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Chapter Four 

Denaturalization and Transformation: 

From Myth, Fantasy to Cyberspace 

 

As de Beauvoir saw it, the problem with 

making woman’s body the linchpin of 

women’s liberation is that it mistakes a 

biological fact for a social fact.  Woman’s 

body— as wonderful as it is— should not 

prescribe, or mandate, a definite mode of 

existence for all women.  Rather, each 

woman should shape a unique mode of 

existence for herself. 

(Rosemarie Putnam Tong, 192)1 

 

     The starting point is, in chapter two, a discussion of what it means for women 

to possess freedom even just for one night like the anonymous correspondent’s 

request.  Chapter two is intended as an exploration of a virtually forbidden love 
                                                 
1 See Tong, “Existentialist Feminism” in Feminist Thought: A More Comprehensive Introduction.  
Boulder: Westview, 1998. 173-92. 
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affair in relation to the effect of power relations.  To explain this point, I have drawn 

the main theoretical framework of Foucault’s analysis on power and sex.  As 

mentioned in chapter two, the married woman always gives much heed to the 

patriarchal privileges no matter where she goes.  Also, the very issue on the 

autonomy of femininity from the married woman’s viewpoint is included.  In chapter 

three, I continue to discuss the same issue by means of a feminist discourse theory.  

Chapter three focuses on the function of discourse of femininity as a transgressive 

power to challenge certain discursive constraints.  Moreover, such a resistant 

discourse serves as a possible change for political or social acts with the purpose of 

feminist concerns.  This chapter moves the focus from the issue concerning the 

autonomy of femininity in the case of a bisexual love affair onto the issue on female 

subjectivity, a unique mode of existence/being liberated from discursive constraints 

after transformation.2 

     This chapter will discuss Ali’s various modes of existence in The PowerBook, 

aiming to explore women’s (social) positions from myth, fantasy to cyberspace in a 

much broader philosophical perspective.  As discussed in the previous chapters, the 

issue on the autonomy of femininity is relevant to the unknown correspondent’s 

demand, “Freedom, just for one night.”3  An exploration of Ali’s answering to the 

request shows that the main core of Ali’s spinning tales (including those about herself 

with the married woman) is primarily concerned with the existence of women.  Yet, 

such an issue on the female subjectivity can be conspicuously developed if the request 

                                                 
2 The concept of “subjectivity” in this chapter is borrowed from Simone de Beauvoir’s ideas on 
existentialist feminism. 
3 The unknown correspondent wants freedom. Being a sexually independent agent is one of ways 
given by the narrator. 
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has been examined in the aspects of denaturalization and transformation.  Thus, I 

will apply the theory of fantasy formulated by contemporary theorist Rosemary 

Jackson  as well as the theory of existentialist feminism advocated by French 

feminist Simone de Beauvoir to illustrate the point.  Also, there will be a simple 

survey of myths about women before investigating women’s subjectivity in modern 

times. 

Myths about Women 

     According to de Beauvoir, man is to woman just as self is to other.  The other 

is a threat to the self if he wishes to remain free.  Thereupon, woman is subordinated 

or oppressed so as to make man independent.  Woman becomes not only different 

from man but also inferior to him (Feminist Thought 179-83).  De Beauvoir tends, in 

addition, to analyze how woman becomes the other— a societal myth that woman’s 

capacity for self is intrinsically inferior to man’s— from biological, psychoanalytic 

and historical materialist viewpoints in her book The Second Sex, an influential and 

encyclopaedic book that delineates the reason why woman becomes the other in the 

development of human civilization on the plane of existential philosophy.  De 

Beauvoir is dissatisfied with Freudian explanation of woman’s status as the other.  

Freud argues that each woman has, in order to become normal, to overcome her 

masculine tendencies as well as to convert her love from a woman to a man.4  In a 

word, it is exclusively permissible for the female to own heterosexual passive 

femininity upon which woman’s (social or gender) identity is based.  Such a myth 

becomes, de Beauvoir announces, essentialized in the patriarchal society and is even 

                                                 
4 See footnote 1, page 181. 
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internalized by women themselves.  De Beauvoir further asserts that women are 

manipulated by various myths men create.  Moreover, it can be noticed that women 

become, in the works of western male authors5, idealized and sacralized so as to make 

men complete.  Yet such ideal figures are criticized by de Beauvoir since they are 

urged to sacrifice or to deny themselves if the union of man and wife becomes 

possible.  In de Beauvoir’s point of view, the ideal woman is the one that serves as 

the other without self. 

Another myth about women lies primarily in the fact that a woman might be 

measured as some kind of monster imbued with evil strength if refusing to sacrifice 

herself or showing her resistance against the power from men.  In her article “The 

Laugh of the Medusa,” French feminist Hélène Cixous also takes notice of such a 

pernicious myth about women: 

Here they [women] are, returning, arriving over and again, because the 

conscious is impregnable.  They have wandered around in circles, 

confined to the narrow room in which they’ve been given a deadly 

brainwashing. [. . .] As soon as they begin to speak, at the same time as 

they’re taught their name, they can be taught that their territory is black: 

because you are Africa, you are black.  You continent is dark.  Dark is 

dangerous.  You can’t see anything in the dark, you’re afraid.  Don’t 

move, you might fall.  Most of all, don’t go into the forest.  And so we 

have internalized this horror of the dark.  (247-48; emphasis added) 

