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Abstract: 

This thesis focuses on the work of two contemporary authors, Ali 

Smith and Jeanette Winterson, and their treatment of the concepts of 

history and gender in their fiction. I argue that, by openly speculating 

about the nature of time and history, and by making their readers think 

about the origin of these notions, Smith and Winterson uncover the 

seemingly stable but, in actuality, very fragile roots of the „truths‟ we 

take for granted. They explore the potentiality of the past, which, in 

turn opens up the present and the future. To support my argument, I 

turned to Hayden White and his theory of historiography and Paul 

Ricoeur‟s philosophy of time and history. The latter part of the thesis 

deals with gender, as well as biological sex and sexual orientation, and 

the way in which Smith and Winterson‟s texts put into practice Judith 

Butler‟s theory of gender performativity, and work towards the 

subversion of gender norms as well as the destabilisation of 

heteronormativity. Both parts of the thesis are closely connected; 

history serves to keep the laws that define gender, sex and sexuality 

intact, and, in turn, these laws are often adhered to solely by the virtue 

of their historicity. What is more, myth and language are equally 

exposed to be supporting these norms. The aim of this thesis is to 

demonstrate that through their clever rewriting of myths, questioning 

of history and blurring the boundaries between fact and fiction as well 

as their play with language, Smith and Winterson manage to open up 

the discourse to the possibility of change. 

 

 

Keywords: Jeanette Winterson, Ali Smith, Hayden White, Judith 

Butler, British literature, Scottish literature, gender, feminism, 

history, historiography, post-structuralism, postmodernism 



Abstrakt  

Tato práce se soustředí na témata historie a genderu v dílech dvou 

současných britských autorek, Ali Smith a Jeanette Winterson. Jak 

Winterson, tak Smith ve svých románech spekulují o samotném 

konceptu chápaní času a historie, a tím pádem i navádí své čtenáře k 

zamyšlení nad původem těchto zdánlivě neměnných, avšak ve 

skutečnosti jednoduše napadnutelných „pravd,“ které jsme si zvykli 

považovat za samozřejmé. Obě autorky poukazují na to, že když 

zavrhneme lineární vnímání času, historie ztrácí své výsadní postavení 

a je otevřena interpretaci stejně jako současnost a budoucnost. V 

tomto ohledu jsem čerpala z teorie historiografie Haydena Whitea a z 

filosofie Paula Ricoeura. Další část práce se pak zabývá genderem, ale 

také koncepty pohlaví a sexuální orientace. Z příkladů z děl Smith a 

Winterson je patrné, jak je teorie genderové performativity, s níž 

přišla Judith Butler, uvedena v praxi a také jak díla přispívají k 

rozložení vžitých genderových norem a k destabilizaci 

heteronormativity. Obě části práce jsou spolu úzce spjaty, protože 

historie pomáhá udržovat normy týkající se genderu, pohlaví a 

sexuality a ty samé normy jsou zároveň často ospravedlňovány pouze 

tím, že mají historické kořeny.  Také mýty a způsob, jakým se utváří a 

používá jazyk mají velký podíl na udržování těchto pravidel. Cílem 

této práce je ukázat, jak Smith a Winterson ve svých dílech strategicky 

napadají diskurs, aby ukázaly, že co se zdá neměnné je ve skutečnosti 

otevřené různým výkladům, z nichž jsou všechny stejně hodnotné. 

 

Klíčová slova : Jeanette Winterson, Ali Smith, Hayden White, Judith 

Butler, britská literatura, skotská literatura, gender, feminismus, 

historie, historiografie, poststrukturalismus, postmodernismus
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Let us start at the beginning, or rather, with the first thing on 

the timeline of this thesis. That the timeline should in fact be a time-

circle, will be disclosed at the end, and it in a way sums up this work, 

for one of the things that unify the concepts I utilise is that they all 

have blurry boundaries. When I first encountered the works of 

Jeanette Winterson, roughly around the same time I discovered those 

of Ali Smith, I marvelled at the ease with which they both portray 

gender in their novels and stories. It both exists and does not exist, it is 

anarchic: no rules apply. I was wondering at the liberating fluidity 

with which they tackled a concept which in our society seems to be 

anything but fluid, tied firmly to its place by the power of stereotypes, 

traditions and laws. “Your first parent was a star,”
1
 we read in the 

introduction to Winterson‟s retelling of the myth of Atlas, Weight: 

The Myth of Atlas and Heracles. It is a description which manages to 

avoid the seemingly inevitable links of a person to both history and 

gender. From the point of view of chemistry, we are indeed nothing 

but a sum of elements, and Winterson points us to the fact that our 

bodies are not meant to describe who we are or what we ought to be. 

This notion, which is by no means new, and is for many people the 

starting point of feminist thought, stands in opposition to the Western 

tradition where specific roles are clearly delineated depending on 

gender, race, class, age, and many other factors tying each and every 

person to their respective place.  Jeanette Winterson and Ali Smith set 

out to challenge these norms which are, as they demonstrate, deeply 

engraved in history and language, and supported by the power of 

                                                           
1
 Jeanette Winterson, Weight: The Myth of Atlas and Heracles (Edinburgh: 

Canongate, 2006) 4. 
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myth. In the first published monograph on Ali Smith, Monica 

Germanà and Emily Horton draw attention to her “questioning of 

overarching meta-narratives, her awareness to language‟s fluidity and 

heterogeneous meaning, and her fascination with liminal boundaries 

between reality and fiction, truth and lies.”
2
 The fact that this 

description can be equally applied to Winterson, and that they both 

share the same goal, while their prose is distinctly unique and their 

approach to the topic can differ, is the main reason why I chose to 

analyse the works of these two authors together.  

