish’s fiancée. Horner assures him 

that Sparkish will aid him in courting her, and at that moment, Sparkish joins their conversation.  

Love, Lies and Laughter  

As they converse, Pinchwife, Margery, Alithea, and Lucy pass by, with the men pursuing them. 

Pinchwife attempts to elude them, but the men confront the group and inquire about the identity 

of the young man among them. Pinchwife asserts that the young man, who is actually Margery 

in disguise, is his wife’s brother. Sparkish begins to urge Harcourt and Alithea together and 

implores her to pardon Harcourt for the offense he caused that morning.  

Meanwhile, Horner starts to flirt with Margery and kisses her in front of Pinchwife, pleading 

with her to deliver the kiss “to her sister.” Pinchwife, frantic to remove Margery from Horner’s 

presence, seeks to summon a carriage; however, during his absence, Horner escorts Margery 

down another street. Pinchwife is in a state of distress upon his return, but Margery reappears 

shortly afterward with a bundle of fruit that Horner has gifted her. Sir Jasper Fidget arrives and 

reminds Horner that he must accompany the ladies to the theatre. He takes Horner away, leaving 

a displeased Pinchwife in the street.  

The following morning, Sparkish arrives at Pinchwife’s residence to wed Alithea. Nevertheless, 

the parson he has brought to officiate the ceremony is actually Harcourt in disguise. Alithea 

easily discerns this deception and declines to permit the marriage, much to Sparkish’s 

bewilderment. Meanwhile, Pinchwife interrogates Margery about her time spent alone with 

Horner the previous evening (Kachur, 2004). When Margery reveals to Pinchwife that Horner 

kissed her, putting his tongue in her mouth, Pinchwife's jealousy escalates, compelling him to 

force Margery to compose a letter to Horner, instructing him that she finds him despicable and 

will not endure his advances.  
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Deceptive Desires 

Margery is distressed, having fallen for Horner, and devises a scheme to deceive her husband. 

Since he has taught her how to write letters, a skill she previously lacked, she pens a second 

letter to Horner, in which she confesses her affection for him. When he returns with the letter 

seal, Margery switches the letters and seals the one she wrote herself, rather than Pinchwife’s, to 

send to Horner.  

Horner is at home with the Quack, who is eager to learn about the progress of Horner’s 

experiment. He is impressed by what he hears and even more so when Lady Fidget arrives 

alone. Horner instructs the Quack to hide behind a screen while the doctor observes as Lady 

Fidget throws herself at Horner. The couple begins to embrace, but they are interrupted by Sir 

Jasper. Lady Fidget quickly devises a response, telling her husband that she is tickling Horner 

because he has denied her a shopping excursion (Holland, 1959). Sir Jasper watches with 

amusement as Lady Fidget rushes into another room and locks the door, claiming she is going to 

purloin some of Horner’s fine china. Horner hastens after her, and Sir Jasper laughs at the 

commotion emanating from behind the door.  

Mrs. Squeamish arrives shortly thereafter and attempts to enter the room. She is accompanied 

by her grandmother, Old Lady Squeamish. Horner and Lady Fidget reappear, with Lady Fidget 

carrying some porcelain, and Mrs. Squeamish endeavors to persuade Horner to provide her with 

some porcelain as well (Hunt, 1840. Pinchwife enters, prompting the women to promptly exit 

with Sir Jasper to avoid being seen by another man. Pinchwife has brought Horner a letter from 

Margery, which Horner reads, finding himself perplexed by Pinchwife’s triumphant demeanor. 

Pinchwife departs, but is shortly thereafter brought back by Sparkish, who insists they 

accompany him to his wedding dinner.  

Secret Seductions 

Meanwhile, Margery longs for Horner’s affection and begins composing another letter to him. 

Pinchwife barges in on her, compelling her to complete her writing. He becomes perplexed 

when she signs the letter as Alithea and informs him that it is Alithea who harbors feelings for 

Horner. Pinchwife consents to take his sister to see Horner, and Margery adorns herself as 

Alithea, dons a mask, and deceives Pinchwife into escorting her in disguise ( Pepys, 1880).  

Horner is taken aback when Pinchwife reappears, this time accompanied by a masked woman. 

The woman insists that she will only converse with Horner privately, prompting Pinchwife to 

leave them (Howe, 199)2. Before Margery can clarify her situation to Horner, however, Sir 

Jasper arrives, informing him that Lady Fidget, Mrs. Dainty, and Mrs. Squeamish are 

approaching. Horner conceals Margery in another chamber and greets the ladies, who are 

preparing to indulge in excessive drinking and a risqué evening with him.  

Outside Horner’s residence, Pinchwife encounters Sparkish and presents him with a letter 

addressed to Horner, signed with Alithea’s name. Sparkish is offended and confronts Alithea in 

the street to terminate their engagement. Alithea is bewildered but relieved. Inside, Horner 

drinks with the "honorable" ladies, who begin to become inebriated. Lady Fidget ultimately 

declares that Horner is her secret lover, only to be astonished when Mrs. Dainty and Mrs. 

