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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

I think it’s always a mistake to try and lock 

yourself into any one place or time, because 

it’s simply not how the mind works.  The 

mind always travels, and it travels 

dimensionally. 

(“Interview with Jeanette Winterson” 20)1 

 

     Winterson’s latest novel The PowerBook (2000) is an experimental work of 

fiction that uses the metaphor of cyberspace in discussion of sexual freedom and 

power.2  At the very beginning of the story, the protagonist and e-mail writer Ali 

tends to answer, by spinning ever-lasting tales, to an unknown on-line correspondent’s 

                                                 
1 The above quotation is taken from an interview with Jeanette Winterson on 14 September 2002 at 
Windrush. The interviewer is the editor Margaret Reynolds, with whom Winterson has lived since the 
early 1990s. The article is compiled into the collection as a study guide for Winterson’s four major 
novels— Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1985), The Passion (1987), Sexing the Cherry (1989) and 
The PowerBook (2000). It is a fundamental guidebook useful for undergraduate students and beginners 
(Ed. by Reynolds and Jonathan Noakes). See also Reynolds’s “Interview with Jeanette Winterson: 
Windrush 14 September 2002,” in Jeanette Winterson: Vintage Living Texts— The Essential Guide to 
Contemporary Literature ., ed. Margaret Reynolds and Jonathan Noakes (London: Vintage, 2003). 
2 The story of The PowerBook is set in cyberspace and the protagonist is an e-mail writer, spinning 
endless tales to enthrall his/her unknown on-line correspondent. Also, headings (icon-like) on the Menu 
are used as a substitute for that on the table of contents. Several headings are borrowed from the jargon 
of computer like “OPEN HARD DRIVE,” “NEW DOCUMENT,” “SEARCH,” “VIEW AS ICON,” 
“EMPTY TRASH,” “HELP,” “CHOOSER,” “QUIT,” “RESTART” and “SAVE.” Such an arrangement 
makes the book more like a manual or a computer handbook. 
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need: “It’s night.  I’m sitting at my screen.  There’s an e-mail for me.  I unwrap it.  

It says— Freedom, just for one night” (The PowerBook 3).3  Transmitted 

immediately by the net are many tales, one of which refers to a virtual forbidden affair 

serving as the main storyline in the whole book.  The affair storyline intermingles 

with classic love stories4 and fantastic adventures.5  Such an experimental 

arrangement of the structure makes the book skillfully swerve back and forth between 

the past and the present or between the imaginary and the real.  Another tentative 

design used to portray the narrator Ali as involved in the stories he/she6 spins causes 

the fiction to be more complicated.  Yet, Winterson adroitly connects the power of 

the Internet (the imagination) with her poetic prose and inventive narrative in 

conjunction with philosophical significance.  She thinks that the form/structure of 

the book, characteristic of electronic metaphors, simply serves as a vehicle of 

reflecting the world where we live.  What a contemporary fiction writer is chiefly 

concerned about are creative and thematic ideas within the book.7 

     However, it seems that Winterson’s latest work causes polar assessments.  

Some critics tend to treat it as a failure— lacking innovative ideas; others have the 

tendency to see it as a book of imagination, a philosophically innovative work 

concentrating on the issues of life, love, freedom, desire, identity, time and boundaries; 

still others incline to regard it as a good try or an experiment in a virtually 

                                                 
3 The PowerBook. NY: Vintage, 2000; hereafter as TPB. 
4 Two conspicuous pairs of great and ruinous lovers in Winterson’s version are Lancelot and Guinevere 
as well as Paolo and Francesca. 
5 Ali’s smuggling tulips into Holland is the most fantastic and metaphorical adventure. 
6 Ali, a sexually ambiguous character, participates in the stories of the fantastic seaward journey and 
the virtual adulterous love affair. 
7 In response to Reynold’s question about a contemporary fiction writer’s attitude toward the Web, 
Winterson states: “The Web doesn’t matter to me. What matters to me is that people should go on 
having creative ideas and go on producing interesting work” (28). See also footnote 1. 
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technological age.  Elaine Showalter comments in The Guardian that The 