History, myth, as well as language, are not only descriptive but 

also prescriptive. If our goal is to subvert these ingrained notions, we 

can possibly attempt to alter history and myth, and make linguistic 

changes within the discourse, which, as Judith Butler points out, is 

only possible by exposing them for what they are; only when we are 

able to perceive the workings of the normative discourse can we 

undermine it. However, making changes only means coming up with 

new rules and norms, which is not what Butler strives for in her 

theory. What is crucial is the possibility of change, not the change 

itself. Which is exactly what I argue Winterson and Smith are trying 

to accomplish in their works; what one can gain is something far more 

difficult to achieve than a change within society – the freedom of 

choice. By a combination of myth re-writing, different perspectives on 

„truths universally acknowledged‟, changes of style, and a play with 

time, space and corporeality, they form openings, create spaces and 

open room for the possibility of change.  Butler argues that the 

possibility for rebellion against the deeply ingrained „truths‟ on which 

our society is built, and which serve as rules, is through the same 

process as the establishment of these norms: reiteration. If myths and 

                                                           
2
 Monica Germanà and Emily Horton, Ali Smith: Contemporary Critical Perspectives 

(London: Bloomsbury, 2013) 4. 
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history are told in a different way – that is, their basic concepts are 

eroded, to that of the generally approved standard, then after some 

time these will create holes in the discourse. Instead of being the 

norm, gender roles will become an option, or ideally disappear 

entirely. Winterson and Smith have both provided their readers with 

alternative views of history and of myth, the outcome of which is not 

our acceptance of their specific versions but our willingness to re-

consider the supposed stability of these concepts. Winterson explains: 

I like to take stories we think we know and record them 

differently. In the re-telling comes a new emphasis or bias, 

and the new arrangement of the key elements demands that 

fresh material be injected into the existing text. 
3
 

 

As it is impossible to step outside of the discourse, we must try 

to penetrate it from the inside. There are different views on discourse 

and I shall use Michel Foucault‟s theory – which mostly influenced 

Butler, and also Paul Ricoeur, who sees discourse as something tied to 

the space and time in which it is uttered. Moreover, his distinction 

between cosmological and phenomenological time will lead us to the 

conundrum of history, which has by definition already happened but 

at the same time is constantly being rewritten. Hayden White‟s 

seminal theory of history in which historiography is influenced by 

tropes supports the idea that we create history as much as it creates us, 

which goes hand in hand with Butler‟s notion of gender performativity 

and her claim that there is no pre-history to gender. Sharing some 

ideas with White and emerging in the 1980s, New Historicism sees 

text as a product of discourse, as the offspring of its time and the place 

it was created in. They were influenced by the Foucauldian theory of 

discourse, as well as White and Ricoeur, who concern themselves 

                                                           
3
 Winterson, Weight, xviii. 
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however more with the narrative than the politics of discourse of truth. 

Finally, myths are as important as history in their influence on 

discourse, and here I will turn to Roland Barthes‟ Mythologies; his 

theory helps to deconstruct myth, which once again opens space for 

the possibility of change. Both Smith and Winterson include myth in 

their oeuvre; what is more, both of them have written modern 

retellings of myth for the publisher Canongate. One of Barthes‟ main 

fields of expertise was semiotics, and it would not be possible to 

compose this thesis without the use of concepts from semiotics and 

linguistics. John Austin‟s theory of language performativity is what 

influenced Butler in her gender performativity theory, and language is 

a crucial element in both Smith and Winterson. The works of these 

theoreticians and philosophers will then serve as the main secondary 

sources which will support my argument that Winterson and Smith 

help to undermine the currently held concepts of biological sex, 

gender and sexuality by exposing their roots in either myth or history, 

which are equally unstable; as well as by showing that the purpose of 

these concepts is to serve the power structures while continuing in the 

oppression of the subaltern. 

History does not mean that we have to find the beginning of 

something and start there, in fact, the beginning is not there to be 

found but it is the historiographer‟s task to choose his own idea of a 

starting point of a historical event. In her introduction to Sexing the 

Cherry, Winterson says that in the novel, she was “[…] using history 

as a way of talking about everything that was bothering [her].”
4
 I 

already used one of the unstable concepts I mentioned in the first few 

sentences, so I shall clarify what I mean by them as I come across 

them, one by one. The works I have chosen are Sexing the Cherry, The 

Passion, and Weight: The Myth of Atlas and Heracles, by Winterson 

                                                           
4
 Jeanette Winterson, Sexing the Cherry (London: Vintage, 2014) IX. 
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and How to Be Both, Girl Meets Boy and There but for the by Smith. I 

also use examples from their other works where it is relevant. The first 

two chapters deal mostly with How to Be Both, Sexing the Cherry and 

The Passion, since these texts predominantly focus on time and 

history, and Chapter four still draws on these works – since they are 

equally preoccupied with the topic of gender, as well as Weight and 

Girl Meets Boy, which are extremely useful in the discussion of myth. 

Because I have chosen the works Ali Smith and Jeanette Winterson as 

the object of my thesis, time itself is a questionable entity in their 

post-modernist fiction, and so, as I warned in the beginning, the first 

chapter will start with time, and only then we will be allowed to 

proceed to history. 
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Chapter 2: “What Time Might It Be?”
5
 

 

Lies 1: There is only the present and nothing to 

remember. 

Lies 2: Time is a straight line. 

Lies 3: The difference between the past and the future 

is that one has happened while the other has not.
6
 

One of the two main foci of this thesis is history, so, quite naturally, I 

may be asked as to when the texts I use are set. Or at what point in 

history do they begin? In the case of Sexing the Cherry and How to Be 

Both,
7
 which I will start with, it is in fact impossible to determine. 

