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Adultery has been a common subject in numerous literary works ranging from 
ancient classics to modern and postmodern works. The list stretches from The Iliad 
through Ulysses in the ancient times to almost every soap opera ever broadcasted in 
modern times. The prevalence and importance of adultery in 19th-century literature is 
very evident through a glance at the significant titles of the age: The Scarlet Letter, 
Madame Bovary, O Primo Basílio, Anna Karenina, La Regenta, EffiBriest. Through 
this, ones make an interesting observation that in all of these cases it is sexual 
transgression on the part of a married woman that generates outrage and, nearly 
always, her punishment. However, this perception towards the idea of adultery and 
the identity of adulterer have changed in the 20th and 21st century. The paper aims to 
analyse this transition in perception towards the idea of adultery and the politics 
behind it. This analysis will be achieved by a comparative study of Flaubert’s 
Madame Bovary and James Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegans Wake. Even after 160 
years since the publication, the Madame Bovary today enjoys an enviable status that 
has become the vortex of various interdisciplinary studies ranging from medical 
psychology and feminism. Joyce's Ulysses is another novel that enjoys a similar, if 
not a higher status in the literary canon. Since literature is the mirror of life, by 
attempting a comparative study of the idea of adultery present in the novels, an 
understanding of the social perception of this idea in two different centuries is 
expected to be traced. 
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Dear me, when one thinks of it, one must admit that art owes a great deal to 
adultery. 

—Moore 

Introduction  

Literature has been considered a mirror to human society since time 
immemorial. Therefore it is no surprise that our most lingering images of existence 
survive only in literature. Other fields that dealt with the vagaries of human existence 
did not exist until at least a hundred years ago. Psychology, for instance, was divided 
between two poles of Freud’s mystical mythologizing and Skinner’s behaviourism. 
Ultimately, any attempt to get a grasp of the human nature will remain incomplete 
without a thorough exploration of the literature since Homer.  

Abstract 
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Nineteenth-century witnessed largescale experimentations in themes and 
characters of the novel. Women's role in society was being analysed and debated and 
its impacts were felt in literature. The nineteenth century fascination with infidelity 
was manifested in the literature of the age. A quick overview of the few significant 
titles of the literary tradition demonstrates this interest in the idea of adultery. Tony 
Tanner (2000) in his major work titled Adultery in the Novel: Contract and 
Transgression analyses this cultural obsession with adultery. He says "It is such an 
obvious and legible phenomenon that many of those nineteenth-century novels that 
have been canonized as 'great'. . . center on adultery, that, with some exceptions, few 
have thought it worth trying to take the matter further" (p.11). 

The assumption that adultery novel has much to do with the social tensions is 
not without any basis. It is supported by the fact that these works have been engraved 
in the traditional realist canon that arose out of the authors’ conscious attempt to 
mirror the society and accurately represent the social tensions of their times. 
Following a similar strain of thought, Bill Overton (1998) defines adultery novel as "a 
form stemming from social tensions concerning the role of women in marriage, 
motherhood, the family and the transmission of property." 

However, modern and postmodern criticism of the nineteenth-century novel 
has shown that the project and the product are different. Despite their claims of 
objectivity, these novels are not what they seem to be. Extensive use of allegory, 
allusion, and metaphor has conveniently clouded the underlying essence of these 
adultery novels. This has enabled us to continually transform, interpret and reimagine 
the realities that they seem to pursue. The changes made to the marital laws and 
practices also have contributed to the development of the adultery novel. 

The Politics of Adultery in Madame Bovary 

When Kierkegaard wrote in 1842 that "It is remarkable that the whole world 
of European literature lacks a feminine counterpart to Don Quixote", he was probably 
hinting at a desire to see a female Quixote in literature and as it turned out, 15 years 
later, Flaubert's Madame Bovary delivered a line of female quixotism that contained 
few of the most significant novels of the nineteenth century. Like Quixote, Emma 
exists in the stories that she reads and it leads to the development of the plot as well as 
the character. However, in order to understand Quixote or Emma, one needs to 
understand the kind of sentimentality that she enjoys in literature. Her longing for a 
romanticised past finds a parallel in Quixote's existence in a utopia of chivalric 
fiction. Cervantes' and Flaubert's attempt to destabilise this anachronism makes their 
works worth rereading even in the 21st century.  