                                                 
5 De Beauvoir has analyzed, in The Second Sex, the images of women borrowed from five prominent 
male authors: Montherlant, D. H. Lawrence, Claudel, Breton, and Stendhal. She concludes that the 
images of women in each of their works are similar since they all present the object/other making men 
complete without existence. 
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What is apparent in the above extract is that it is dangerous for women to explore their 

dark areas of the unconscious, and that any wild potential from women has to be cut 

off just like the mythological beheading of Medusa.6  Medusa’s snake-like hair 

represents, in psychoanalytic analysis, bleeding female genitals and the frightening 

power of castrated women, who will devour fragile male psyche.  Thus, a son has to 

overcome his early identification with his mother by beheading so horrible a mother 

archetype if he wants to seek his own manhood.  Only then is he free not only to 

express his own power as a man but also to regulate a harmonious partnership with a 

woman.  Such a psychoanalytic interpretation echoes de Beauvoir’s study of 

woman’s status as the other.  To remain to be a free man means that he must conquer 

woman, ideal or dangerous alike, according to de Beauvoir. 

     In conclusion, women in myths are extremely depicted in a western tradition.  

The one is idealized as man’s muse or inspiration; the other is stigmatized as an evil 

monster.  However, they are all characterized as the ones without selves.  The 

former ideal woman strongly believes that it is her duty to sacrifice herself so as to 

make man complete.  The latter dark woman symbolizes a threatening power that 

has to be regulated.  To make matters even worse, as irrational and unreasonable 

creatures, women are, when compared to nature, indelibly inscribed in the myths.  

De Beauvoir concludes that both myths are created by male authors to maintain their 

dominant power over women and to make women believe that the above myths are 

essential and authentic so that they will resign themselves to a given fate.  In 

                                                 
6 According to Greek mythology, Medusa was the Serpent-Goddess of the Lybyan Amazons and later 
on worshiped by Greeks.  Having both beauty and wisdom, Medusa symbolizes the untamable forces 
of nature before being transformed into an ugly monster.  In her image, her hair resembles dread snake.  
No living thing could behold her without being turned into stone. 
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addition, Cixous contends that the myth of Medusa prevents women from exploring 

their potentials, which are defamed as evil and untamable forces.  Therefore, it is 

improper to say that women have no history, but it is quite reasonable to say that they 

are forced to negate themselves in order to make men independent and free. 

     Over twenty centuries, women have deeply been trapped into the net men 

manipulatively weaves in terms of the above myths.  Some of the oppressed accept 

the archetypal images, and do believe that it is their nature to own passive 

heterosexual femininity.  On the other hand, some of them are conscious of the 

discursive constraints and restrictions from patriarchy, but fail to resist them.  If a 

woman dares, for instance, to challenge the docile image of woman, she is quickly 

labeled as a hysteric or as a witch, and is probably excluded from the male-oriented 

society.  Therefore, in order to have women emancipated from social, cultural or 

political restrictions deriving from the influence of the above myths, several French 

feminists offer their solutions to such limits.  De Beauvoir presents three strategies 

for women, that is, working, being intellectuals, and devotion to social transformation 

for female rights.  She also encourages women to positively value their nature of 

creativity and to escape from traditional models by which women are conditioned.  

By so doing, a woman is capable of liberating herself from the oppression and from 

being the other, becoming a determining being who is able to define the meaning of 

her existence.7  Another solution is offered by Cixous in her redefinition of Medusa’s 

image.8  Cixous states that the image of the laugh of Medusa symbolizes, in contrast 

                                                 
7 See Tong, “Introduction: The Diversity of Feminist Thinking.” in Feminist Thought: A More 
Comprehensive Introduction. Boulder: Westview, 1998. 1-9. 
8 See Hélène Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa” in New French Feminisms: An Anthology, ed. Elaine 
Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron (NY: Schocken, 1980), 245-64. 
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to the image of an evil and ugly monster, a powerful natural force, the potential of 

women.  Such unlimited strength should be considered not so much a threatening 

force leading to men’s selfhood in danger as a means of a protest against a structuring 

dichotomy of self/other.  By description of her physical desires and her sexuality, a 

woman is able to deconstruct the archetypal images of women in the phallogocentric 

system.  As Cixous points out: 

     A feminine text cannot fail to be more than subversive.  It is 

volcanic; at it is written it brings about an upheaval of the old property 

crust, carrier of masculine investments; there’s no other way.  There’s 

no room for her if she’s not a he.  If she’s a her-she, it’s in order to 

smash everything, to shatter the framework of institutions, to blow up the 

law, to break up the “truth” with laughter.  (258) 

The purpose of the above quotation is to show that “woman must write her self” in her 

own way of thinking (245).  Such a strategy either creates a history of her own (that 

is, her-story) or denaturalizes the structuring dichotomy.  The legend of Ali from the 

late sixteenth century to present technological days sets a good example in 

Winterson’s The PowerBook to illustrate this point.  By spinning fantastic adventures 

and revising classic fairy tales, Ali is able to present a her-story (the new images of 

women) and meanwhile to challenge the dichotomy.  Thus, the following section 

will concentrate on Winterson’s use of fantasy as a means of subversion and 

transformation to rewrite the images of women. 

