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Abstract
The theme of adultery occupies a central position in literature as it features intense emotions 
and conflicts between the self and others in its interplay of loyalty and illicit desire. From the 
perspective of ethical literary criticism, brain text and Sphinx factor are two critical terms that 
help us explore the value of adultery as a fictional theme. As one of the basic forms of a material 
carrier that literary work relies on, brain text stores human beings’ cognition and perception 
as memory in its special biological form, interacting with the Sphinx factor which is composed 
of two parts — human factor and animal factor. This article examines the interactions between 
different brain texts of adultery and the Sphinx factor in Julian Barnes’s novels Metroland, 
Before She Met Me and The Only Story, and unravels how he opens a space within the plot of 
adultery and its text for ethical play. It argues that Barnes uses adultery to explore the ethical 
function of the brain by illustrating each figure’s brain texts and the interplay of the Sphinx 
factor in the love triangle (the adulterer/adulteress, the betrayed spouse, and the adulterous 
lover). The protagonists in these novels continuously combine and modify a series of brain texts, 
resulting in different combinations and the interplay of the Sphinx factor, which in turn affect 
the formation of brain texts and ultimately lead to different ethical choices. Barnes’s stories of 
adultery are ethical tales through which aspects of the human condition and human nature are 
put on display. 
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INTRODUCTION

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, Leo Tolstoy, author of Anna Karenina, 
claimed that “adultery is not only the favourite, but almost the only theme of all 
the novels” (154). Indeed, through the ages, adultery has been a pivotal theme in a 
wide range of fiction. Tony Tanner’s ground-breaking book, Adultery in the Novel: 
Contract and Transgression, goes on to suggest that it is “the unstable triangularity 
of adultery rather than the static symmetry of marriage that is the generative form 
of Western literature as we know it” (12). The theme of adultery occupies a central 
position in literature primarily because it features intense emotions and conflicts 
between the self and others in its interplay of loyalty and sexual desire. 

In the tradition of nineteenth-century fiction, the contemporary English writer 
Julian Barnes has crafted compelling narratives of adultery and betrayal. The 
unstable triangularity of adulterous relationships is at the heart of most of Barnes’s 
novels, including his maiden book, Metroland (1980), where Christopher Lloyd’s 
wife’s adultery is retrospectively acknowledged; Before She Met Me (1982), where 
Graham Hendrick’s wife’s supposed adultery drives his deterioration; Flaubert’s 
Parrot (1984), in which both the story of Geoffrey Braithwaite and the intertext 
of Madame Bovary (1857) portray the emotionally numbing aftereffects of a wife’s 
adultery; Arthur & George (2005), where Sir Arthur Conan Doyle carries on an 
intense but chaste affair; and The Only Story (2018), in which a 19-year-old Paul 
Roberts has a disruptive love affair with a middle-aged married woman.

The importance of adultery as a theme in Barnes’s fiction has not escaped 
critical attention. David Leon Higdon proposes that the most interesting scene in 
Barnes’s Metroland is “the one concerned with adultery” (177), and, as Vanessa 
Guignery suggests, the themes of cuckoldry and infidelity recur in his later works 
(11). Critics such as Mark I. Millington and Alison S. Sinclair have heralded Barnes’s 
treatment of cuckolds neither as stock figures of ridicule, nor as men of honor (15). 
Merritt Moseley concludes that Barnes’s male protagonists are often the “victims” 
of their wives’ infidelity, “though his subtlety in his approach makes ‘victim’ seem 
far too crude a concept.” He further claims that “[l]ife, like Barnes’s fiction, is 
much more complex than the stock comic portrayals of laughable cuckolds 
require” and describes Barnes’s portrayal of cuckolds’ reaction to adultery “as not 
the satisfaction of honor but as derangement — but by mental adjustment” (15). 
Moseley recognizes that Barnes’s devotion to the theme of adultery in marriage 
may strike a significant note concerning the activity in men’s brains and human 
nature. Interesting questions arise: Why do writers like Barnes continually explore 
the theme of adultery? How do they present it in different forms to demonstrate 
the complexity of life and human nature? 
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Regarding the construction of the self and life, the theme of adultery helps 
Barnes explore the function of the novel and the role of the novelist. Barnes states,

I think I’m a moralist … Part of a novelist’s job obviously is to understand as wide a 
variety of people as possible. And you put them in situations where there isn’t necessarily 
an easy answer, and things aren’t necessarily resolved. But this doesn’t mean you don’t 
have strong personal views about how life should be lived, and what’s good and bad 
behavior, as I certainly do. (McGrath 18-19)