They both have an atemporal beginning. Not only can we not guess 

when they happen, but the question itself is irrelevant since both 

protagonists are trapped in a limbo, in a timeless stage between life 

and death, sleep and awakening. In Sexing the Cherry, we are told the 

time of the day, “about a quarter to twelve,”
8
 but a quarter to twelve 

happens every day, and as such is a completely useless indicator as to 

what part of human history we find ourselves in. The surroundings 

cannot help us either; in the case of How to Be Both, the most accurate 

description would be that we are soaring through spacetime, and with 

Sexing the Cherry, all we can see are fields and cows, which has never 

served as a useful indication as to at what point in time we find 

ourselves, since livestock or crops hardly ever change. This is 

deliberate. Already at this point, we are at a place with no rules, and a 

place with no rules is only that which is not governed by time. In my 

quotation of Winterson earlier, she mentioned using history as a 

medium to expose what is wrong with the world. This no-time, this 

                                                           
5
 Jeanette Winterson, The Passion (London: Vintage, 2014) 114. 

6
 Winterson, Sexing the Cherry, 92. 

7
 The edition in which del Cossa’s account comes first. 

8
 Winterson, Sexing the Cherry, 1. 
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time-between would be a perfect way out except that we, as species, 

are trapped within the linear conception of time. Which is why both 

Francescho and Jordan have to leave the timeless state and pick a 

timeframe to occupy. Still, however, Smith and Winterson allow their 

heroes to occupy both the past and the present at the same time, in the 

characters of Dog-woman‟s and Jordan‟s future doubles, or 

reincarnations, and in the character of del Cossa and his/her ghost. 

Both authors see art as timeless. Ali Smith commented on this power 

of art to connect the past, present and future in an interview after she 

received the Baileys Prize for How to Be Both: 

When we meet a work of art, there‟s something about that 

encounter that isn‟t fixed in time, but rather, it unfixes time: 

the shaft opens. The past and present exist in the same 

moment and we know, as beings, that we are connected. All 

the people who lived before us, all who will come after us, 

are connected in this moment.
9
 

Similarly, in Sexing the Cherry, Jordan muses that true art can 

transport us to the time and place of its origin, and that “[w]hen we are 

drawn into the art we are drawn out of ourselves. We are no longer 

bound by matter […].
10

 It is peculiar that both Sexing the Cherry and 

How to Be Both were inspired by an artwork: for the former it was 

“painting, by some unknown Dutch artist, of Charles II being given 

the first pineapple in England;”
11

 for the latter it was the fresco in the 

Pallazzo Schifanoia by Francesco del Cossa, which had captivated 

Smith‟s attention first in an art magazine she read and then during her 

                                                           
9
 Ali Smith, "Baileys Prize Winner Ali Smith: 'We've Always Been up against the 

Canon and the Canon Is Traditionally Male. That Is What This Book Is About,'" 
interview by Charlotte Higgins, The Guardian. Guardian News and Media, 05 June 
2015. http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/jun/05/baileys-prize-winner-ali-
smith-interview. 30 Jan. 2016 
10

 Winterson, Sexing the Cherry,  103. 
11

 Merja, Makinen and Nicolas Tredell, The Novels of Jeanette Winterson (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005) 82. 
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subsequent visit to Ferrara.
12

 To address the quotation from the 

beginning of this chapter, time can be explained in relation to art: 

“There is only the present and nothing to remember,” “time is a 

straight line” and “the difference between the past and the future is 

that one has happened while the other has not,” these „lies‟ are 

connected, for art connects the past – it has already happened, the 

present – it is still here, unaltered, and the future – we do not know 

whether a particular artwork will still be physically present in the 

future but through that work we can transport ourselves into the 

potential future, one of many. A work of art allows us to move 

backwards to the past, and forward ourselves to the future, which is 

even more prominent in literature than in painting, because when we 

read a book, we can re-read passages from the beginning or even get 

to know the ending before we have progressed to that point. In her 

later work, The PowerBook, Winterson writes:  

I can‟t take my body through space and time, but I can 

send my mind, and use the stories, written and 

unwritten, to tumble me out in a place yet not existing – 

my future.
13

 

 

The French philosopher Paul Ricoeur distinguishes between 

„tales of time‟ and „tales about time,‟
14

 in narrative fiction: 

All fictional narratives are „tales of time‟ inasmuch as the 

structural transformations that affect the situations and 

characters take time. However only a few are „tales about 

                                                           
12

 Ali Smith, "There are two ways to read this novel, but you're stuck with it – you'll 
end up reading one of them' interview by Alex Clark,  
The Guardian, Guardian News and Media, 6 Sept. 2014 

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/sep/06/ali-smith-interview-
how-to-be-both 12 Mar. 2016. 
13

 Jeanette Winterson, The PowerBook (London: Vintage Digital, 2013) Kindle 
edition, location 523. 
14

 Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, translated by Kathleen McLaughlin and David 
Pellauer (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1984)Vol. II, 101.  

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/sep/06/ali-smith-interview-how-to-be-both
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/sep/06/ali-smith-interview-how-to-be-both
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time‟ inasmuch as in them it is the very experience of time 

that is at stake in these structural transformations.
15

 

We take the passing of time for granted, and we are capable of 

understanding analepsis and prolepsis as events which happened 

before or after the point of reference, respectively. In theory, we have 

got past the Newtonian understanding of time, but we still live 

according to the notion of time as a separate autonomous entity which 

moves from the past to the future. We see history firmly grounded in 

the past and do not tend to see ourselves as part of it. Sexing the 

Cherry and How to Be Both are certainly tales about time, as one of 

their respective goals is to question the common perception of time, in 

order to show that we do not have to be prisoners of the seeming 

linearity of it. Before we learn anything about the plot of Sexing the 

Cherry, Winterson starts contemplating the nature of time by 

reminding us in an epigraph that the Hopi tribe do not have tenses for 

past, present and future. To them, things happen simultaneously, and 

this is demonstrated in the novel by the overlapping story of the 

female activist with that of Dog-woman, and Nicholas Jordan with 

that of Jordan. If we disregard the linear model of time we also do not 

have to dwell on causality as much. The stories of Jordan‟s adventures 

do not happen in succession, neither do they seem to have any relation 

to one another; they just co-exist in timeless space.  