     According to Paulina Palmer’s analysis,9 Margaret Atwood, Angela Carter and 

                                                 
9 See Palmer’s essay “Postmodern Trends in contemporary Fiction: Margaret Atwood, Angela Carter, 
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Winterson are contemporary female fiction writers tending to interrogate the 

categories of gender, body and sexuality by means of fantasy episodes.  Winterson in 

particular has a strong tendency to denaturalize the notion of sexual identity and 

gender difference in light of writing or re-inventing stories about women.  In her 

earlier famous novel The Passion, the illustration of the main female protagonist 

Villanelle serves as a means of writing technique to parody the category of sex and to 

undermine the naturalized institution of heterosexuality.10  In Winterson’s latest work 

The PowerBook, the same is true of the legend of the narrator Ali.  The 

problematization of sexual identity obviously remains on the focus in relation to the 

transformative and bisexual figure Ali.  Ali, a twenty-first-century Scheherazade,11 

creating an endless series of passionate love stories onto her computer screen, is 

transformed from a fantastic figure in the late sixteenth century to a virtual e-mail 

writer in present days.  At the very beginning of the novel, the delineation of Ali’s 

fantastic journey from Turkey to Holland in the second chapter, “Open Hard Drive,” 

exemplifies Winterson’s familiar writing strategy, which is normally known as 

denaturalization.  Such a strategy takes the form of a fantasy episode that expresses 

the novel’s apparent rejection of the heterosexist norms and sets of binary oppositions, 

namely, the categories of sex, gender and sexuality.   By laying bare them as 

                                                                                                                                            
Jeanette Winterson.” in Postmodern Subject/Postmodern Texts. Ed. Jane Dowson and Steven Earnshaw.  
Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1995. 181~99.  
10 For a more detailed explanation of the use of Villanelle’s transgressive sexual identity, please see 
Maria del Mar Asensio’s essay “Subversion of Sexual Identity in Jeanette Winterson’s The Passion.” in 
Feminism and the Postmodern Impulses: Post-World War II Fiction. Ed. Magali Cornier Michael.  
Albany: State U of NY P, 1996. 265~79. 
11 Scheherazade is the story-teller in The Arabian Nights (or The Book of the Thousand and One 
Nights), who narrates, in order to have her life enlarged, never-ending stories to King Shahriyar, 
disgruntled with the unfaithfulness of women. The comparison between Scheherazade and Ali 
manifests the power of narration. As a story-teller, a woman is able to make herself transformed so as 
to cross certain frontiers. 
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constructs, Winterson successfully subverts or denaturalizes the unequal social 

organization of gender and tends to offer a possible change of social/political 

transformation.  Ali’s transformation (disguise and impersonation) and her sexually 

ambiguous character are two conspicuous characteristics in The PowerBook for us to 

analyze Winterson’s use of fantasy and her writing strategy denaturalization as a 

means of the problematization of sexual identity.  A full discussion will be presented 

in the next sections particularly in the aspects of disguise and sexuality.  

Subversion of Sexual Identity by means of Disguise 

     The first aspect to be explored is the aspect of disguise when we attempt to 

analyze Winterson’s use of denaturalization as a tool for problematizing sexual 

identity.  By depicting a vivid characterization of Ali’s disguise and impersonation, 

Winterson successfully leads the reader to challenge the heterosexist norm and the 

patriarchal system.  When the story starts, Ali is described as a little girl from the 

Orient, an inexplicable and occult place.  Also, the legend of trafficking flower is 

quite bizarre, erotic and disturbing as the contents of the story are enriched with issues 

on gender-crossing, identity differences, fantastic imagination and uses of sexual 

metaphors.  The legend begins with the unequal social organization of gender: 

When I was born, my mother dressed me as a boy because she could not 

afford to feed any more daughters.  By the mystic laws of gender and 

economics, it ruins a peasant to place half a bowl of figs in front of his 

daughter, while his son may gorge on the whole tree, burn it for firewood 

and piss on the stump, and still be reckoned a blessing to his father. 

     When I was born, my father wanted to drown me, but my mother 
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persuaded him to let me live in disguise, to see if I could bring any 

wealth to the household.  (TPB 10-11) 

The above description intensely divulges a polar unfair treatment of gender.  Such a 

treatment echoes male hegemony endorsed by the patriarchal society.   Compared 

with the male, the female in Turkey are lower, valueless and inferior in legal and 

social fields.  Girls in particular are easily being sacrificed due to a poor economic 

condition in their family.  Fathers often feel no sense of guilt and think that the bad 

treatment those unlucky girls suffer is justified by the mystic laws.  Ali, therefore, is 

forced to dress differently as a boy if she wants to defy her given fate.  Ali’s pitiful 

childhood vividly manifests the unequal relations of domination and subordination 

between boys and girls at that time.  Like Scheherazade, who brilliantly has her life 

enlarged by inventing never-ending stories, Ali also prolongs her life by means of 

disguise (cross-dressing).  Owing to the quality of her body— “so slender am I [Ali], 

and so slight, that I can slip under the door of a palace, or between the dirt and the 

floor of a hovel, and never be seen” (TPB 11)— Ali changes herself into a male-spy in 

appearance.  Not only does Ali transform herself into a different gender, but she also 

learns how to impersonate her character under different circumstances on her seaward 

journey to Dutch.  As Ali says, “I know about disguise.  I disguise myself from 

predators.  I disguise myself from circumstance.  The camouflages I use are 

elaborate, but I know what they are.  Even my body is in disguise today” (TPB 16).  