This quote captures Barnes’s ethical concern in his writing. He is skilled at adapting 
different literary forms to suit the situations he finds most difficult and pressing, 
and he converts them into stories through imagination, using a range of rich 
narratives to gauge answers to ethical questions. According to Matthew Pateman, 
Barnes’s novels “are all searching for ways of knowing the world [. . .] they all have 
characters who are striving for some ways of finding meaning in an increasingly 
depoliticized, secularized, localized, and depthless world” (2). Although Pateman 
only examines some of Barnes’s works, his critical insight is accurate. In Barnes’s 
fictive world, adultery is a crucible in which to formulate a conception of ethics. 
Barnes explains, “sex is the area where moral decisions, moral questions, most 
clearly express themselves; it’s only in sex relationships that you come up against 
immediate questions of what’s right and wrong” (McGrath 12). Barnes embeds 
ethical elements in the treatment of sexual relationships, which become complex 
and attractive novelistic themes with the addition of rational problems to the 
domain of primitive desire. Adultery is fraught with ethical consequences, and its 
literary representation is not straightforward. It can, thus, be used to confront and 
explore conflicts between a person’s reason and primitive desire. 

Adopting a perspective of ethical literary criticism, and the concepts of brain 
text and the Sphinx factor in particular, this article examines how Barnes opens a 
space within the adultery plot and its text for ethical play. It argues that Barnes uses 
adultery as a carrier to explore the ethical function of the brain by demonstrating 
the interaction between characters’ brain texts and the Sphinx factor. Barnes’s 
thematic treatment of adultery gives moral weight to each figure in the love 
triangle (the adulterer/adulteress, the betrayed spouse, and the adulterous lover), 
who continuously combine and modify a series of brain texts, resulting in different 
combinations and the interplay of the Sphinx factor, which in turn affect the 
formation of brain texts and ultimately lead to different ethical choices. Viewed in 
this light, Barnes’s stories of adultery are ethical tales in which the problems of the 
human condition and nature are put on display.
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THEORIZING ADULTERY IN FICTION:  
AN ETHICAL INTERPRETATION OF ADULTERY 

Adultery has been thematically important in literature for millennia. It was a 
mythically charged element in ancient literature, such as the case of Helen’s infidelity 
during the Trojan War or the numerous myths generated by Zeus’s infidelity to 
his wife. Later, it served as a dominant feature in chivalric literature, such as the 
romance of Tristan and Iseult, and some of eighteenth-century fiction, including 
Moll Flanders by Daniel Defoe. The theme then increasingly becomes one of the 
generative themes of Western literature. As Denis de Rougemont notes in Love 
in the Western World, “adultery would seem to be one of the most remarkable of 
occupations in both Europe and America” (16). 

The enduring quality of this Western obsession with the theme of adultery has 
attracted many critics’ attention. Rougemont points out the unappeasable hunger 
for unhappiness, death, and misfortune that makes us relish literature based on 
adultery: “It is obvious that Western Man is drawn to what destroys ‘the happiness 
of the married couple’ at least as much as to anything that ensures it” (17). Why do 
we hanker for unhappiness—or, as Rougemont asks, “What notion of love—what 
secret of our existence, of the human mind, perhaps of our history—this hankering 
must hint at?” (17). These questions are both important and challenging to answer. 
To resolve them, it is necessary to understand what is at work in the domain of 
desire itself. 

As an essential source of action, desire is at the core of literature and is coupled 
with a variety of emotions such as fear, jealousy, and wrath. Novelists have sought 
to illustrate its strategies through diverse and complex manifestations. The novel, 
an inherently transgressive genre, can display its characteristics to the full in the 
themes of illicit desire and adultery, as it is a space in which to effectively explore 
conflictual aspects of human nature and life. 

To theorize the fictional theme of adultery, it is necessary to first acknowledge 
that there is no single universally applicable definition of the term. According to 
the Oxford English Dictionary, adultery is the “violation of the marriage bed; the 
voluntary sexual intercourse of a married person with one of the opposite sex, 
whether unmarried, or married to another (the former case being technically 
designated single adultery, the latter double adultery)” (qtd. in Overton 2). The 
definition provided, however, fails to capture the cross-cultural nature of the 
concept. 