Emma is a woman of passion in an indifferent Yonville. She finds no souls 
that share her passion or love for romance except maybe Homais, the pharmacist. 
Like Emma, Homais is also in search of something new. As she hops from devotion 
to decadence, he moves from bourgeois to bohemian manners, chocolate health foods 
to Pulvermacher electric bells and journalism to philosophy. Even so, their similarities 
in characters contrast their differences. Naomi Schor has observed that the name 
Homais suggests man and Emma allude to the feminine counterpart. This dichotomy 
forms the basis of Flaubert's character system that contrasts Emma's romantic taste 
(Chateaubriand, Lamartine, Scott) to Homais’ scientific pretensions(Voltaire, 
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Benjamin Franklin). This contrast reaches its culmination in their outcomes: Homais’ 
hypocrisy triumphs whereas Emma’s sincere quest fails. 

The pinnacle of this indifference is represented in the Comices, the fair in 
Yonville. Set at the exact midpoint of the novel, the chapter represents a turning point 
in the plot. It is at this stage that the plot finally moves from life in the province to the 
idea of infidelity that we associate with the novel. At this stage, the private becomes 
the public and Flaubert places the text in a historical context, adultery within the 
politics of France at that moment. Flaubert's mastery over the language is also evident 
in this scene with Rodolphe's and the local politician's speech being interlaced with 
mixed metaphors, clichés, misapplied diction, and contradictions. 

Rodolphe was talking to Madame Bovary about dreams, forebodings, and 
magnetism. Going back to the cradle of human society, the orator depicted the 
savage ages when men lived off acorns in the depths of the forest. Then they 
had cast off their animal skins, garbed themselves in cloth, dug the ground and 
planted the vine. Was this an advance? Didn’t this discovery entail more 
disadvantages than benefits? That was the problem Monsieur Derozerays set 
himself. From magnetism Rodolphe gradually moved on to affinities; and as 
the chairman cited Cincinnatus and his plow, Diogenes planting his cabbages 
and the Chinese emperors celebrating the New Year by sowing seed, the 
young man was explaining to the young woman that these irresistible 
attractions had their roots in some earlier existence. (Flaubert,p.174) 

Emma is not introduced in the novel as an adulterer, but her character 
undergoes a slow transformation throughout the novel.Madame Bovary has been 
widely known for its intertextuality and could fit into almost all theories of the age. 
Albert Thibaudet observed in 1922 that the novel "recur[red] invincibly in support of 
all theories," of whatever was the literary fad at the moment (LaCapra, 1982, p.150). 
This is true to a large degree when we tend to read the novel as a representation of the 
world as we know rather that the world the author knew. As Roland Barthes famously 
explained in S/Z (1970), “[Flaubert] does not stop the play of codes (or stops it only 
partially), so that . . . one never knows if he is responsible for what he writes (if there 
is a subject behind his language).” His technique keeps “the question Who is 
speaking? from ever being answered” (p.140). A detailed study of the text clearly 
shows that Flaubert was very careful in removing dates with references to actual 
events in history. His characters have been regarded as "singularly lacking in 
'senshistorique'  "(Green, 1995, p. 289) and he is known to have longed to write a 
livre sur rien “a book dependent on nothing external, which would be held together by 
the strength of its style” (LaCapra,p.76). It might, therefore, be surprising to see the 
novel as a manifestation of the social status of the age. Interpretations of Madame 
Bovary have generally regarded the novel as either transparent or opaque, as a mirror 
of the world or as a textual web—in Barthes’s phrase, a “play of codes” (p. 140)—
that obscures it. Barthes's famous essay “The Death of the Author” states that the 
author’s intentions need not be taken into consideration when interpreting the 
work.However, it does not matter when the authors are intentionallypresenting a 
biologically accurate view of human beings. It is even more telling if they have 
nosuch aim and yet end up doing just that; nature whispers within their work 
nonetheless. Just as it didamong the ancients, biology continues to flourish inside the 
best of our modern writers. 
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Ulysses and Adultery 