The quotation reflects that there are two kinds of disguise in Ali’s case: appearance 

and behavior.  The former lays bare the notable feature of gender as a social 



Chang 62 

construct simply as many critics have often argued.12  It must be noted that gender is 

being performed in Ali’s case and could be even imitated, a social act that 

problematizes and denaturalizes the structuring dichotomy of gender.  Moreover, the 

episode of Ali’s impersonation (another disguise) is used by Winterson to further 

explore the very issue on the subversion of sexual identity in light of denaturalization, 

an issue having a close affinity with the autonomy of female sexuality.  

Gender and Sexual Oppressions 

     If we tend to investigate the writing technique of denaturalization Winterson 

uses as a powerful weapon to challenge heterosexism in The PowerBook, the event on 

a fantastic and bizarre sexual intercourse between the Princess and Ali should be 

noticed and concentrated closely.  Many recurrent thematic ideas Winterson makes 

explicit throughout her eight novels are disclosed inside the episode.  Such 

significant ideas are disguise, transformation, gender difference, male abuse, female 

sexuality, identity, boundary-crossing, and lesbian femininity of course.  As Palmer 

observes in her study of three contemporary female writers, Winterson among them is 

particularly interested in denaturalizing sexual relations.13  The description of a 

fantastic world in the chapter of “Open Hard Drive” illustrates the heterosexism 

Winterson challenges.  Furthermore, the most important point is that she introduces a 

lesbian perspective into her texts: a lesbian, equal and harmonious, sexual relation in 

contrast to a heterosexual, yet violent and male-dominated one.  In this chapter, a 

nasty and unpleasant phallocentric society is reflected first in Ali’s childhood and her 

                                                 
12 Among those critics, Judith Butler is distinguished for her performative theory of gender acts, a 
theory illustrating that gender is not just a social construct, but rather a kind of show or performance. 
13 See footnote 9. 
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unprecedented journey to Holland.  I have earlier discussed the repressive treatment 

of gender Ali receives in her childhood.  According to the law in Ali’s time, girls are 

valueless and inferior to boys without question.  Secondly, the male abuse and 

violence is also being criticized by the author if we look into the story carefully.  On 

one occasion, when the pirates swarm over the ship and murder all the crew except 

Ali, whose hands are “clutching his bulbs [the tulip]” (TPB 21),14 Ali is driven to 

suck the chief pirate’s sexual organ due to his/her peculiarity of behavior.  It seems 

that Ali will escape narrowly from the death if the chief pirate is satisfied with his/her 

service.  One point we should notice is that the storyline is pretty interesting, funny 

and serene, though a little sad, in comparison with the realistic scenes of bloody 

massacre and child abuse.  Let us consider the following passage Winterson 

describes: 

     ‘Pissing yourself are you?’ said the chief pirate. 

     Ali was so scared that he [transformed into a boy] just told the 

truth. 

     ‘Protecting my treasure,’ he said, and his reply was so stupid that it 

made the pirate laugh.  He pulled out his own cock and held it under 

Ali’s nose. 

     ‘This is treasure.  You aren’t worth a flea’s ransom.’ 

     Ali sucked it.  What else could he do?  He had never done it 

before, but desperation is a good teacher and he soon found his tongue as 

fluent as any whore’s in the marketplace. 

                                                 
14 Winterson here uses a male pronoun to designate the bisexual character Ali. 
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     The pirate grunted. 

     ‘Why kill you when we could sell you?’ 

     And that is how Ali found himself in the apartments of the Italian 

envoy to the Turks.  (TPB 21) 

It can be inferred from the above passage that male sexual violence is ubiquitous.  

As usual, married women are reduced to sexual objects in a traditional society.  It is 

not surprising that both in legal and natural laws they are regarded as the inferior/the 

other without selfhood mostly because of their material disadvantages.  Thereupon, 

the sexual pleasure occurs to men only.  Nevertheless, as reflected in the above 

episode, the male sexual violence is extended to boys as well.  It seems that the 

mighty, particularly men in control of money and power, stand for the law.  By 

contrast, the female and little boys are treated as sacrifices if necessary.  In this 

16th-century storyline, Ali experiences both gender and sexual oppressions, but 

finally transforms herself into a sexual being (a disguised sexual mentor).  I will 

discuss Ali’s transformation into an independent being in the following section. 

     As mentioned in the previous sections, Winterson has the inclination to 

problematize and denaturalize the structural dichotomy of gender by giving a lucid 

description of Ali’s cross-dressing, and to challenge the phallocentric world where the 

female and little boys are manipulated by the male mighty.  Another exceptional and 

magnificent point in this chapter is that Winterson presents a lesbian perspective into 

her fantastic texts as a vehicle for undermining the traditional heterosexual relations, 

for denaturalizing phallocentric images of femininity, and finally for offering a new, 

equal and harmonious, (homo-)sexual relation in which each partner is unique and 
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independent in an impartial world where oppression and unfairness are forbidden. 

The Subversion of Sexual Identity by means of Sexuality 

     Winterson seems to manifest heterosexuality and male violence as two of most 

forcible ways in which male patriarchal oppression has been imposed upon the female 

and the minority.  However, in Ali’s bizarre and fantastic adventure, the concept of 

lesbianism is skillfully constructed as the most revolutionary and effective weapon 

against patriarchy and the realistic world of male culture.  The amazing encounters 

between the Princess and Ali serve as evidence of the lesbianism against patriarchy, 

even though the story opens with a mistaken gender identity.  Regarded as a male 

amorous apprentice, Ali is erroneously chosen by the Italian envoy as a mentor 

educating the arts of (heterosexual) love to the Princess: 

     She [the Princess] was walking round and round me as though I 

were a fountain, pausing now and then to dabble her hands.  She was 

beautiful, young, haughty. 