It is noteworthy that no discussion of adultery can be complete without 
considering the function of marriage. Simply put, without marriage, there can be no 
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adultery. As Roderick Phillips clarifies, “adultery [. . .] usually [involves] deception 
and [. . .] a victim: the adulterer’s spouse. Moreover, it necessarily [involves] a 
breach of the contract of sexual exclusivity that marriage entailed” (345). As the 
central subject in the discussion of adultery, marriage is a means by which society 
attempts to establish legal and ethical order: human beings must obey; otherwise, 
they will receive punishment. It should be emphasized that the transgression of the 
codes and rules regulating marriage relates not only to the control of desire and 
need but also the structure of society. Therefore, adultery is related to sexuality, 
desire, and loyalty, and thus, to the creation of self-identity. It is also a social act, as 
it relates to the cultural and social arrangements on which society relies. 

However, few ideas on the study of adultery in fiction have received widespread 
acceptance. First, as previously mentioned, the concept of adultery and its literary 
representation varies across different historical periods and cultures. Therefore, 
many related questions lack adequate definition. Second, critics have approached 
adultery from a range of theoretical positions, producing various readings and ideas 
about what is important regarding this subject. In particular, the approach taken by 
Tony Tanner is eclectic, drawing on Freudian-Lacanian theory and structuralism. 
His ideas and interpretations of novels concerning adultery have raised some key 
issues in the study of the theme to which previous critics paid inadequate attention. 

According to Tanner, adultery poses the most radical threat to social 
continuity and stability because of the pivotal importance of marriage (17, 66). 
As the fundamental institution of bourgeois society, marriage relates to various 
conventional structures. In this sense, a novel that portrays the breakdown of 
marriage due to infidelity implies the instability of all conventional structures 
(Tanner 84). In Tanner’s reading of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Julie (1761), Johann 
Wolfgang von Goethe’s Elective Affinities (1809), and Gustave Flaubert’s Madame 
Bovary (1856), psychoanalysis and structuralism take the primary place. He 
emphasizes these novels’ success in dramatizing the conflict between sexual desire 
and marital obligation, along with its implications. He also demonstrates his 
structuralist interest in language in declaring that “Flaubert’s whole book makes us 
aware in a new way that the crisis in marriage is also, and not by metaphor but by 
identity, a crisis in language” (Tanner 363). 

Tanner’s work relates to Judith Armstong’s theoretical framework in The Novel of 
Adultery which is also based on assumptions about order. According to Armstrong, 
marriage represents a generally accepted form of order and tragedy involves the 
breaking of order, the resulting effects, and the vindication of order (1-2). She 
makes great effort to address the issues regarding the relation between the moral 
assumptions of the reader and the writer. 
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While Tanner and Armstrong’s approaches investigate the threat of adultery 
to societal order, Naomi Segal and Bill Overton offer feminist interpretations of 
adultery in fiction. Unlike Tanner’s and Armstrong’s sophisticated theoretical 
frameworks, Segal adopts a single theoretical paradigm based on Freudian 
psychoanalytical theory, taking special account of gender and authorship. Her 
focus is on adulteresses’ children in both patrilineal and matrilineal structures. 
However, Overton concludes that all three of these scholars’ approaches and 
interpretations lack a robust historical or ideological perspective and a sufficient 
range of examples despite their efforts to provide socio-historical contexts (11). 
Overton’s study of wifely adultery in novels draws on sociology, psychology, history, 
and other human sciences as well as “on specifically literary forms of knowledge 
and analysis, such as those that deal with narrative techniques or with rhetorical 
figures” (13). From Overton’s perspective, only through historical inquiry is it 
possible to study adultery in specific times and places. Therefore, psychoanalytical 
and structuralist or poststructuralist approaches should be informed by social and 
cultural history to contribute to the theory on adultery in fiction. 

Although critics have addressed adultery in the contexts of various national 
traditions and ideologies, it is impossible to consider all historical and cultural 
contexts and textual specificities while dealing with the subject. The study of 
adultery in novels requires a more appropriate theoretical framework that can 
analyze the form at a general level. Its theoretical sophistication should not only 
meet the criteria for range and depth of analysis, but also be capable of explaining 
the key characteristics of adultery as a fictional theme. Viewed in this light, ethical 
literary criticism and its attendant conceptual framework formulated by Zhenzhao 
Nie is one of the most appropriate tools. 