Squeamish confess that he is also theirs. The group agrees to maintain each other's confidences 

(Wilson, 1969).  
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Deception Unveiled 

When Sir Jasper arrives to escort the ladies home, Horner releases Margery, who asserts that she 

is to be his wife from now on. While they are engaged in conversation, Sparkish, Alithea, 

Pinchwife, Harcourt, Lucy, and a chaplain arrive (Ogden, 2003). Pinchwife insists that Horner 

and Alithea ought to wed, but Alithea denies any knowledge of this affair. Eventually, she points 

out that Margery is masquerading as her, and Alithea and Harcourt unite and agree to marry 

instead. Pinchwife is enraged with Horner for "cuckolding" him and prepares to duel him 

(Zimbardo, 1965).  

Sir Jasper and the ladies reenter as this scene unfolds, and Pinchwife informs Sir Jasper that 

Horner has turned him into a “cuckold” as well. Sir Jasper is momentarily stunned, but Horner 

is rescued by the reemergence of the Quack, who asserts to Pinchwife and Sir Jasper “as a 

physician” that Horner is impotent. Margery participates in this charade, although she is aware 

that they are all being deceitful, and accepts her fate as Pinchwife’s wife (Sedgwick, 1985). 
 

Finding 

The Country Wife, as a Restoration comedy, shows a wealthy and anti-Puritan perspective and 

was controversial for its sexual themes. Its title includes a crude pun related to "country. " The 

play, influenced by Molière, features a quick-moving plot, casual dialogue, and numerous 

sexual jokes. The story follows a rake who pretends to be impotent to engage in secret affairs 

and a young "country wife" who explores the delights of city life. A key moment in the play 

occurs when Horner’s doctor claims Horner is a eunuch, protecting the reputations of his 

mistresses. Pinchwife acts as the main antagonist.  

In The Country Wife, Harry Horner is a well-known seducer who spreads the lie that he has 

become impotent due to a sexually transmitted infection. He convinces his doctor, who is a 

fraud, to spread this rumor around town, hoping to attract unsuspecting men to leave their 

women in his care. Once the gossip spreads, Horner is pleased when Sir Jasper Fidget trusts him 

with his wife, Lady Fidget, and her friends. However, when they learn of Horner's supposed 

impotence, they are scandalized and refuse to stay. Afterward, Horner's friends arrive to offer 

condolences, and they quickly try to send away Sparkish, who is boring and self-important. 

Horner, noticing Pinchwife’s jealousy about his wife, seeks to provoke him by claiming to have 

seen his wife at the theater with another man. Pinchwife, who is jealous and controlling of his 

young wife, Margery, overhears her discussing her desire to explore the city and the male actors 

she finds appealing.  

When Pinchwife finds out that she is eager to go to the theater, he forbids her, fueling her 

excitement. As intrigues continue, Horner's flirtation with Margery unfolds despite Pinchwife's 

attempts to control her, culminating in Margery's desire to rebel against her husband's 

restrictions. This leads to misunderstandings and jealousy between characters, including 

Harcourt, who loves Alithea, and Sparkish, her fiancé (Macaulay, 1841). Margery's boldness 

increases as she disguises herself to interact with Horner, leading to secrets, deceptions, and a 

mix of romantic pursuits intertwined with comedic moments. Tensions escalate when letters are 

exchanged, misunderstandings arise, and romantic tensions climax, involving masked identities 

and hidden desires, revealing the complexities of love, jealousy, and deception in the 

Restoration era's societal context.  
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The play concludes with a chaotic blend of emotional reveals and comic misunderstandings, 

ultimately highlighting the absurdities of relationships and societal expectations. To conclude, 

William Wycherly's The Country Wife found to be highly influential in exploring themes of 

deception and libidinous relationships in the court of Charles II. He successfully mirrored the 

complexities of the era's social dynamics. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, William Wycherley’s The Country Wife stands as a quintessential Restoration 

comedy, blending sharp wit, satire, and provocative themes to delve into the era's intricate social 

and moral fabric. Through Harry Horner’s cunning deceit and Margery Pinchwife’s awakening 

rebellion, the play masterfully explores themes of deception, sexual freedom, and societal 

hypocrisy. Wycherley’s portrayal of the tension between rigid societal norms and personal 

desires highlights the complexities of relationships, jealousy, and individual agency. The chaotic 

interplay of misunderstandings, flirtations, and comic reversals mirrors the libertine spirit of 

Charles II's court and critiques the performative morality of Restoration society. 

Ultimately, The Country Wife remains an enduring cultural artifact, offering insights into the 

era's shifting values while challenging audiences to reflect on timeless issues of human 

behavior, societal expectations, and the absurdities of love and relationships. Its influence 

extends beyond its historical context, making it a seminal work in the exploration of comedy 

and satire. 
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