     ‘I am to be married in one month, and my husband wishes me to 

learn something of the arts of love.  He has appointed you to teach me.’ 

     ‘I know nothing,’ I said. 

     ‘That is why you have been chosen.  You are only a boy and can 

do me neither hurt nor insult.  You will be gentle.  You will be slow.  

If I do not like you I shall behead you.’  (TPB 22-23) 

The phrase “neither hurt nor insult” is paradoxically true if someone has no idea of 

“the arts of love” pertinent primarily to the realistic phallocentric world where the 

sexual relations are connected with domination and oppression.  It can also be 
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predicted that the lesbian sexual relation serves as an alternative way that is neither 

hurt nor harm but love and reciprocity, in contrast to the male-dominated sexual 

relations in the heterosexual society where women are treated as the interior without 

selfhood, or yielding to the male force.  Being transformed as a boy with his sexual 

organ (tulip), Ali is able to enjoy the pleasure of sex as men usually do.  As Ali 

narrates, “Days and nights passed.  I kissed her [the Princess’s] mouth and her neck.  

I kissed her breasts and her belly.  I kissed her lower than her belly and was pleased 

with the ripples of pleasure I found there” (TPB 23).  The description shows that a 

woman is capable of having the enjoyment of sexual pleasure as a sexual independent 

being, though the scene exists simply in the fantastic world.  Yet, Winterson seems to 

affirm that lesbianism is a supreme weapon against patriarchy since a sexual 

independent woman cannot be reduced to a tool of reproduction, nor to a sexual 

object having no enjoyment of sexual pleasure.  The most important point is that 

every woman can conduct herself as an independent sexual being in a harmonious, 

impartial and goal-less sexual relation.  It seems reasonable to conclude that the 

hegemony of patriarchy might be probably unstable by means of the realization of a 

lesbian identity among women as Winterson supposes.  Rejecting a universally 

patriarchal model of identity— that is, the mythical images of women— each (lesbian) 

woman can form a unique mode of existence for herself as being independent in 

sexual relations.  Yet it cannot be further explained that lesbianism is an absolute 

way in which women earn their freedom and beingness as opposed to a mode of 

objectification.  Rather, it might be safe to say that lesbianism is one of the ways or 

approaches for women under oppression to break up the structural constraints so as to 
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secure their mode of existence.  Thus, whether Ali is a natural-born lesbian or not is 

irrelevant to the main subject on women’s existence.  What counts is that Ali 

conducts herself as a unique and autonomous sexual being, free from the traditional 

patriarchal mode of femininity in the course of close physical contacts with the 

Princess.  The scene in which Ali actively performs sexual intercourse is so 

fantastically depicted: 

     Then a strange thing began to happen.  As the Princess kissed and 

petted my tulip, my own sensations grew exquisite, but as yet no 

stronger than my astonishment, as I felt my disguise come to life.  The 

tulip began to stand. 

     I looked down.  There it was, making a bridge from my body to 

hers. 

     [. . .] 

     Very gently the Princess lowered herself across my knees and I felt 

the firm red head and pale shaft plant itself in her body.  A delicate 

green-tinted sap dribbled down her brown thighs. 

     All afternoon I fucked her.  (TPB 25-26; emphasis added) 

It can be interpreted that the feeling of orgasm— the climax of sexual 

excitement— must never be exclusively considered a privilege to men only.  Nor do 

women possess a passive heterosexual mode of femininity without question. 

The Fantastic as Subversion and Social Transformation 

     I have, so far, discussed the writing technique of denaturalization Winterson 

uses as a vehicle to disrupt the heterosexist norms and the structural dichotomy of 
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gender in the aspects of disguise and sexuality.   By laying bare gender as a social 

construct and introducing a lesbian view into her texts, Winterson successfully 

rewrites women from fantasy.  The aim of this section is to reveal and elaborate 

further Winterson’s feminist strategies and ambitions in her using fantasy as 

subversion and social transformation. 

     As Susana Gonzalez, in her analysis of Winterson’s uses of fantasy in Sexing 

the Cherry, points out, “Feminist fantasy in the hands of Winterson attempts to 

compensate for a lack of woman-centred perspective as regards relationships between 

women, women’s potentialities and their actual powers” (292).  Gonzalez argues that 

Winterson rewrites— by giving a voice to an ugly and indigent woman, the Dog 

Woman— a history from a feminist perspective in Sexing the Cherry, offering a new 

vision of women in contrast to the feminine stereotype.  In Winterson’s latest novel 

The PowerBook, the same woman-centered perspective is manifested in Ali’s 

storyline.  The main protagonist Ali is presented as a transformative figure across 

five centuries ranging from mysterious and ancient Turkey in the late sixteenth 

century to modern and technological cyberspace in present days, a figure spinning an 

alternative version of tales and experiencing different modes of woman from myth, 

fantasy to cyberspace.  In a detailed discussion of this complicated, yet astounding 

and interesting, character, the subject on women’s existence can be studied and 

investigated to a large extent. 