Ricoeur chooses as a starting point for his study on time the 

Augustinian concept of time which is not understood as past, present, 

and future but as a „threefold present‟, a present of future things, a 

present of past things, and a present of present things, in which the 

first refers to expectation, the second to memory and the last one to 

our direct perception.
16

 When we attempt to grasp the present 

                                                           
15

 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, Vol. II, 101. 
16

 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative Vol ,I, 11. 
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moment, it is already gone; yet we cannot be in the past either, and the 

future we can never reach physically. After finally uniting with 

Fortunata, and then leaving her again, Jordan muses on the nature of 

time and the threefold present: 

The scene I have just described to you may lie in the future 

or in the past. Either I have found Fortunata or I will find 

her. […] either I am remembering her or I am still 

imagining her. But she is somewhere in the grid of time, a 

co-ordinate, as I am.
17

 

To escape from the passage of time is to discard its linearity. Like 

Ricoeur, Winterson too draws from St Augustine: 

St Augustine had said that the universe was not created 

in time but with time. This is true of the stories. They 

have no date. We can say when they were written or 

told, but they have no date. Stories are simultaneous 

with time.
18

 

We exist somewhere and sometime, and our existence is only a “point 

of light,”
19

 as Winterson describes it, and we may cross our paths with 

other points of light but if we do not, it does not mean they do not 

exist. The difference in the linear and non-linear approaches to time is 

demonstrated in the division of the text into two narratives: while the 

exploits of Dog-woman are ordered chronologically and can be traced 

on a timeline, Jordan‟s adventures are not restricted by time and they 

may be happening simultaneously. There is an entire chapter called 

“The Nature of Time,” in which Jordan contemplates this topic. He 

compares time to a map, a flat surface, which invites the comparison 

with scientific models of spacetime as a grid with a levelled surface, 

even though in fact we know that there is more to it: there are “hills, 

                                                           
17

 Winterson, Sexing the Cherry, 106. 
18

 Winterson, The PowerBook, location 1835. 
19

 Winterson, Sexing the Cherry, 106. 
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shapes and undulations”
20

 which we may not perceive but know that 

they are there. In our day-to-day lives we are subjected to the passage 

of time which is measured by the clock and the seasons but our 

imagination is bound by no such rules, and we can move freely back 

and forth, or discard time altogether. At such a moment, we are 

everything and nothing at the same time because our body does not 

matter anymore; matter does not matter. According to Heidegger, the 

so called „Authentic Being‟ is able to “project forward to death and 

backwards to birth and beyond as a way of understanding how to act, 

and from this point of view the present is always structured, or 

temporalised,”
21

 Mark Currie explains. Whereas the „Inauthentic 

Being‟ is trapped in the present, only capable of taking into account 

the immediate past and future. Jordan is like the Authentic Being, 

freed of the constraints of time when he forgets his bodily presence 

and immerses himself in the atemporal world of his imagination. He is 

aware of the fact that his body is subject to decay, but that in itself is 

liberating since with it comes the knowledge that the soul is not.  

Mark Currie in his study About Time: Narrative, Fiction and 

the Philosophy of Time, notes that, for the reader, time works 

differently within a narrative: what she thinks of as the present is in 

fact the past, it is “somebody else‟s present related to us in the past 

tense.”
22

 That is, in case it is a conventionally composed narrative, we 

might add, which is not entirely the case with the works of both 

Winterson and Smith. In Smith‟s How to Be Both, it is not only the 

plot itself which keeps switching between the characters‟ past, 

present, and present in the past, in the passages when George talks 

about her mother in the present (historic) tense, as well as their future; 

                                                           
20

 Winterson, Sexing the Cherry, 101. 
21

 Mark Currie, About Time: Narrative, Fiction and the Philosophy of Time 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 53. 
22

 Currie, About Time, 5. 
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but it is also the form of the physical book itself which plays with 

time. If we start by reading the part in which del Cossa is the narrator, 

we start at what is the future in relation to the other part of the book – 

on a timeline, it picks up where the other half ended. However, most 

of the narration takes place several centuries ago, in renaissance Italy. 

What is more, what we are dealing with are the memories of 

Francescho, which she recollects in George‟s present which is really 

her future. It is perfectly reasonable once we are reading the text, 

however when it is dissected in this manner, we feel lost, and that is 

because the events in the text are both continuous – there clearly is a 

chronology which we can follow if we choose to, and at the same time 

they are co-present. As Mark Currie observes, the „tensed‟ and the 

„untensed‟ sequences of a narrative naturally interact during the 

process of reading,
23

 but in this case this fact is specifically carried out 

by the form of the text. 

Currie juxtaposes the way time works in narrative and in life. 

In a conventionally written narrative which is in the past tense, the 

past is experienced by the reader as present, because the information is 

new to us. What lies ahead of us is the future of the text, and what we 

have already read is the past. Ricoeur talks about „the act of 

presentification‟
24

  which makes us distinguish between the „fact of 

narrating‟ and the „thing narrated‟.
25

 In our everyday reality, events 

happen simultaneously as well as during a period of time. In fiction – 

or in any text in general, this is impossible to represent, for even if we 

have more than one focaliser, their accounts have to be narrated in 

succession. To achieve absolute simultaneity, the accounts would have 

to be presented in a way which would not be read as successive but 

concurrent. George in How to Be Both muses, 

                                                           
23

 Currie, About Time,  17. 
24

 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, Vol. II. 78. 
25

 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, Vol. II. 78. 
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 […] it‟d be like reading a book but one in which all the 

lines of the text have been overprinted, like each page is 

actually two pages but with one superimposed on the other 

to make it unreadable.
26

 

This could have been one of the options Ali Smith was considering 

when choosing the format which would be viable for this kind of 

experiment. Luckily for her readers, she managed to overcome the 

difficulties of presenting two stories occupying the same space and 

time by dividing the book into two equal parts. The word equal is 

important here, as it is up to the reader which part she reads first: the 

book was printed in two editions – one putting the story of George 

first, the other starting with the narrative of del Cossa.  Of course, this 

does not entirely eliminate the primacy of one story over the other for 

we still have to choose, and the experience of reading the text in its 

entirety will be different depending which story we get to know first. 