PowerBook “retells the same story of adulterous bisexual love that she has been 

writing throughout the decade,” and Winterson becomes “a mannered novelist with 

nothing to say” (par. 3).  The same description can be found in Lambda Book Report, 

“[H]er meditations on love, writing, and self begin to feel a bit like the hackneyed 

insights of a graduate student still digesting the possibilities of deconstruction and the 

linguistic turn” (par. 5), observes Jeannine DeLombard.  Another reviewer Jenny 

Turner wonders in London Review of Books whether Winterson has run out of new 

books to write since she keeps writing the same book over and over.  In brief, most 

negative commentaries rest primarily on Winterson’s running out of her talent as a 

creative fiction writer and her having nothing to say except the triangle love affair.  

Nevertheless, The Charlotte Austin Review reviewer Zaheera Jiwaji deems The 

PowerBook “a whirlwind, altering and re-inventing as it sweeps across time and place, 

a wordplay at its most innovative” (par. 1).  Jiwaji even concludes: “It is admirable 

to find Winterson continuing to explore the limits of literary imagination. [. . .] It is 

entirely original and invigorating reading.  This may be the first novel representing 

the possibilities of a twenty-first century world” (par. 5).  Another critic Ann Skea 

defends Winterson from the charge of her obsession with love triangles, affirming that 

The PowerBook “deals with the largest of human concerns— that of making sense of 

our own lives and of making the most of them” in an Eclectica Magazine review (par. 

5).  Skea adds that The PowerBook is “a programme which could change your way 

of looking at life” and “an experiment which will work for some readers and not for 

others but it is worth a try” (par. 6).  Yet Skea also complains that the weakest part in 
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The PowerBook is Winterson’s utopian view toward love, and comments, “her idea of 

true love is too romantic, too full of doom and gloom, too (dare I say?) imaginative 

for me” (par. 6).  I totally agree with Skea.  Moreover, I think Winterson’s 

over-emphasis on lyrical or poetic expressions8 leads to the reader’s distraction from 

the novel’s narrative.  In my opinion, such distraction is a big fault because 

Winterson has been distinguished for her abilities of storytelling and of combining 

historical fact with fantasy.  Since Winterson herself admits that the issues she tends 

to deal with are boundaries, desire, time and identity9 that the reader will easily 

notice in her previous novels, I conclude that The PowerBook is not as innovative a 

book as certain critics acknowledge.  Instead, it belongs to a cycle of her total eight 

novels.  The book simply bears the watermark of technology with nothing creative.  

However, it is a book that greets the challenge of the new millennium (twenty-first 

century) in Winterson’s design.  The stories of both Ali’s fantastic journey into 

Holland and the virtual adulterous affair still fascinate the reader.  A further point I 

want to emphasize is that an elaboration of women’s (physical) desire is deeply 

manifested throughout the novel.  It seems that women’s situation has changed from 

time to time by means of transformation (time, space or desire).  Many critics have 

been, so far, concerned with issues of femininity and patriarchy from a 

contextual/sociocultural perspective in Winterson’s novels, or interested in 

Winterson’s postmodern (lesbian) narrative strategies in relation to the subversion of 

                                                 
8 Such expressions in The PowerBook are “To avoid discovery I stay on the run. To discover things for 
myself I stay on the run” (3), “I can change the story. I am the story” (5), “Death will shatter me, but in 
love’s service I have been shattered many times” (81), “Love is worth death. Love is worth life” (91) 
and so on. See also Winterson’s The PowerBook (NY: Vintage, 2001). 
9 See footnote 1, page 25. 
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gender identity.  Yet, I want to start a complicated analysis of women’s changing 

situation from a philosophical perspective.  I think that is the main reason why 

Winterson entitles her latest novel The PowerBook, a book, invested with wisdom, 

imagination and power, that concentrates on women’s situation and subjectivity. 10  

What Winterson intends to convey to modern women is also the main concern of this 

thesis. 