     In her book Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion, Jackson has stated the 

peculiarity of fantasy in literature: “The fantastic traces the unsaid and the unseen of 

culture: that which has been silenced, made invisible, covered over and made 
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‘absent’” (4).  For over nineteen centuries, women have had no history.  To put it 

more accurately, women have no stories from their own perspective.  The myths 

about women and the stereotypical images of women come to being naturally and 

inherently.15  Even a majority of women have internalized conventional values as 

normatively as patriarchy has defined and imposed.  Yet Winterson tends, in light of 

rewriting classical fairy tales and of giving voice to main female characters, to lead 

the reader to call into question the established social order of male culture, a totalizing 

and hegemonic culture from which women’s strength, lesbian relationships and 

women’s subjectivity have been excluded or silenced.  The re-invention of sad love 

stories16 and the narration of Ali’s fantastic and imaginary journey across five 

centuries are two most conspicuous aspects for us to analyze Winterson’s use of 

fantasy with the purpose of subversion. 

     Two doomed pairs of lovers— Lancelot and Guinevere, Paolo and 

Francesca— bear the marks of adultery, betrayal and seduction in original versions.17  

It comes as no surprise that their punishment can be justified for the fact that duty, 

family values and the social order are the core maxims in the patriarchal system.  

However, in Winterson’s revised version, the unseen or the unsaid (the other side) of 

the stories are revealed from a feminist or an individual perspective rather than from a 

male-centered or a societal one as used to be.  In the rewriting story of Lancelot and 

                                                 
15 For a detailed discussion, please see the first section of this chapter, “Myths about Women.” 
16 See the chapters of “Search” and “View as Icon” in The PowerBook. 
17 Lancelot and Guinevere are the most infamous of lovers in Arthurian legends, one of which is made 
up by Sir Thomas Mallory in Le Morte D’Arthur. In Mallory’s version, Lancelot and Queen Guinevere 
are involved in an adulterous affair. Paolo and Francesca are another well-known pair of “treacherous” 
lovers in Dante’s Inferno. Francesca is married for political reasons to Gianciotto, who is physically 
deformed. When one day discovering the affair between Francesca and his younger brother, Paolo, the 
betrayed husband kills them both out of anger. 



Chang 70 

Guinevere, the power of love is considered invaluable and unparalleled by the 

narrator Lancelot.  Guinevere is not so much illustrated as a seducer or unfaithful 

wife as a victim under the pressure of patriarchal norms.  The following description 

gives us a good account: 

That you [Guinevere] were married to someone else meant nothing to me 

[Lancelot].  Which is more important— a dead marriage or a living love?  

You never chose private happiness over public duty, you asked only that 

happiness be there— a view from the window, a crack in the casing— that 

sometimes you could ease yourself out, unclothe yourself, swim in me. 

(TPB 78-79) 

Guinevere never surrenders herself to her heart.  Instead, she would rather choose a 

dead marriage and an imprisoned life than admit her true feelings once bearing the 

title of Queen.  Not only will Guinevere betray her husband and spoil her family’s 

name, but she also will corrupt the whole kingdom if running away with Lancelot.  

The marriage vow actually is a bond for this dutiful wife, whose passion is 

imprisoned for the feudal system till the end of her lifetime: “The Queen had died half 

an hour before, saying to her women that she prayed her eyes would never have the 

power to see me [Lancelot] again while she was alive” (TPB 85).  The image of 

victim under the pressure of patriarchy is much more impressive from the male 

narrator Lancelot. 

     Another example of Winterson’s rewriting women is evidenced by the story of 

Paolo and Francesca.  Francesca’s situation is no less difficult and perilous than that 

of Guinevere.  Yet, Francesca takes a great deal of courage to fight the situation 
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bravely.  Francesca’s life is mostly determined and manipulated by her father before 

she meets Paolo.  She is reared in an atmosphere of separation and alienation in a 

dark castle, built of stone, as thick as darkness.  Francesca has no chance to travel or 

make friends with others— “In my whole life I had never been beyond the shadow of 

the castle” (TPB 148).  She simply shapes a normative character under the shadow of 

her authoritarian father who “made the design for the castle himself” (TPB 145).  No 

wonder Francesca alleges that “[i]t is as though we [children in particular] are living 

inside him” (TPB 145), since the shadow of her father is everywhere.  It can be 

inferred that most daughters have no free will at marriage in the feudal society in 

Francesca’s case since “a marriage was planned as a condition of peace” (TPB 146).  

Francesca would have accepted this distasteful and mercenary marriage as the destiny 

of her life if she had not been emotionally involved with Paolo or had had no tastes of 

happiness and sexual pleasure.  As she states, “The horrors of my nights with him 

might have been bearable if I had not been taught a different way” (TPB 150).18  

Similarly, the sentiments the reader perceives will be totally different if he or she is 

not given a western phallogocentric version.  Unlike being a silenced and passive 

participant, Francesca courageously answers to the need from her heart, making 

herself responsible for the power of love, even at the cost of her precious life.  The 

reader is deeply impressed by an audacious image Francesca embodies and by her 

keen criticism of patriarchy as “the grave of my childhood life and the grave of my 

married life” (TPB 150). 