Joyce’s concept of marriage and adultery as a site of empathy and ethics arose 
out of his firm belief that marriage is an institution that is unethical as well as founded 
on political writings sympathetic to feminism and socialism. He was concerned that 
these systems of thought strip one of his/her self-identity and force unnatural 
boundaries around one's identity. Adultery, therefore, becomes a way to breach the 
boundarieserected around the self. In his use of marriage and adultery, Joyce both 
situates himselfwithin this narrative matrix and seeks to envision a way to lovewithin 
the world available to us. He shows how destructive it is toreduce the subject to 
categories that serve only to erase the self:“the biological female, the obedient 
daughter, the faithful mate,the responsible mother, and the believing Christian” 
(Tanner,2000,p.17).Adultery instead becomes a space where the subject can be all 
ornone of these things, a shape-shifter; rather than deleting theadulterous woman, she 
becomes capacious in her being and performingof all modes of desire—an effective 
means of describingMolly Bloom. Joyce’s marriage counterfactuals thus open up 
andembrace the confusion of categories that would otherwise limit,in a profoundly 
wrong way, human personal, sexual and socialexperience. 

Joyce’s views of marriage restricting one’s identity is manifested in his 
portrayal of Molly and Bloom. Bloom’s attempt to facilitate Molly’s affair is his 
attempt to recognise her otherness as a desiring self. He understands that it is her 
capacity for the desire that makes her who she is, and ultimately, it is his desire for 
her that leads them both to mourn the loss of their world and to present her with an 
opportunity to pursue erotic fulfilment outside of that world. He does it not to further 
reduce her desire to an instrument of his fulfillmentthrough voyeurism or masochistic 
fantasy but to affirm and acknowledge her as a desiring self. He accepts the struggle, 
the ambivalence, the anger that such a recognition entails, and does it nonetheless, 
even as he pursues halfheartedly and to pathetic effect his extramarital dalliances, not 
because of an impulse toward self- abnegation, but as a way to affirm selfhood in the 
marriage, breaking apart of the fiction of we, only to reconstruct it in an entirely new 
ethical form, through empathy and love. Joyce is stating, through Bloom, the radical 
acceptance of love. Finally, his gestureis what permits a new version of intimacy, of 
the potential of erotic fulfillment within marriage. 

Just as Joyce followed and participated in the debates of his timesurrounding 
marriage and sexuality, so did he draw heavily uponVictorian and Edwardian 
conventions of narrative, especially inthe realm of the marriage plot and novel of 
adultery. Scholars whohave directed their attention to the nineteenth-century novel 
ofadultery have based their readings on the claim that such novelsexpose the 
disruptive nature of female sexuality and how it can do violence to a social order 
predicated on property,patriarchy, and exchange. The term “novel ofadultery” always 
refers to adultery on the part of the wife. It isfemale adultery that is dangerous, 
presenting a case both symptomaticof social disorder and anxiety and worthy of the 
story. 

Many of these critics, too, note that it is in the nineteenth- centurycontinental 
novel that we begin to see fiction negotiating femaleadultery with shifting sympathies. 
Unlike Victorian British novelsthat present the story from the point of view of the 
betrayed spouse,the continental classics of the genre, Anna Karenina and 
MadameBovary, present the adulteress in a tragic but sympathetic light, focusingon 
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her “passions, desires, aches, and anxieties” ; though she is punished, she is not 
erased. Joyce’s notesfor Exiles demonstrate that he was interested in the cuckoldas 
sympathetic figure and saw Charles Bovary as such, rather thanas the traditional 
figure of fun. At the turn of the century, with the rise of “theNew Woman” and shifts 
in the debates surrounding marriage and divorce, and their parallel literary 
productions, women adultererswere offered as powerful and unconventional figures of 
adventureand power. Joyce brings together these two perspectivesin Ulysses: Bloom 
the cuckold and Molly the adulteress are bothpresented sympathetically. 

Ulysses is an attempt to create an ethics of love. In the shift fromexploring the 
adulterous pursuits of a dissatisfied husband whofeels his own desire constrained—
the project of Exiles andGiacomo Joyce, remnants of which we see in the erotic 
bumblingsof Leopold Bloom—to exploring the desires of an adulterous wifeand the 
ambivalence of her still-desiring husband, Joyce offers apossibility for thinking about, 
exploring, and finally validating theother. Inthe telling of Bloom’s story, in the 
profusion of images and memoriessurrounding his wife Molly, we see a very spilling 
of self; wesee the attempt to join with the other, and we see the impossibilityof desire. 
Moreover, it is not Bloom who seeks infidelity in any concertedway, despite his 
several half-hearted moves with Gertyand Martha(not to mention the woman in the 
butcher shop of “Calypso”);instead, he, the husband, facilitates his wife's affair. So 
crucially,the wife gets the last word.  