As a methodology and theory for interpreting, analyzing, and evaluating 
literature from an ethical standpoint, ethical literary criticism examines the ethical 
values expressed in a given work with reference to the particular historical context 
it is set in. It, thus, emphasizes and calls for historicism and objectivity which 

“sees the contemporary value of literature as its historical value rediscovered” (Nie, 
“Towards an Ethical Literary Criticism” 85). Nie argues for an ethical environment, 
one of the main critical tenets of ethical literary criticism, through emphasizing 
that:

critics need to take the historical situation into account and to read and interpret 
literature in accordance with the existing ethical norms of the society at that time, and 
to examine the ethical elements that affect the events and the fates of characters, so as to 
see the events, characters or literature in general from an ethical perspective. (“Ethical 
Literary Criticism” 14)
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Unlike other historicist approaches, ethical literary criticism sketches a general 
history of how literature emerges as a historically influenced product of ethics. 
According to Nie, the overarching aim of ethical literary criticism is to: 

uncover ethical factors that bring literature into existence and the ethical elements 
that affect characters and events in literary works. It seeks to illuminate issues concerning 
the events, the characters and their actions from an ethical perspective, and to make an 
ethical judgment about them accordingly. (“Towards an Ethical Literary Criticism” 84) 

In this sense, the theory strikes a good balance between specific and universal 
implications since ethical literary criticism helps us develop the capacity to 
examine complex human traits such as desire, nature, and actions. The complexity 
of adultery requires such balance. 

Additionally, ethical literary criticism provides greater explanatory power with 
its terminology. In its conceptual system, brain text and the Sphinx factor are 
two critical terms that help us explore the value of adultery as a fictional theme. 
Specifically, as one of the basic forms of a material carrier that literary work relies 
on, brain text, in its special biological form, stores human beings’ cognition and 
perception as memory. The incorporeal and abstract consciousness is first preserved 
in the brain in the form of brain concepts, which are combined and modified under 
the guidance of certain ethical rules, resulting in the formation of brain text (Nie, 

“The Forming Mechanism” 30). In other words, the thinking process is the process 
of forming the brain text. If human cognition and perceptions can only be stored in 
the brain in the form of text through memory, this process could be influenced by 
human will and emotion because all of them are closely intertwined. 

The interplay of the Sphinx factor also affects human will and emotion. Based 
on his new interpretation of the Sphinx’s riddle in Greek mythology, Nie coins 
the term “the Sphinx factor,” which is composed of two parts — human factor and 
animal factor (Introduction 38). It is unclear whether the Sphinx is an animal or 
a human being, as she has a woman’s head, a lion’s body, an eagle’s wings, and a 
snake’s tail. According to Nie, the Sphinx’s head bears the most salient features of 
human beings, and her body represents humanity’s animal nature. 

Nie explains the Sphinx’s features, combination of a human head and an animal 
body, in the following excerpt:

[First of all,] the most important feature of a human image lies in its head, which 
stands for reason as a result of the evolutionary process. Secondly, it indicates that 
human beings have evolved from animals and thus still contain some features belonging 
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to them. This feature can be, thus, called the Sphinx factor. (“Towards an Ethical Literary 
Criticism” 96). 

The Sphinx factor is applicable to mankind, as humans have both the human and 
animal components. The human factor is ethical consciousness, which results 
from natural selection and evolution, while the animal factor is humanity’s animal 
instinct, which is mainly controlled by primitive desires. If a person can control 
their animal factor, they can be endowed with ethical consciousness, whereas if the 
animal factor dominates, they may be unable to tell good from evil. Accordingly, 
Nie assigns free will, or natural will, to the animal factor: free will mainly derives 
from human being’s animal nature, and it mainly takes on various forms of desire. 
He assigns rational will to the human factor, as it helps human beings maintain their 
human nature. The human factor manifests as rational will, and the animal factor 
as free will or natural will, and these shape us as ethical beings (Nie, “Towards an 
Ethical Literary Criticism” 94-100). 

The various combinations and alternations of these factors lead to the complexity 
of human emotion—that is, the interchange between natural emotion and moral 
emotion—as emotion is the manifestation of rational and irrational will. In an 
ethical sense, the Sphinx factor is the central element expressed in literary works 
in which the opposing forces of the human and animal factors affect the characters’ 
personalities and morality through their will and emotion. 

Examinations of the mechanisms of brain text and the Sphinx factor have 
revealed that these concepts are closely intertwined. Both brain text and brain 
concept are preserved by memory, which is the basic function of the human brain, 
through which the storage and conversion of brain texts are realized. Human 
will and emotion impact memory, determining how we organize memories and 
perceive the world. Hence, the various combinations and changes in brain concepts 
are activities in our brain which can be viewed as a battle between rational will 
and irrational will, or between moral emotion and natural emotion, respectively. 
These forces are also closely related to the interplay of the Sphinx factor. In this 
light, the combination of brain concepts is the influence of the Sphinx factor on 
the formation of brain text. Once the brain text is formed, it will affect different 
combinations and alternations of the Sphinx factor, and thus affect one’s ethical 
awareness, thinking, and ethical choices. In the process of making ethical choices, 

“humans will be endowed with ethical consciousness and form the concept of 
good and evil, which are the results of the functioning of the brain text” (Nie, “The 
Forming Mechanism” 33-34). 