     The examples of Winterson’s revised love stories make it clear that the 

                                                 
18 Here the objective refers to Gianciotto, Paolo’s brother, who is Francesca’s given husband. 
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phallocentric image of femininity is successfully subverted and denaturalized.  The 

so-called normative conventions and rules are disrupted by the reader.  Also, a 

totalizing interpretation of culture, social reality or history should be challenged and 

problematized.  The stereotypical images of women as historically unquestioned are 

undermined when a polar representation of women is reflected in Winterson’s revised 

version.  In spite of the adulterous affair, Guinevere and Francesca are described not 

so much as treacherous seducers whose beauty causes knights and castles in danger, 

but as victims under the pressure of patriarchy.  By giving voice to muted women, 

Winterson makes their inner thoughts and feelings restored.  However, it would be 

inappropriate to say that a real self is presented authentically in comparison with the 

old objectified one.  What matters is that every representation depends on contextual 

situations and has ideological implications.  Thus, Winterson’s representation of 

those tragic women is one of selves as opposed to the totalizing self in western 

dominant thoughts.19  Finally, illustrations from Ali’s fantastic journey may be 

informative as I continue to analyze Winterson’s use of fantasy as subversion and 

social transformation.  Winterson’s use of fantasy in Ali’s fantastic and imaginary 

journey across five centuries introduces the reader to question the categories of gender 

and sexuality, leading the story to be analyzed as a protest against dominant 

ideologies such as the heterosexist norms and the western humanism.  I have 

explored how the heterosexist rules and the categories of gender and sexuality have 

been denaturalized and subverted in the case of Ali’s childhood life and her bizarre 

                                                 
19 The notion of the unitary self is centrality of the Western male humanism that echoes the patriarchal 
ideology. The unified self is commonly known as ‘Man’ only, a rational one having universal human 
nature. In other words, the notions of differences and multiplicity about human nature are not 
celebrated. 
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contacts with the Princess.  Now the analysis will concentrate on the concept of 

self/other. 

     Before I turn to a close examination of self/other, an important question should 

be asked: can affirming the self in feminist perspective be regarded as an effective 

way to reject women’s allotted role as an objectified other just as de Beauvoir has 

argued?  According to Patricia Waugh in her study on feminine fictions, many 

twentieth-century women writers “have sought alternative conceptions of  

subjectivity, expressing a definition of self in relationship which does not make 

identity dependent axiomatically upon the maintenance of boundaries and distance, 

nor upon the subjugation of the other” (Feminine Fictions: Revisiting the Postmodern 

22).  Actually, it may be worth pointing out that it is not so much that an authentic 

self (of woman) has been discovered or presented— namely, the reversal of the 

duality— as that the duality of man/woman and self/other should be problematized 

and destabilized.  Thus, several women writers such as Virginia Woolf, Angela 

Carter and Winterson tend to offer us different images/selves of women in their 

displays of fantasy. 20  I will take Ali’s uncanny adventures as an example to illustrate 

this point. 

     Winterson’s use of fantasy as subversion lies primarily in boundary-crossing, 

which is marked by time, space and identities21 during Ali’s journey.  Ali has gone 

through different modes of women beyond the limits of time and space.  Such 

incredible modes are as follows: a young spy in disguise, a sexual mentor as 

                                                 
20 Woolf’s Orlando, Carter’s Nights at the Circus, Winterson’s Sexing the Cherry and The Passion are 
characterized by their fantastic elements. 
21 Such identities as follows: gender, race, class, nationality or self/other identity. 
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transformed with male sexual organ, a third party in a virtually forbidden love affair, 

and a storyteller as well as a marriage guidance counselor on the Internet.  From a 

late-sixteenth-century Turkish girl living in a mysterious and moral nation to an 

e-mail writer surfing in an unlimited and amoral cyberspace in digital time, Ali has 

been transformed numerous times when a new mode of self varies with a different 

contextual situation.  Although his/her name remains the same, Ali’s (social/gender) 

identity is fluid and diverse in contrast to the unified and fixed self.  By portraying 

Ali’s amazing and unthinkable journey, Winterson has the tendency to give depictions 

of the subject in process, suggesting possibility of infinite other selves in different 

historical contexts.  No matter which mode/mask Ali will take/wear, Ali’s 

subjectivity and individuality is earned and formed firmly for the fact that he/she lives 

for himself/herself without taking seriously social scruples or conventions into 

consideration; yet, meanwhile, he/she is personally responsible for every step or 

action he/she takes.  What really counts is that Ali is transformed into an 

independent (sexual) being, having shaped a unique mode of existence, a self far 

away from someone else’s object or the other.  Ali’s fluid identities show that 

diversities and differences should be respected and celebrated in contrast to hegemony 

and totalizing.  A boundary line is simply a phenomenon that varies with different 

historical contexts rather than with a universal and ever-lasting rule that regulates 

people all the time. 

     Secondly, the dominant assumptions about reality are violated in Winterson’s 

fantastic texts.22  As Jackson writes: “Fantasy has always provided a clue to the 

                                                 
22 The dominant assumptions about reality in the traditional realist mode are nominal unities of time, 
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limits of a culture, by foregrounding problems of categorizing the ‘real’ and of the self 

in relation to that dominant notion of ‘reality’” (52).  Instead of a fixed reality with a 

clear boundary between the real and the imaginary, Winterson levels reality and 

unreality to the same category when the narrator Ali appears in the tales he/she spins.  

The boundary between the two is blurred if the storyteller falls into the circles of his 

everlasting stories: 

     Ali tells stories.  He23 puts himself in the stories.  Once there, 

he cannot easily get out again, and the stories he has told cook up with 

the dinner he is eating and wrap round the sheets on the bed.  What he 

is, what he invents, becomes part of the same story, one continuous story, 

where even birth and death are only markers, pauses, changes of tempo.  