Smith‟s decision to give this form to her text is the result of what 

Currie calls „Prolepsis 3,‟ which is a projection into the future in 

anticipation of a critical response.
27

 Just like John Fowles in The 

French Lieutenant’s Woman or Ian McEwan in The Atonement give 

their readers the choice between two different endings, so it is up to 

the reader whose story they will read first in How to Be Both. Of 

course, this choice is only an illusion; when we read these books for 

the first time we cannot be satisfied getting familiar with just one 

ending, and in the case of How to Be Both, we do not know which 

story is which before we start reading. In fact, if we simply bought the 

book without having read any reviews, we would not even know that 

halfway through there is another beginning. Our full experience of the 

book therefore relies on the external. These texts are metafictional, 
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highlighting their status as text and as object – a book existing in 

space.  

There is a series of long-exposure photographs by the 

American photographer Matthew Pillsbury depicting people swarming 

in galleries and museums.
28

 Through these photos we can see events 

as happening all at once, and it is impossible to say which person was 

there first, and who was the last to leave before the shutter closed. If 

such a photograph was taken when George was contemplating the 

painting of St Vincenzo, we would see in one instant all of the 

information she has been gathering throughout the day: how very few 

people stopped to look at the painting. The outcome is the same but 

one is dependent on the passage of time. The impossibility of 

conveying several things happening at once which keeps bothering 

George is only the problem of the means, and what is impossible in 

literature can be managed through photography. How to Be Both is 

concerned with art on several levels. It agrees with the famous 

Wildean notion that life imitates art, which once may have been 

considered an outrageous statement but which is now seen as one of 

the many instances in which discourse influences our lives. Ricoeur 

proves this in his theory of narrative, in the case of Derrida, he 

showed that what is not on record may as well never have happened,
29

 

and Hayden White exposes how much rhetorical tropes influence 

history.
30

 Throughout the book George is forced to change her views 

and adjust her ideas on art, history and the nature of time. In the 

beginning (which is the beginning of the part of the book narrated by 

George), she is extremely unhappy and filled with rage because she is 

a victim of the passing of time, and unfairly inhabits the time which 
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her mother does not. She feels that her only option is to engage with 

memories, which are but a feeble substitute for her mother‟s physical 

presence. Gradually, however, she realises – because of these 

memories, that art is atemporal, and that through art she can escape 

the passage of time. Ricoeur postulates that there are three processes 

which influence narrative which he calls Mimesis1, Mimesis2 and 

Mimesis3 and which show that as much as it is us who create 

narratives, narratives in turn influence the way we think about our 

lives, and influence some of our decisions.
31

 George finally manages 

to break from the conventional narrative which imprisons her in the 

linear course of time, but only after she has repeatedly recalled and re-

played the conversations with her mother in her head.  

Ricoeur points out that, in remembering and re-telling a story, 

we approach it from the ending, since the conclusion finally allows us 

to make sense of the story.
32

 We do the same with history – we re-

evaluate events based on what comes next. “If you miss seeing this 

with me tonight you‟ll regret it for the rest of your days,”
33

 George‟s 

mother warns her daughter. We think of the present as already being 

in the past in the future. The central tenet of Currie‟s study is that we 

live our present “as if it were the object of a future memory”
34

. We act 

in order to have something done. A chapter in Hotel World, another 

one of Smith‟s novels which deals with time, titled “Perfect” is mostly 

narrated in the future perfect tense and perfectly (and perfectly) 

illustrates the aforementioned force to live our present through the 

past, and the desire to document our lives. In an interview with Gillian 

Beer, Ali Smith expresses her worry about the desire of the recent 
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generations to hoard information and archive absolutely everything.
35

 

Currie mentions Derrida‟s description of „archive fever,‟
36

 whereby, in 

making a record of an event, we have created a possibility for it to 

have happened. This takes us to the notion that discourse is as much 

prescriptive as it is descriptive. What has been archived has happened; 

what is outside is forgotten and therefore may not have happened at 

all. Whether Francescho is truly the ghost of a once-living person like 

Sara in Hotel World, or whether she is the product of George‟s 

imagination is irrelevant since nothing which would have truly been a 

part of her once physical life would alter the way s/he is perceived 

now. She is the outcome of the little information there is about 

her/him. In both books, the ghost appears because of her tie to the 

living. She is there to witness the grieving process of the two girls, in 

a way feeding on their grief and, like the poltergeist phenomenon, it 

can be said that the ghost is the product of the teenage mind going 

through a difficult time. Especially in How to Be Both, del Cossa‟s 

ghost also works as the camera-eye, the surveillance system which 

watches over George in the same way her mother too might have been 

watched, and because they are being „recorded,‟ their presence is at 

the same time being reinforced. This again brings us to Derrida‟s 

theory in which “an event is recorded not because it happens, but it 

happens because it is recorded.”
37

 The ghosts are not helping the 

situation, they are in fact reinforcing the grief because they keep 

dragging the girls back to the past, not allowing them to live in the 

present. In an interview Smith exclaims:  
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Do we not know how to forget? Do we not know how 

important it is not to remember? Do we not know how 

important it is to let things go?
38

 

The ghosts have their own memory or rather, memories but in Hotel 

World, the spiritual form of Sara has to return to her body in order to 

recover memories she no longer has a place in which to keep.  In this 

way, Smith has elegantly solved the dispute between the view of 

memories as something physical lodged within the brain, and that of 

them as one of the foundation stones of our personality and therefore 

soul. Francescho‟s body perished long ago, and she cannot therefore 

use it to help her to remember fragments from her life; what is left are 

mostly feelings, moods and ideas rather than information. What is 

more, oblivious to the cause of her own death, she does know the way 

the other, more famous painters died. This again points to the 

possibility that, unlike Sara‟s ghost in Hotel World, Francescho is 

indeed the product of George‟s imagination – she only has access to 

the information which the girl knows or assumes. Or, we can think 

about it as del Cossa having been torn away from the ghostly realm, 

where the disembodied mind “is free to roam in time,” as Currie sees 

it
39

, and thus gains omniscience. This is in accordance with 

Winterson‟s point of view:  