This Is the World We Live in 

     Born in 1959, Jeanette Winterson is arguably one of the most innovative and 

celebrated female/lesbian novelists in contemporary English literature.  She has, so 

far, published at least eight novels11, a children’s book, several screenplays and the 

collection of her essays Art Objects: Essays on Ecstasy and Effrontery when her first 

semi-autobiographical novel Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit appeared in 1985.  An 

unusual childhood,12 diverse working experiences13 and great talent in storytelling 

                                                 
10 The title of the novel has acquired many connotations. One simple connotation of “The PowerBook” 
is the book that concentrates on (sexual) power relations. Another is the book gains certain magic 
power that will change/transform human life. A third one is the book that emphasizes the power of 
imagination either in the world of cyberspace or in that of the imaginary. 
11 The eight novels are Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (London: Pandora P, 1985), Boating for 
Beginners (London: Methuen, 1985), The Passion (London: Bloomsbury, 1987), Sexing the Cherry 
(London: Bloomsbury, 1990), Written on the Body (London: J. Cape, 1992), Arts and Lies: A Piece for 
Three Voices and a Bawd  (NY: Knof, 1995), Gut Symmetries (NY: Knopf, 1997) and the latest one The 
PowerBook (London: J. Cape, 2000). Winterson has received many awards since she began her writing 
career as a fiction writer and won her reputation both in England and the United States. Such literary 
awards are Whitbread First Novel Award (Orange Are Not the Only Fruit), John Llewellyn Rhys 
Memorial Prize (The Passion), E.M. Forster Award from American Academy of Arts and Letters 
(Sexing the Cherry) and Lambda Literary Award for Lesbian Fiction (Written on the Body). For a more 
detailed explanation of Winterson’s life and works, please see British Writers Supplement IV by Ursula 
K. Heise and Dictionary of Literary Biography, Volume 261: British Fantasy and Science Fiction 
Writers Since 1960 by Gayle Irwin. 
12 Adopted by Pentecostal Evangelist parents and cultivated for a missionary, Winterson excelled in 
preaching, thinking that she was chosen and empowered by God. Besides her church services, 
Winterson discovered that she had a strong tendency to literature and history in childhood. Yet, the 
books were restricted to the Bible and Jane Eyre  in her family. Winterson left home at age fifteen after 
a lesbian affair was exposed to the public. Finally she achieved her master’s degree in English at 
Oxford University in 1981. 
13 Before the publication of her first novel Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit, Winterson worked at 
numerous temporary jobs. Such odd jobs were an ice-cream truck driver, a make-up assistant in a 
funeral parlor and an orderly in a hospital. 
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and postmodernist experimental writing style all give rise to Winterson’s great success 

in literature.  Winterson is distinguished for her postmodern narrative style and her 

constant engagement with issues of feminine identity and sexuality.   As Ursula K. 

Heise points out in her introduction to Winterson’s fiction, there are at least three 

eminent characteristics: “postmodern narrative (with its metafictional and 

metahistorical elements), gay and lesbian fiction (with its questioning of conventional 

gender constructions and representations), and magical realism (with its blurring of 

boundaries between the real and the imaginary)” (par. 1).  Also, as her readership 

and scholarship grow day by day, Reynolds outlines Winterson’s significant features 

for critics or readers to consider: 

From a ghettoisation in the ‘lesbian bylines’ Winterson has come to be 

recognized as the kind of writer that she really is.  Her formal methods 

with narrative and structure are noticed and analyzed; her vocabulary 

and play with words are assessed; her images of the journey, or the 

concepts of transgression and ‘crossing over’ are examined; her great 

themes of love, desire, loss, boundaries, time, and identity are being 

treated with the seriousness they deserve.  (160) 

Still another biographer Gayle Irwin notices Winterson’s ability of re-writing women 

from an alternative perspective and concludes: 

Winterson has always been writing from the margins of the canon.  A 

lesbian of working-class background who chose to tackle the 

sentimentalism of most autobiography by incorporating the “unreal,” the 

“surreal,” the “meta-real,” and the repousse, she is widely read for her 
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insight into the issues facing women in the late twentieth century and her 

ability to weave stories of poetic magic.  (par. 16) 