Birth and death become new languages, that is all.  (TPB 255-56) 

Another example of a move towards a dismentaling of the real in Winterson’s display 

of fantasy is that Winterson sets a real story— the extramarital affair between the 

unknown married woman and Ali— against a variety of other revised classical love 

stories, a deliberate creation that makes the whole book a collage.  Which one is 

more real?  Or which one is affected by the other?  It seems that there is no definite 

answer when the boundary is vague and unstable just as the narrator in the final 

chapter “Save” says, “You can change the story.  You are the story” (TPB 289). 

     It follows from what has been said that the boundary lines of man/woman, 

self/other, real/imaginary have been dissolved and subverted in Winterson’s use of 

fantasy.  The dichotomy of man(self)/woman(other) is challenged by Winterson’s 
                                                                                                                                            
space and character, as well as the veracious representation of those unities. 
23 Ali is transformed again into a character with male quality. 
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representation of the muted tragic women.  Also, a fixed and stable ego or gender 

identity is questionable when gender is constructed as a performance and can be 

imitated in Ali’s case.  Yet, as Jackson argues, the possibility of innumerable other 

selves does not imply that “subjects can exist outside of ideology and of the social 

formation, but that fantasies image the possibility of radical cultural transformation 

through attempting to dissolve or shatter the boundary lines between the imaginary 

and the symbolic” (178; emphasis added).  It should be noted that by calling into 

question the dominant assumptions/ideologies such as expressive realism or liberal 

humanism, fantasists (including Winterson) tend to transform the relations between 

the imaginary and the symbolic, and to invite the reader to cross certain frontiers or 

categories such as sex, gender, sexuality and identity.   In other words, a social 

transformation may be expected or probably realized someday— a change that 

originates from fantasists’ imagination in favor of a desire for a better life— since a 

universal world consists not only of the real, the seen, the known and the possible, but 

also of the imaginary, the unseen, the unknown, and the impossible. 

A Journey from Myth, Fantasy to Cyberspace 

     So far, I have discussed how the structuring dichotomy has been deconstructed 

and denaturalized, and how her-story has been reshaped in Winterson’s fantastic texts, 

in contrast to the female archetypes in phallogocentric texts.  Now I will return to the 

main subject on women’s existence in the case of the correspondent’s demand, 

“Freedom, just for one night.”  The following discussion will demonstrate the ways 

in which Ali has offered the answer in her creation by putting into practice the idea 

brought forward by de Beauvoir. 
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     Ali has gone through at least three modes of women from myth, fantasy to 

cyberspace.  Such modes are a humble and obedient girl, a transformative sexual 

mentor, and a sexually ambiguous email writer.  Ali’s erotic sexual experience in 

fantasy implies the possibility of a free and autonomous sexual being, free from the 

functional role as a sexual object and reproductive organism that echoes the images of 

women in myth.  Yet, such a kind of transformation simply exists in the imaginary 

world.  It is not easy for mankind to transcend the limits of time and space, nor is it 

easy for the oppressed to liberate themselves from discursive constraints.  However, 

due to economic and technological revolutions after the nineteenth century, women 

get away from material disadvantages, having been endowed with the rights for 

education, occupation, heritage, election and a love marriage.  Modern women are 

able to form a unique mode of existence by means of working just as de Beauvoir has 

suggested.  Thereupon, the boundary line between man(self, rational) and 

woman(other, irrational) becomes unstable and questionable.  When entering, 

furthermore, into the world of the Internet, women have been participating in another 

revolution.  The advent of cell phone, e-mail letter, laptop/notebook, webpage and 

chat room on the net has a great impact on their daily lives.  The boundary line 

between gender, sexuality and identity has been overthrown in cyberspace.  Now the 

transformation not only exists in fantasists’ imagination but comes true in present 

days.  When the user surfs in cyberspace, it is no wonder that identity becomes 

irrelevant.  Instead, everybody has their nicknames, their new identities.  It comes 

as no surprise that a virtual love affair also occurs.  Therefore, it seems reasonable to 

conclude that modern women obtain more freedom than before, particularly in the 
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area of sexuality, if not to mention the legal rights they just secure in the past century.  

Yet, it is problematic that the correspondent demands, “Freedom, just for one night.”  

It seems that the correspondent’s need is an escape away from the realistic world just 

as the married woman’s complicated sexual relation is a temporal relief from 

conventional norms.  Actually, the problem lies primarily in women’s 

misunderstanding of “freedom,” a term that refers not to an escape, nor a total 

emancipation, but a free choice in relation to personal duty.  Ali takes such an 

existentialist view when persuading the married woman (or the correspondent) out of 

her disguised and hypocritical marital life: 

     ‘Listen, I [Ali] don’t want you to leave your marriage for me.’ 

     ‘Getting tired already?’ 

     ‘I want you to leave it for yourself.’  (TPB 214; emphasis added) 

It can be interpreted that a free and autonomous being is responsible for the choice 

he/she has made even within the confines of circumstances.  The married woman 

should have a moral duty to herself and others when making the choice.  Having 

complicated sexual relations is not equal to having absolute freedom.  The fact is 

that an extramarital affair is only a game or escape for the married woman 

manipulated by the dominant ideologies in a relatively modern society.  Still, she is 

an object that fails to form a unique mode of her existence. 

     I may, therefore, conclude that to answer to the correspondent’s 

need— “Freedom, just for one night”— is to explore the main subject on women’s 

existence.  In Ali’s version, two endings/choices are offered.  No matter which one 

the correspondent or the unknown married woman chooses, the significant point lies 



Chang 79 

in the fact that she is morally responsible for the choice she has made instead of 

subjecting herself to given conditions or acting in complicity. 

 