There will be a moment (though of course it won‟t be a 

moment) when we will know (though knowing will no 

longer be separate from being) that we are a part of all 

we have met and that all we have met was already a part 

of us.
40

 

At the very beginning of his study of memory, Memory, 

History, Forgetting, Ricoeur claims that memory is seen as subject-
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oriented, and that far too much importance has been attributed to the I 

who is remembering as opposed to the what is being remembered. Can 

memory be disembodied? For Ali Smith, it can; however, it may not 

be the same memory anymore. In her works, the mind and the body 

are not separate either, but they are separable and there is a 

relationship of dependency between the two. The body contains 

memories in the same way archives do, and we can go there for 

information. The mind, the ungraspable identity, on the other hand, is 

capable of feeling and experiencing. This corresponds with Ricoeur‟s 

distinction of the three uses of the trace of the past: “trace written on a 

material support; affection-impression „in the soul‟; corporeal, 

cerebral, cortical imprint.”
41

 The first type of trace is del Cossa‟s 

fresco; the second his emotional memories and feelings, which are of 

the same kind as the memories Sara‟s soul retains in Hotel World; the 

third kind is the information stored by the decaying brain of Sara‟s 

body. In Hotel World it indeed seems that the mind cannot survive 

much longer than the body as its potential for experiencing things in 

our world gradually decreases; however, that does not mean that the 

mind or soul ceases to exist; rather it is the connection with the body 

and its way of living (and dying) that is lost. Patrick O‟Donnell 

concludes that in Hotel World, “[i]dentity is only known by the virtue 

of the dust of its mortal remains that indicate a breach of time‟s 

continuity.”
42

 Yet that is only the bodily identity; the body lives off 

memories while the soul is free to roam.  

If our entire existence is based on our memories, then we are 

faced with the problem of veracity: Ricoeur mentions this problem at 

the very beginning of his study Memory, History, Forgetting. The 
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possibilities of abuse are uncountable, not just because we forget, but 

we also tend to fashion our memories in a way that suits us, and a 

research of the controversial psychologist Elizabeth Loftus has shown 

that it is even possible to implant fake memories.
43

 As both memory 

and imagination draw from images in the mind, for those who insist 

on the separation of empirical truth – facts, from the imaginative truth 

– fiction, there is a danger of mixing the two. This is the problem 

faced by Jordan in Sexing the Cherry. As imagination is borne in our 

mind the same way memory is, how are we able to distinguish fact 

from fiction, that is, how do we know that our memories are not 

invented? Jordan asks: “Did my childhood happen? I must believe it 

did, but I don‟t have any proof.”
44

 He concludes that “I will have to 

assume that I had a childhood, but I cannot assume to have had the 

one I remember.”
45

 The same fear of distortion of the past is 

discernible in Winterson‟s other historical novel, The Passion. Henri, 

the protagonist, decides to keep a diary in order to be able to tell fact 

from fiction in the future. His companion Domino does not believe 

that noting things as they happen changes anything, since there are 

multiple truths: “What gives you the right to make a notebook and 

shake it at me in thirty years, if we‟re still alive, and say you‟ve got 

the truth?”
46

 Georges Letissier sees time in The Passion as “undefined 

zone of instability where memory can have free play,”
47

 however, 
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memory is not changeable because of time, but because of our 

imagination which interferes with the „facts‟.  

For Ricoeur, memories become testimonies and testimonies 

become history, which seems to be the main reason why both 

Winterson and Smith are so worried about the unreliability of 

memory.  The whole of history is not how things happened but how 

we remember them happening. Smith illustrates this process in the 

character of Brooke, a nine-year-old protagonist of her book There but 

for the.  She decides to write down historical „facts‟ into a moleskine 

notebook she was given, and when she tries to remember some of 

these, she either mixes them up creating an amusing picture of 

historical events: “[t]hat was shortly before Nelson died on the deck of 

the ship and said Kiss Me Hardy to Thomas Hardy the famous 

author,”
48

 or she simply forgets parts of the story, such as when we 

catch her thinking about the use of the guillotine:  

It was popular in France, and 16,500 people were 

historically executed on one in what is now Europe 

where you go on the Eurostar to, in the 1930s and 

1940s, though not since as far back as 1967 when the 

last person was guillotined somewhere.
49

 

This passage also mocks the obsession with exact numbers and dates 

some people, such as Brooke‟s unimaginative teacher who despises 

her for her intelligence, have. What use is it to precisely locate an 

event in time once we realise that “[r]eally the phrase should be, not 

the fact is, but the fact seems to be,”
50

 as all historical sources are 

questionable. 

According to Hayden White, the historiographer always has to 

choose which of the multiple accounts of an event she is writing about 
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that she will consider to be the most important, relevant or useful to 

her enterprise.
51

 From a host of different accounts she chooses what 

she sees as the most plausible. Such as that a fifteenth century painter 

is not likely to be a woman. There of course have been women in art 

history but they are, with very few exceptions, much less known than 

the male artists of each respective school of art. Why is Caravaggio 

part of general knowledge on art, but unless one is genuinely 

interested, one hardly ever hears about Artemisia Gentileschi? What is 

called general knowledge is knowledge which is expected to be 

possessed by a sample individual within a given discourse; in this case 

it is the discourse which creates the norms for the society in the 

western world. It is the knowledge we absorb from our school 

systems, media, and the occasional documentary, or book, focused on 

lay audience. If part of our knowledge is that women are only 

marginally involved in art, or that sixteen-year-old girls do not fall in 

love with girls, or that ghosts do not exist let alone possess a sense of 

humour, then we do not expect these things to happen, and then it is 

irrelevant whether or not they do happen, if we do not see them. When 

George‟s mother talks about the several invisible layers in a fresco, 

she asks her daughter, “[…] does that mean that the other picture, if 

we don‟t know about it, may as well not exist?”
52

 The latest version of 

history is not necessarily the best or the only valid one. We can now 

move on to the next chapter which will focus specifically on the way 

the two authors deal with history. 
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Chapter 3: “History should be a hammock for swinging 

and a game for playing”
53

 