The interaction of brain text and the Sphinx factor can therefore be seen as the 
literary kernel of the theme of adultery. Extending the definition of adultery to 
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include the conflict between moral obligations and adulterous desire, the value of 
the exploration of this topic lies in that illicit desire and the destruction of marriage 
generate a variety of ethical events and conflicts in literary works, which convey 
different moral implications. Instead of making a simple moral judgment of right 
or wrong and good or evil, we ought to examine the causes and effects of adultery. 
As David M. Turner observes: 

[s]tudies of the gendered nature of adultery have overwhelmingly concentrated on 
the consequences of illicit sexuality rather than its causes. We still know relatively little 
about why people embarked on extra-marital affairs or the emotions and practical or 
moral dilemmas they raised. (14) 

The generation of extra-marital affairs illustrates that mankind embodies a Sphinx 
factor, representing the opposing forces of free will and rational will. Marital 
obligation is a manifestation of rational will, assigned to the human factor, and 
illicit desire is the result of the animal factor, embodied in irrational will. 

According to ethical literary criticism, when human beings are driven by their 
primitive desire, the ethical norms and orders will be broken. Consequently, 
characters transgress the marriage contract and form the brain text of adultery. 
The brain text not only communicates and disseminates information but also 
determines their consciousness, thinking, judgment, choices, actions, and 
emotions. Once the brain text of adultery leads to the loss of control of the animal 
factor, characters “will degrade into the age of animals, which does not suggest 
the emancipation of human nature but the loss of human nature” (Nie, “Ethical 
Literary Criticism” 19), preventing them from making proper ethical choices and 
thus leading to their ethical tragedies. 

Accordingly, many novelists have produced various forms of texts essentially 
delineating literature as a course of replicating, recollecting, and representing the 
brain texts of adultery, making a series of ethical choices in the process of decoding 
the literary brain text about the perception, cognition, understanding, and thoughts 
of adultery. Readers obtain the corresponding brain text by reading and making 
their own ethical choices. Thus, this series of brain texts reveals the ethical value of 
literature and its pedagogic function. The general aim of these literary works lies 
in their descriptions of and changes in the ethical order and the moral problems 
caused by those changes in adulterous relations. They thus offer experience for 
human beings to learn from. Along this line of thinking, I read Barnes’s treatment 
of adultery in three of his representative novels using the conceptual framework of 
Nie’s ethical literary criticism. 
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INTERACTION OF BRAIN TEXT AND THE SPHINX FACTOR IN BARNES’S FICTION: 
AN ETHICAL INTERPRETATION OF ADULTERY IN FICTION

The scope of this article on adultery is less sweeping than those discussed earlier 
because it is confined to Barnes’s particular brand of fiction centered on various 
portrayals of adulterous situations. It considers both actual adultery and supposed 
adultery. Although the theme of adultery is not always the principal focus of 
Barnes’s fiction, it determines the whole design and implication of his narratives 
and elicits a series of emotional responses. 

The initial proposition is that there are two types of adulterous situations: either 
the adulteress or adulterer ultimately takes responsibility for the family and the 
spouse forgives the infidelity, or the adulteress or adulterer chases “passion” and 
the spouse seeks vengeance. The portrayal of the former presents us with the result 
of human rationality, whereas the latter presents us with the result of human desire 
or instinct. Thus, in the theoretical framework of ethical literary criticism, the 
former shows the human factor dominating the animal factor since the behaviors 
are based on reason, but the human factor loses ascendancy over the animal factor 
in the latter as primitive desires prevail and lead to ethical tragedy. 

Barnes’s preoccupation with adultery, betrayal, jealousy, and obsession offers 
the reader interpretations of these two types of adulterous situations. His novels 
both initiate a comedy of adultery and provoke more tragic outcomes. Barnes 
writes compellingly on marriage and adultery, and his main achievements are his 
juxtaposition of adultery and its interpretation, and the means he offers for readers 
to free themselves from it. 

In the context of marriage in an age of cynicism, Barnes offers a meditation on 
the meaning of fidelity in Metroland. In the first part of the novel titled “Metroland 
(1963),” Chris and his friend Toni are rebels at odds with their environment. The 
second part, titled “Paris (1968),” finds Chris in Paris, where he misses the Paris 
riots of May 1968, finds love, and meets his future wife, Marion. In the third part, 
titled “Metroland II (1977),” the novel comes full circle as Chris returns to suburbia 
with Marion to live the bourgeois life he despised as a teenager. 

