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Ulysses and Feminism

Ulysses divides feminist scholarship. Some, such as Mariah Sondergard’s “Identity in Ulysses: Sexuality 

of Gerty MacDowell and Molly Bloom,” consider the novel’s portrayal of women redemptive and 

liberating. Others, like Liv J. McMullen’s “Same Old Penelope: Feminist Analysis of Molly’s Soliloquy 

in Ulysses,” are more skeptical—and understandably so, considering the strong anecdotal evidence to 

suggest the author’s misogyny.  Of course, authorial intent, while doubtless infusing a text, cannot be 1

said to fully encompass it. The question is whether or not Ulysses offers feminism resources with 

which to dismantle patriarchy. 

Sondergard’s analysis begins with the “Nausicaa” episode. Articulating a perceived scholarly 

consensus, she writes: “Gerty MacDowell, if hastily judged, is a ridiculous and pathetic creature, a 

victim of male sexual dominance and definition and her own naïveté that merits no serious character 

analysis” (97). One example of such a hasty judgement can be found in McMullen’s aforementioned 

text, where she argues that “Molly’s thought patterns contrast those of Gerty MacDowell (the young 

woman Leopold objectifies in the ‘Nausicaa’ episode), whose naive thoughts expressed in Victorian-

style  prose  reflect  an  ‘old-fashioned’  woman”  (3-4).  This  appellation,  while  technically  correct, 

nevertheless  overlooks  the  socioeconomic  circumstances  shaping  and informing  Gerty’s  actions. 

Sondergard, drawing on other literature, draws our attention to these circumstances: “Marriage is 

 See Joyce’s remark to Frank Budgen: “‘Women write books and paint pictures and compose and 1

perform music. […] And there are others who have attained eminence in the field of scientific 
research. But […] you have never heard of a woman who was author of a complete philosophic 
system. No, and I don’t think you ever will.” (Frank Budgen, James Joyce and the Making of Ulysses, 
Bloomington: Indiana U.P., 1960, pp. 318-19.)
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[Gerty’s]  most  plausible  preservation  from want,”  [Katherine]  Mullin  says,  and  “[her]  desire  to 

attract is blatantly motivated by her bleak financial prospects” (99). In other words, “her ‘appearance 

is a career’” (99). Sondergard mentions how, for instance, “Gerty’s apparent knowledge of current 

erotic film techniques catapult her from innocent victim to skillful seductress” (100). “She is fighting 

against steep odds” in this regard, including her physical disability, the overwhelming number of 

unmarred women in Ireland at the time, and her fading youth. Consideration of these circumstances 

transforms Gerty’s apparent simple-mindedness into ingenuity and intelligence. Hence Sondergard 

describes Gerty as “industrious,” “painstaking” and “clever,” exercising “‘shrewdness’” and “expertise” 

(99, 100). She disagrees with the reduction of this character into nothing more than “an anonymous 

visual stimulus for [Bloom’s] sexual desire, [insofar as] she allows herself to be used by the dominant 

sexuality across the beach” (98). Rather, she insists that “Gerty is in control, both of her own desire 

and of her fulfillment of Bloom’s—she is not an innocent victim taken advantage of or a wanton 

slave to her passion, but a sovereign actor with sexual drive, yes, but first and foremost agency and 

purpose” (101). Her analysis concludes that “Gerty is not a flighty, vain, hopeless romantic who is 

swallowed up by the male sexualities that dominate her world, but a skillful opportunist working 

towards a practical goal in an extremely competitive environment” (103).

Sondergard applies a similar distinction to her reading of Molly’s soliloquy. While “Penelope” 

“is indeed characterized by uninhibited description of carnal desire and gratification,” nevertheless 

Sondergard is adamant that the episode demonstrates above all “the importance of [Molly’s] sexual 

agency and self-determination” and highlights her “unique and strong sexuality” (101). She provides 

compelling  evidence  in  this  regard,  in  particular  the  fact  that  in  Bloom’s  reminiscence  of  their 

engagement day he “is the object rather than the subject of the verbs he use[s]: ‘her hand touched 

me, caressed,’ ‘ravished over her I lay,’ ‘she gave me in my mouth the seed cake, ‘[s]he kissed me. I 

was kissed. All yielding she tossed my hair. Kissed, she kissed me.’ He is overwhelmingly acted upon 

rather than acting” (102). Nevertheless, a wealth of other scholars disagree. Take, for example, “Mary 
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Colum’s assessment of Molly as ‘an exhibition of the mind of a female gorilla,’” or Sandra Gilbert, 

who writes: “In all cases […] what marks these women’s words is a kind of essential emptiness, a 

vacancy which expresses the world and the flesh to which Joyce sentences them” (Johnson 202, 203). 