 

In the previous chapter I showed that for both Smith and 

Winterson, time is not linear, and what is past becomes present in the 

memory and what is future becomes present in our imagination. The 

past leaves its imprint on the present so it is never truly over. They 

both perceive imagination as on par, in terms of worth, with 

experiences outside of the mind, therefore making the boundaries 

between fact and fiction blurry. It is then no surprise that they 

approach history as a space rather than a time, and a space which can 

be revisited, explored and played with. As many historians have 

pointed out, it is impossible to physically observe events which are in 

the past. The status quo has changed slightly with the advent of film, 

but even then we are still offered only one point of view. Hayden 

White in his study Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in 

Nineteenth-century Europe established that historical events do not 

inherently have the shape of stories within them and that once a 

historian commits to writing a history, she always creates a narrative; 

what is more, not only does the history turn into a story, but it also 

becomes a particular kind of story narrated in a particular way, being 

directed by a particular trope. “Many historians treat their „facts‟ as 

given and refuse to recognize [...] that they are not so much found as 

constructed by the kinds of questions the investigator asks of the 

phenomena[...],”
54

 White explains in his essay, “The Burden of 

History”. He suggests that there is no tangible distinction between 

histories and philosophies of history, as there is always the tendency 

                                                           
53

 Jeanette Winterson,  Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit Kindle edition (New York: 
Vintage Digital, 2009) Location 1163. 
54

 Hayden White, “The Burden of History,” Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural 
Criticism (London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982) 43. 



 

- 29 - 
 

to explain events, to create possible connections between them, as 

well as, often, to fill the blank spaces in history. Both in Metahistory 

and in his essays in Tropics of Discourse, White stresses the 

importance of tropes. Like any other narrative discourse, history 

writing is under the influence of figures of speech. He shows that even 

the most „logical‟ of histories, whose authors try to distance 

themselves from any use of „poetic‟ language, are still governed by 

one of the tropes: metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche or irony. White 

believes that by focusing on the tropological rather than the „factual‟ 

layer, we can gain much more from histories: 

[...] the tropological theory of discourse could provide 

us with a way of classifying different kinds of 

discourses by reference to the linguistic modes that 

predominate in them rather than by reference to 

supposed “contents” which are always identified 

differently by different interpreters.
55

  

Since the beginning of the nineteenth-century, there has existed a 

tension between those who see history as art, those who think its main 

purpose is scientific, and those who see its function as a mediator 

between the two. However, whereas in the nineteenth-century, art and 

science were thought to be in opposition, nowadays, since significant 

changes have taken place in both our conception of art and science, 

and with the emergence of disciplines such as sociology or 

psychoanalysis, the borderline is much less clear. Yet the theoreticians 

of history still view the discipline as oscillating between art and 

science in their nineteenth-century definition:  

When historians claim that history is a combination of 

science and art, they generally mean that it is a 
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combination of late-nineteenth-century social science 

and mid-nineteenth-century art.
56

 

The idea of history today originates from the nineteenth-century 

notion of history as a truthful representation of observable facts, in 

order of their occurrence; which is set in opposition to the novel, the 

fictional representation of what „might be‟. It was believed that such a 

way of writing history was the only path to discovering the meaning 

lying behind these facts, and that any involvement of poetic devices 

will only distort the historical account.
57

 The trend was to “identify 

truth with fact, and to regard fiction as the opposite of truth [...]”
58

 

Jeanette Winterson openly disregards these connections, the 

phrase “I‟m telling you stories. Trust me,” which reappears several 

times throughout her works and even articles on her website,
59

 being 

the most telling testament of that. Sonya Andermahr notes that 

„reality‟ is a “radically unstable concept” for Winterson,
60

 which is 

demonstrated in her writings when, for example, Jordan‟s stories in 

Sexing the Cherry are as real as the explorations of Dog-woman, even 

though they happened in his imagination. Dog-woman fights for the 

old ways, she is clearly set against progress, which at that time meant 

the start of the age of Enlightenment. Lisa Moore claims that in Sexing 

the Cherry,  

[…] modernity itself – the regime of the subject, of the 

bounded body, of fixed identity – is rewritten as only 

one of many possible ways of describing human 

experience, and postmodern understandings of 

fragmented bodies and multiple subjectivities are seen 
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to have been there all along, produced by the impossible 

demands of Enlightenment modernity rather than 

challenging or rejecting them.
61

 

Enlightenment posed too many restrictions, the insistence on 

empirical observation created firm boundaries between what was 

considered fact and what fiction, what was science and what 

philosophy. Hayden White maintains that if historiography is to be 

classified as a science, it would be a kind of pre-Newtonian science, 

not what we understand under that term since the Enlightenment.
62

  

What is important is that even though an event does not happen in the 

observable, empirical world, it does not mean it is not real. It is simply 

a different kind of reality but it is no less valid. In The Passion, the 

everyday world and that of the imagination are intermingled, resulting 

in a place where one person dies after their heart has been cut out, 

whereas another can live without the organ for years. Similarly, in 

Smith‟s How to Be Both, one of the questions to which the title refers 

is how to exist both in the past and in the present, both as a man and as 

a woman, and the answer is that artists lead a double life, one marked 

by the dates of their birth and death, another in the minds of spectators 

observing their art. In an interview Smith articulates these ideas 

clearly: 

When we meet a work of art, there‟s something about 

that encounter that isn‟t fixed in time, but rather, it 

unfixes time: the shaft opens. The past and present exist 

in the same moment and we know, as beings, that we 

are connected. All the people who lived before us, all 
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who will come after us, are connected in this moment 

[…]
63

 