In the novel, sex becomes a catalyst for the protagonist’s maturity and morality. 
Although unified in their youthful rebellion, Chris and Toni begin to part ways 
when Chris questions his belief in the subversive power of sex. In the troubled year 
of the student revolution of 1968, Chris loses his virginity to Annick. After sex, he 
begins to consider the fact that he is maturing: “Pre-marital sex—a triple-épat, a 
double écras at school—suddenly didn’t feel as if it had anything to do with the 
bourgeoisie” (Barnes, Metroland 104). From Annick, Chris learns to see the value 
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in life and the honesty of intention. He becomes concerned about the morality in 
the relationship, which takes him away from Toni’s world that built on scorn for the 
bourgeoisie and intellectual snobbery. 

Barnes introduces the theme of adultery in “Metroland II (1977).” Chris confesses 
to an unconsummated flirtation at a party but finally learns of Marion’s infidelity 
in the excerpt below: 

“Honestly, love, I was thinking in very general terms—you know, almost in terms of 
morality, er…”

“And so, even if you aren’t asking, you may as well know that the answer is Yes I did 
make any difference to us at the time as we weren’t getting on perfectly anyway, and No 
I don’t particularly regret it, and No you haven’t met or heard of him…”

What was I meant to feel? What did I feel? That it was quite funny really. Also, that it 
was interesting. Also, that I was half-proud that Marion was still capable of astonishing 
me. Jealousy, anger, petulance? They would have been a bit out of place. They could hang 
around for later (Barnes, Metroland 162-163).

Chris’s confession is triggered by his debate with Toni about the institution of 
marriage. Toni regards the ethical basis of marital monogamy as nothing more than 

“soiled old Judaeo-Christian rubbish topped up with Victorian wankers’ sex-hatred” 
(Barnes, Metroland 148). Toni’s questioning of sexual morality forms his brain 
text of adultery that the bourgeoisie cannot always be faithful to their spouse in 
marriage. Chris, however, insists on responsibility and fidelity in marriage. Chris’s 
brain text of adultery reflects his understanding of moral obligation in marriage 
and life. In contrast to Toni’s view of marriage as bourgeois selling-out, Chris finds 
meaning in it: “I’m not Jewish, I don’t go to church, I don’t wank—I merely love my 
wife” (Barnes, Metroland 148). Therefore, Marion’s brief affair outside her marriage 
and her attitude toward adultery shock Chris. Based on Chris’s current brain text of 
adultery, the transgression of the marital order and committing what is considered 
taboo violate his principle that humans should obey the ethical order. Marion puts 
aside her ethical identity as a wife and a mother and chooses to betray Chris. Her 
betrayal, which is driven by her instincts and primitive desires, has already broken 
the ethical order governing society. In addition, her attitude toward adultery 
implies that her brain text of marriage is like Toni’s, as her reason was overcome by 
primitive desire. Thus, Toni’s critique of bourgeois marriage and Marion’s infidelity 
lead to Chris’s deep plunge into a marital crisis, triggering a series of emotional 
responses, including “jealousy, anger, and petulance.” 

In Metroland, Toni and Marion’s views of fidelity are partly formed around their 
ethical environments. The decade in which Toni and Chris come of age, the 1960s, 
is associated with the sexual revolution. In this ethical environment, sex does not 
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make a person morally suspect; instead, a rich sex life is a fashion accessory. The 
widespread questioning of sexual morality is the result of conflict between two 
inherently opposed ideas: that sex is a source of human transcendence and that it 
is the origin of all sin. In the specific ethical environment of that decade, we can 
understand Chris’s final acceptance of Marion’s adultery as the outcome of the 
interaction between his brain text and the human factor. Although Chris’s feelings 
of jealousy, anger, and petulance trigger his animal factor and affect his belief about 
fidelity in marriage, his brain text of marriage and life guides him to embrace a 
more contradictory and complicated reality in which idealism is replaced by ironic 
acceptance: “It’s certainly ironic to be back in Metroland. As a boy, what would I 
have called it: le syphilis de l’âme, or something like that, I dare say. But isn’t part 
of growing up being able to ride irony without being thrown?” (Barnes, Metroland 
135). The maturity of Chris’s reason manifests in his control of his animal factor, 
leading to the full play of his rational will. Instead of pursuing sexual freedom, 
Chris is more concerned about the ethical order of marriage and his ethical identity 
as a husband and a father. The change in Chris’s brain text of marriage and sex from 
youth to adulthood reflects his moral development, which guides him to make an 
ethical choice to forgive. 