McMullen joins ranks with these thinkers to question Molly Bloom’s legacy as a representational 

figure. Her foremost issue therewith seems to be that, contrary to what “many critics and scholars” 

assert,  Molly in fact “proves to be displaced and restricted,  unable to break from an oppressive 

gender tradition” (4). McMullen is agitated to discover “true flaws in Joyce’s depiction of Molly as 

feminist model” (5). This begs the question: Why must Molly be a feminist model? Do we as readers 

approach Ulysses expecting an exemplarily free woman? Why? Besides, who can claim to know what a 

truly liberated women is? Would not such knowledge suggest a perspective untainted by persistent 

patriarchy? Grasping for such an ideal,  McMullen’s analysis has frequent recourse to a variety of 

maddening  essentialisms.  Consider,  for  instance,  her  frustration  with  Molly  for  “contradict[ing] 

herself ” (6), or her monolithic reduction of the novel’s emphatic repetition of the affirmative, “Yes,” 

which  she  claims  “further  reinforces  the  fairytale  submissive[ness]  of  the  girl  in  need  of 

rescuing” (10). Her concession that, nevertheless, “Molly does assert universal, human ideas about 

women” should give us pause, for it implies an—ostensible—grasp of what a universal woman is. 

Perhaps  most  radical  of  all,  however,  is  Julia  Kristeva’s  shocking  rejection  of  the  very 

premises of the above scholarly inquiries: “‘It has been a mistake to search in this ending of Ulysses 

for a recognition or, on the contrary, a censuring of feminine sexuality’” (Johnson 206/7). Johnson, 

who cites Kristeva at length, elaborates: 

The question asked of Joyce is  not ‘How does this writer change language?’  but simply 

‘What (images of) women does he give us?’ In attempting to locate Woman (read ‘female’) in 

Joyce’s  texts,  [scholars  like  Sandra  Gilbert  are]  restricted  to  an  examination  of  his 

representations of the female. And what are these females like? Intellectually shallow or 

impoverished, even rendered irrational […]. (204)
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Johnson seems to suggest that Joyce’s feminism, if it exists, can be located only in his use (or abuse) 

of language: “Joyce[’s] uniqueness consists largely of his flagrant violations of linguistic norms, his 

flaunting and exposing of the disturbances of mimesis by the rhetoricity of language. If we ignore 

that writing, we might as well admit defeat as feminists right now on the issue of Joyce” (205). For 

Johnson,  if  we  disregard  Joyce’s  innovations  at  the  level  of  language,  then  “Molly  becomes  an 

archetypal, fleshly woman, the sexist stereotype of the good-hearted whore” (205). The significance 

of these innovations Johnson highlights by drawing on Kristeva, who “suggests that a potentially 

revolutionary  force  which  disrupts  and  displaces  phallogocentric  discourse  can  be  detected  in 

modernist  or  avant  garde writing.  Such a  force,  exploited,  might  eventually  produce a  language 

beyond patriarchy” (204). With Joyce, says Kristeva, “the transgression is so radical that it ‘rocks the 

foundations of sociality,’ and ‘renew[s] and reshap[es] the status of meaning within social exchanges 

to a point where the very order of language is renewed’” (207). Joyce proves an important site for 

feminist thought precisely because he so destabilizes language, which post-structuralist thinkers like 

Kristeva believe lies at the heart of women’s marginalization: 

If, as such theorists suggest, it is language which produces us as subjects (which structures 

and  genders  us  […]  —  and  so  bears  the  burden  of  having  produced  woman’s  marginal 

position within society, there is a very real, political justification for wanting to disrupt and 

displace such a phallogocentric discourse. A writing which did so might justifiably be called 

feminist. (Footnote 9, 204) 

A similar interest in language arrives Lois Tyson at a comparable conclusion concerning “Penelope.” 

By  opting  for  a  “‘fluidly  organized  and  freely  associative’”  form of  writing  that  disregards  the 

“‘prescribed,  ‘correct’  methods  of  organization  [and]  rationalization’”  integral  to  patriarchal 

normativity, the episode “‘has the capacity to both reflect and create human experience beyond the 

control of patriarchy’” (McMullen 2). By freeing language, Tyson suggests, Joyce frees women, too. 

With this wide array of perspectives in mind, I want to pose the following three questions:
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1. Is Molly a convincingly authentic portrait of a liberated woman or a caricature of one? 

2. Is Joyce’s work useful for feminists even if he himself holds misogynistic views? In other words, 

can we separate the author from their work? To what extent does authorial intent matter here?

3. How  can  we  insist  on  better  representation  of  women  in  literature  without  appealing  to 

essentialist logic? 

Hopefully, in considering these and similar questions, we can better our understanding of the role 

literature plays in politics, and thereby clarify our expectations of what literature should and should 

not say, be, and/or do. 
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