What is immediately apparent in the above extracts is that Winterson is generally 

regarded as an innovative fiction writer, notable for her combination of the real and 

the imaginary (or the reality and the fantastic), her mixture of historical fact with fairy 

tales, her postmodern narrative techniques (such as defamiliarization and 

denaturalization14) and her short, terse, yet poetic dictions.  Furthermore, it is not 

difficult for the reader to notice Winterson’s interests either in the issues of identity, 

gender, sexuality and femininity from an alternative perspective, or in the motifs of 

transgression, boundary-crossing, transformation, transcendence, passion, love, desire 

and life.  As to the purpose of literature, Winterson praises the function in a tone of a 

modernist advocating art for art’s sake because literature makes, in her opinion, a 

difference that opens up spaces in a closed world.15  What Winterson really tends to 

illuminate is “to make people see things imaginatively, transformatively” (11).  

Winterson is also a writer, who concentrates on the present.  To make use of the 

future as an escape is a sad thing to her: “For me, it doesn’t matter what the future 

brings, it matters how we live now, and it matters that we are conscious of the 

moment that we are in, and we make it vital, as we ourselves should be vital” (24).  

Besides her modernist view towards art and full attention to here and now, Winterson, 

who assumes the responsibility of a contemporary fiction writer, points out: 

And I think you have to be able to speak carefully and honestly and well 

                                                 
14 Winterson’s writing technique, denaturalization, will be analyzed thoroughly in chapter four of this 
thesis. 
15 Please see footnote 1, on page 11. 
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about the issues of your own time, however controversially, and about 

the thing that you do— which is, in my case, write books.  I am quite 

happy to fulfil that role, the only thing that troubles me is that, more and 

more, we want other people to speak for us, rather than thinking things 

through for ourselves.  That’s the only danger.  (26-27) 

The above passage shows that Winterson is quite satisfied with her public role within 

the responsibilities she takes.  One of the public services is the establishment and 

maintenance of her official personal website.16  Realizing the function of the Internet 

and trends in communication in modern technological age, Winterson believes that a 

writer should know how to depict a life of his/her generation and should participate in 

the world where he/she lives: 

I do it [the webstie] because I know that there are people all over the 

world who see the Internet as a genuine resource, and who want to know 

more about my work and who can’t always get my work.  They want to 

read the journalism, or think about some of the issues, and there’s a 

message board up there now where people can talk to each other.  They 

like that.  This is the world we live in.  (27-28) 

In brief, The PowerBook is a book that reflects a world where we live now, an 

experimental novel about an e-mail writer who creates on-line tales to enthrall his/her 

unknown correspondent(s).  Yet the book, characteristic of the experimental nature 

of its shape, structure and language, receives polar criticisms as discussed earlier.  In 

the following section, the general idea for every chapter of this thesis will be 

                                                 
16 Winterson’s office website as follows: <http://www.jeanettewinterson.com/>. 
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illustrated. 

A Fantastic Journey, Reading and Surfing 

     In the introductory chapter, the main idea of each chapter will be given together 

with its theoretical framework.  Also, a short introduction to Winterson’s life and 

writing will be presented and examined.  Her particular view toward life, art, the 

poet and the world will be included.  Since The PowerBook is my primary source in 

this thesis, I will compactly summarize criticisms 17 of what the book has aroused 

from different angles, trying to offer a clear picture of this experimental yet 

controversial novel.  Moreover, the reader will have a distinct and precise 

understanding of what the thesis aims to achieve, how the essayist tends to deal with 

the main issue/subject of this work and why a specific ending or 

explanation/interpretation is being expected at the end of this analysis. 

     Chapter two probes the effect of power relations on a virtual forbidden love 

affair, manifesting that the married woman in The PowerBook is manipulated by the 

patriarchal ideologies so that she ultimately fails to fulfill her autonomy of femininity.  