Compared with Chris’s acceptance of wifely adultery, Barnes offers a dark model 
of a cuckold in Before She Met Me. In his analysis of Barnes’s text in “‘Unconfessed 
Confessions,’” Higdon describes the novel’s main character Graham as “an older, 
more disillusioned version of Christopher” and notes that Before She Met Me “could 
have been a sequel to Metroland” despite being “more thematically ambitious, 
more psychologically concentrated, and certainly darker” compared to Metroland 
(176). In Before She Met Me, Barnes uses both the traditional love triangle (husband 
Graham, wife Barbara, and lover Ann) and a variation of the love triangle (husband 
Graham, wife Ann, and Ann’s past). Graham commits adultery with Ann, a former 
actress, during his first marriage to Barbara. After the divorce, he marries Ann 
but encounters Ann’s “adulteries” present in her on-screen dalliances before their 
marriage. As the narrative unfolds, Graham succumbs to retrospective jealousy 
and becomes increasingly unable to separate past from present and fact from 
fiction. Asked why he centers on jealousy in this novel, Barnes explains the theme 
of jealousy: “frequently irrational, unfair, boundless, obsessing and horrible for all 
parties. It’s the moment when something deeply primitive breaks the surface of our 
supposedly grown-up lives [like] the crocodile’s snout in the lily pond. Irresistible” 
(Guppy 79). The allusion to the crocodile is closely associated with the first epigraph 
to the novel, which concerns the mechanisms of the human brain: 

Man finds himself in the predicament that nature has endowed him essentially with 
three brains which, despite great differences in structure, must function together and 
communicate with one another. The oldest of these brains is basically reptilian. The 
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second has been inherited from the lower mammals, and the third is a late mammalian 
development, which . . . has made man peculiarly man. Speaking allegorically of these 
brains within a brain, we might imagine that when the psychiatrist bids the patient to 
lie on the couch, he is asking him to stretch out alongside a horse and a crocodile. (Paul 
D. MacLean, Journal of Nervous and Mental Diseases, vol. CXXXV, no. 4, October 1962) 
(Barnes, Before She Met Me)

There are parallels between MacLean’s theory of three brains and Nie’s theory of 
ethical literary criticism. The lower reptilian brain and the second brain inherited 
from lower mammals are associated with primitive desires, whereas the third 
evolved neo-mammalian brain distinguishes humanity. Natural selection allows 
humans to evolve from the lower brain to the second brain and ethical selection, 
a product of the third brain, distinguishes them from animals. Barnes explains in 
an interview that he quotes the theory of three brains as an epigraph because it 

“absolutely fitted the novel [. . .] which is about a civilized man who finds that the 
horse and the crocodile have not gone away” (Freiburg 55). In an ethical sense, 
mankind is the outcome of the Sphinx factor, the combination of the human factor 
and the animal factor. Therefore, the horse and the crocodile refer to the animal 
factor that still exists in Graham although he has acquired rationality. 

It would be a misconception to take Graham as the victim of adultery by his wife. 
During his first marriage, Graham and Ann have no sense of regret about their 
actions. Instead, he rationalizes their affair in the name of love. However, having 
been the traitor in his first marriage, Graham projects his previous infidelity on his 
second marriage. The fear of being betrayed by his spouse grows constantly in his 
imagination. After his first cinematic encounter with Ann’s “adulteries,” Graham 
establishes a sense of equivalence between her on- and off-screen activities and 
identities that drive him toward an obsession to uncover evidence of her actual 
adulteries. Thus, Graham’s imagination and suspicion of his wife’s infidelity form 
his brain text of adultery, leading him to concoct vivid sexual liaisons between 
his friend Jack and Ann when he finds the evidence of their affair in Jack’s fiction. 
His brain text makes him unable to tell the ontological difference between reality 
and the fictional world inhabited by Jack and Ann. The final chapter, entitled “The 
Horse and the Crocodile,” a reference to MacLean’s theory, implies that in the battle 
between his human factor and animal factor, Graham’s animal factor takes control. 
Finally, under the guidance of the brain text of adultery and jealousy, Graham’s 
temporary ethical consciousness is suppressed by his primitive desire and instinct, 
and he makes the wrong ethical choice. Driven by irrational will, Graham murders 
Jack and then commits suicide. In this way, the brain, once a controller, is controlled 
by primitive desires and instincts. Graham’s predicament and tragedy are the result 
of the interaction between brain text and the animal factor. The interplay of the 
Sphinx factor in Graham contributes to the formation of his brain text of adultery, 
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leading to ethical conflicts. Readers are, thus, compelled to ponder the ethical 
tragedy resulting from our human part’s battle with “the horse and the crocodile.”