Even so, while Joyce’s work is a break with theVictorian period, he is 
indebted as a writer andthinker to its intellectual temper and literary concerns. Rachel 
Ablow (2007) argues that the Victorian novel performed a specificfunction in the 
culture: “Novel reading constitutes a way to achievethe psychic, ethical, and effective 
benefits also commonly associatedwith sympathy in married life”(p.1). Robert 
Polhemus(1980) goeseven further, noting not only Joyce’s debt to his Victorian 
forebearsbut his sense of the “sympathy in married life” and the powerof narrative to 
promulgate it as being something sacred and transformative,what he terms “erotic 
faith”: “From [Joyce’s] early life,from Ireland, from Victorian culture and English 
letters, he inheritedwhat he considered a debased and exploited idealism of loveand an 
insidious commercialization of the term . . . [Joyce] has tofind new ways of writing 
love” (p.252).  

According to Tony Tanner, the novel of adultery is an attempt to subvert those 
codes that entrap individuals within the institution of marriage itself. He points out 
that rather than reifying gender categories created by patriarchal systems of exchange, 
the novel of adultery explodes those categories through a complex interplay of 
presence and absence. Tanner (2000) writes: 

Adultery introduces a wrong multiplicity within the requisite unities of social 
roles. From another point of view, we could say that the unfaithful wife is, in 
social terms, a self-canceling figure, one from whom society would prefer to 
withhold recognition so that it would be possible to say that socially and 
categorically the adulterous woman does not exist. Yet physically and 
creaturely she manifestly does, so she becomes a paradoxical presence of 
negativity within the social structure, her virtual nonbeing offering a constant 
implicit threat to the being of society. (p.13) 
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For Tanner, the novel of (female) adultery presents a rejection of those codes 
and systems that reduce love and desire to contractual exchange: hence the phrase 
“the revolt of love.” Love, taking the form of erotic connection outside the bounds of 
marriage, offers a revolt against conjugal codes and conventions. Love becomes 
revolutionary once there is no place within the institution of marriage for its 
transgressive power. 

Conclusion 

Marital fidelity is definitely a topic for debate and discussion and almost 
everybody seems to have an opinion about it. John Milton in Paradise Lost hailed 
“wedded love” as follows— 

. . . mysterious Law, true source 
Of human offspring . . . 
By thee adulterous Lust was driv’n from men 
Among the bestial herds to range . . . 

However, the reality is far from it. “Adulterous lust” has hardly been driven from men 
or women. It "ranges," to be sure, among Milton's "bestial herds," but that is not the 
only place. The world of literature canonical as well as modern not-so-great literature 
is filled with extramarital affairs, just like the real life. In addition to Madame Bovary, 
the list stretches from The Iliad through Ulysses, with numerous stops in between and 
after and in modern times, it is not ignored by the creators and consumers of not-so-
great literature, preoccupying, for example, the suburban occupants of John Updike’s 
“marriage novels” as well as nearly every soap opera ever broadcast. 

Consider that in all of these cases it is sexual transgression on the part of a 
married woman that generates outrage and, nearly always, her punishment and this 
should be the primary concern of the society. Both Flaubert and Joyce were primarily 
concerned with this ethical dilemma of the identity of the adulterer in an apparently 
moral society. In Ulysses, it is the desire of the individual, not the demands of form, 
order, or ideology to which Joyce is responding; the husband and wife create a world 
of two, and the ethics of that connection demands an accounting for erotic desire 
beyond the bonds of marriage, but within the world of two. In facilitating his wife 
Molly’s affair, Bloom acknowledges the centrality of desire to her being and the 
impossibility of fulfilling a complete connection to her, and thus opens the space of 
his marriage to the potential of ethical love.  

Flaubert, on the other hand, was concerned with creating a timeless female 
character in pursuit of her passions. Even though she is punished for her 
transgressions in the end, she goes on to embody the soul of one’s self identity in a 
world where boundaries are constantly being built around the self.  
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