In light of Michel Foucault’s theory of power, this chapter tends to illustrate why 

women’s modes of existence are profoundly affected by power relations.  I will also 

explore why Foucault’s theory of power is considered useful for feminist critique and 

how the theory is modified due to feminist concerns.  The first half of this chapter 

will be the target of a specific power relation between the married woman and her 

silenced husband.  The analysis shows that the silenced husband represents the 

symbol of an oppressive power.  The second half of chapter two aims solely at how 
                                                 
17 The criticisms are mostly borrowed from book reviews since there are not so many references (the 
academic assessments in particular) that have appeared recently when the book was published in 2000. 
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the manipulation of domination relation works effectively, forming a conclusion that 

such manipulation originates from the patriarchal system. 

     In chapter three, I will continue to discuss the issue on the autonomy of 

femininity mainly in terms of a feminist discourse theory.  Again, a simple survey of 

Foucault’s discourse analysis will be presented to see how the theory is appropriated 

and modified for feminist politics.  Sara Mills’s study on discourse of femininity will 

be mostly applied to analyze the protagonist’s resistant discourse of femininity that 

serves as a transgressive weapon in comparison with the dominant discourse— that is, 

the discourse of masculinity or heterosexuality.  Besides, this chapter will elucidate 

how the treatment of narrativity (Ali’s confessional discourse), the delineations of 

femininity (discourse of femininity) and an alternative subjectivity (a lesbian 

discourse) constitute transgressive power to counter discursive constraints.  By 

exploring the ways in which Ali’s discourse of femininity negotiates relations of 

power with discourses of hegemonic ideologies, chapter three deals with how the 

e-mail writer answers to the unknown correspondent’s need, “Freedom, just for one 

night.”  The conclusion will show that the three types of discourse as transgressive 

power serve not only as the sites of resistance but also as the prospects of a social 

transformation. 

     Chapter four aims to explore the main concern of the thesis, the autonomy of 

femininity, from a philosophically existentialist perspective.  In light of Simone de 

Beauvoir’s concept on women’s subjectivity, this chapter not only deals with Ali’s 

various modes of existence, but also aims at exploring women’s selfhood from the 

time of myth, fantasy and cyberspace.  I will present a short survey of myths about 
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women to see how women are conditioned under the manipulation of the patriarchal 

system.  Also, I will analyze Winterson’s use of fantasy as a means of subversion 

and transformation to rewrite the images of women.  This chapter pays further 

attention to Winterson’s writing technique, denaturalization, as it takes the form of a 

fantasy episode.  Thus, I will demonstrate the novel’s apparent rejection of the 

heterosexist norms and sets of binary oppositions in the aspects of disguise and 

sexuality.  Such an analysis shows that Winterson tends to denaturalize the structural 

dichotomy of gender by means of cross-dressing and impersonation; meanwhile, she 

tends to present a lesbian perspective into her fantastic texts as a vehicle for 

undermining phallocentric images of femininity.  In an elaboration of Ali’s 

transformative journey across five centuries, I will stress Ali’s unique mode of 

existence he/she secures.  My conclusion will be that Ali is transformed into a 

(sexual) being, free from any discursive constraints, in contrast to the self-regulated 

married woman. 

     In the final chapter, the conclusion will be based largely on de Beavuoir’s 

concept on women’s subjectivity.  By presenting women’s situation almost forty 

years ago, I argue that modern women in the technological age are still either bound 

by the myth of femininity18 or conditioned by dominant ideologies.  The married 

woman sets a good example.  Finally, I conclude that modern women should not 

only act as independent subjects but also demand more and expect more for 

themselves.  By participating in social and political activities, women are able to 

take the responsibilities for improving the world.  By so doing, women are able to 
                                                 
18 The most celebrated case refers to the “Angel in the House,” a metaphor of a docile and dutiful wife 
without self in Virginia Woolf’s essay “Professions for Women” (1931). 
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say that they are part of history/human civilization since they create it as men do. 

Therefore, each modern woman should give first priority to her unique mode of 

existence as an independent subject.  It can be interpreted that to answer to the 

correspondent’s need— “Freedom, just for one night”— is actually to explore the main 

subject on women’s existence in Winterson’s intention.  The whole thesis gives 

authenticity to this point. 

 