In addition to portraying the cuckold and the adulterer, Barnes also depicts the 
third part of the love triangle, the adulterous lover. In his novel The Only Story, 
19-year-old Paul has an affair with 48-year-old Susan, who is married to an abusive 
alcoholic, Gordon Macleod. Their love story is presented to the reader from dual 
perspectives: both the 19-year-old’s experience of the affair and the reflections 
of an older Paul who is now capable of correcting the moral stances and ideas 
of his adolescent self. In this recognizable Barnesian setup, which is also used in 
Metroland, the narrator can reflect on the past and get the measure of it. Told in 
three parts using different voices, the story starts in Paul’s first-person narrative. 
When the tennis club bans Susan and him because of their affair, he is joyful:

I—we—are a cause of scandal! Love persecuted yet again by small-minded petty 
officialdom! Our expulsion might not have been an Obstacle on which Passion Thrives, 
but the moral and social condemnation implicit in the phrase “due to the circumstances” 
act, to my mind, as an authentication of our love. And who does not want their love 
authenticated? (Barnes, The Only Story 65)

According to Paul’s brain text, marriage and love are indissolubly linked, and 
therefore, Susan’s loveless marriage entails almost no obligation. He justifies their 
affair by focusing on his identity as an “absolutist for love” to make sense of their 
choice to break the ethical rules. From a young Paul’s perspective, “the moral and 
social condemnation” is the authentication of their love, a defiance of the ethical 
order or the stereotype. It is noteworthy that this brain text of adultery and love is 
shared by the old Paul. In this case, Barnes shows skillful command of character 
narration and its moral implications. In the first part, Paul, the narrator, perceives 
what Paul, the character, believed about his adulterous love. The narration of the 
affair is also a reevaluation of it by the narrator, Paul. Instead of reflecting on the act 
of adultery, Paul tries to purify it in the name of love and to protect himself from 
its ethical effects. 

According to Millington and Sinclair, Paul depicts Susan’s husband Gordon as 
a villain who fits the model of a stock comic cuckold. Paul invites us to laugh at 
Gordon because his wife has found love and sexual satisfaction outside the marriage 
bed, although Paul emphasizes his kindness to Gordon: “Here’s something I need 
to explain. In all the time Susan and I were lovers, I never thought that we were 
‘deceiving’ Gordon Macleod, Mr E.P. I never thought of him as being represented 
by that peculiar old word ‘cuckold’” (Barnes, The Only Story 59). Instead of feeling 
moral guilt or shame, Paul is proud of winning Susan’s love. In this light, his brain 
text of love and marriage reveals his failure to maintain ethical consciousness and 
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behaviors based on reason. Driven by irrational will, he elopes with Susan and 
utterly fails to live happily ever after. Compared to Chris whose final rejection of 
the extramarital affair and forgiveness of wifely adultery reinforce the ethical ideal 
of marital fidelity, Graham and Paul’s failures to make proper ethical choices lead 
to their ethical tragedies under the collaboration of brain text and the Sphinx factor. 

CONCLUSION

The ethical reading of adultery as a fictional theme in Barnes’s fiction not only 
sheds light on his ethical consciousness through literary imagination, but also 
demonstrates a variety of ethical events and conflicts in the form of adultery 
along with its repercussions, thus conveying a variety of moral implications. 
Facilitated by Nie’s theory of ethical literary criticism, this article provides insight 
into the interaction between different brain texts of adultery and the interplay of 
the Sphinx factor in Barnes’s fictional world. Julian Barnes is eloquent with the 
subject of adultery, and he uses his literary brain text of the subject to set up moral 
examples and explore how the human factor can restrain the animal factor, thus 
helping audiences pursue goodness. Nie’s theory helps us investigate the moral 
phenomenon of adultery in works as well as reality, and the findings reinforce 
the fact that human life should be guided by moral principles. To excavate ethical 
meaning in their treatment of sexual relationships, Barnes’s novels dramatize the 
conflict between desire and reason and some of the most searching implications 
of that conflict. This type of fiction’s most impressive achievement is that readers 
can draw inspiration and guidance from what they read. Joyce Carol Oates regards 
Barnes as a “quintessential humanist […] of the pre-post-modernist species,” which 
is as good a view as any of Barnes, who insists on the ethical responsibility of art.
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