It is no surprise that both Smith and Winterson admire the artist and 

art critic John Berger,
64

 “an insister on open eyes,” as Smith calls him, 

“in a time that encourages looking away or looking only at the mirror 

images that create power and make money.”
65

 Berger‟s famous BBC 

documentary and subsequent book Ways of Seeing
66

 argues for the 

possibilities of multiple realities and uncovers the workings of the 

power structures which create the approved „way of seeing,‟ using 

examples from art and advertising, in much the same way that Smith 

and Winterson later do in their prose. Reality is flexible and 

changeable, and this mutability is what is most important in life, 

because it gives us freedom. Those who cannot change, like Atlas who 

is bound to hold our world for eternity, can never be free; that is the 

message Winterson leaves us with at the end of her retelling of the 

myth, Weight. If Ali, the hero of the introductory story in The 

PowerBook was not quick enough to adapt, she would have to face 

death. At the very last page of Girl Meets Boy, Smith muses:  

[…] nothing lasts, and nothing‟s lost, and nothing ever 

perishes, and things can always change, because things 

will always change, and things will always be different, 

because things can always be different.
67

 

Remarkably, the story concludes with a wedding between Robin and 

Anthea which, at the time the book was published, was not yet 

possible, so it could only happen in Anthea‟s imagination; however, as 
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of 12 March 2014, same-sex marriage has in fact been made legal in 

Scotland.
68

 Therefore, what was not reality at the time the text was 

written has, in the meantime, become real, which fittingly illustrates 

both Smith‟s and Winterson‟s argument. 

 

3.1 Turning History into Histories 

When I say that Smith and Winterson revisit history, they revisit 

it in order to open it up, and to allow their readers to see, but also to 

make their own possible versions of the past potentially differing from 

the generally accepted conclusions about historical events. Their 

characters are minor figures that did not change the course of history 

as we know it, but by exposing the lives of the disenfranchised, by 

pointing out that such characters even existed, they dismiss the idea of 

history as something that cannot be altered. And, if we can alter 

history, we may also alter the present, so the same conclusions are not 

repeated. The texts which deal with history as both a setting and a 

topic, are Sexing the Cherry and The Passion by Jeanette Winterson 

and How to Be Both by Ali Smith.
69

 All three of these novels are first 

of all examples of the so-called „herstory,‟: historical fiction written 

(mostly) by women and which focuses on the female experience 

which has been neglected from historical writing.
70

 Diana Wallace 

argues that historical novels written by women become a political 

tool, allowing them  

to invent or „re-imagine‟ […] the unrecorded lives of 

marginalised and subordinated people, especially 
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women, but also the working classes, Black people, 

slaves and colonised peoples, and to shape narratives 

which are more appropriate to their experiences than 

those of conventional history.
71

 

She then goes on to claim that what really lies behind this rewriting of 

history is to show that “gender itself is historically contingent rather 

than essential.”
72

 This is true in relation to both Smith and Winterson, 

as we shall see, however it is not as straightforward and simple as it 

may seem, for when I discuss their work in relation to the theories of 

Judith Butler, it will become obvious that gender is not something 

which can be changed at will. „Herstory‟ also challenges the common 

interpretations of progress, as Joan Wallach Scott points out, such as  

that “Renaissance was not a renaissance for women, that technology 

did not lead to women‟s liberation either in the workplace or at 

home,” or that “the rise of medical science deprived women of 

autonomy and a sense of feminine community.”
73

 A perfect example 

is Winterson‟s already mentioned low regard for the Enlightenment in 

Sexing the Cherry, or the way in which Smith puts the low status of 

women in Ancient Greece in the foreground in her recent retelling of 

Antigone.
74

 By focusing history on women; and not simply „women,‟ 

as one homogeneous group, but women artists, women peasants, 

women of colour, or restoration women dog-breeders; these writers 

help to do away with the idea that the female experience has always 

been the same, and therefore should stay unchanged. To agree with 

History, with the approved Grand Narrative, is to accept the roles 

validated by that history.  
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As well as representing „herstory,‟ these works are examples of 

historiographic metafiction which, in the words of Linda Hutcheon 

who coined the term, 

refutes the natural or common-sense methods of 

distinguishing between historical fact and fiction. It 

refuses the view that only history has a truth claim, both 

by questioning the ground of that claim in 

historiography and by asserting that both history and 

fiction are discourses, human constructs, signifying 

systems, and both derive their major claim to truth from 

that identity. 
75

 

The issues that historiographic metafiction raises and which Hutcheon 

lists are those of “narrative form, of intertextuality, of strategies of 

representation, of the role of language, of the relation between 

historical fact and experiential event”
76

 as well as questioning the very 

nature of historiography and literature, highlighting the textual nature 

of historiography, following the theories of Hayden White. Some of 

these issues were already tackled by Virginia Woolf‟s 1928 novel 

Orlando: A Biography to which both Smith and Winterson are 

indebted; indeed Winterson herself is known to own a signed copy of 

Orlando.
77

Their view that truth is often found in fiction rather than in 

the domain of empirical fact echoes Woolf‟s statement on the nature 

of history and fiction: 

Though it would be easier to write history – „In the year 

1842 Lord John Russell brought in the Second Reform 

Bill‟ and so on – that method of telling the truth seems 
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to me to be so elementary, and so clumsy, that I prefer, 

where truth is important, to write fiction.
78

 

The subjective history of a historically unknown person who happens 

to be present during important historical events is a device which can 

be used to bring up the issues of the disenfranchised; in the case of 

Orlando the subjects are women, and the way women were treated 

both in history and in Woolf‟s present. I shall mention Orlando again 

later in this thesis in connection with gender issues. Even though 

Smith and Winterson are by no means the first to question and rewrite 

history in relation to gender, it may be the case that their current 

audience is more perceptive to the issues they explore than that of 

their most notable predecessors, as we also ought to mention Angela 

Carter next to Woolf. There are, of course, vast differences in their 

style, views and agency, not least because of the times in which they 

composed their works; but what their writings which are specifically 

concerned with history have in common is that they demonstrate the 

ways in which women are treated by history, and they make them “the 

speaking subjects, not the objects, of historical narrative,”
79

 to use the 

words of Diana Wallace.  

Ali Smith frequently toys with the concepts of time and history 

in her fiction but nowhere near as much as in her latest novel How to 

Be Both, half of which takes place in contemporary Cambridge, while 

the other finds us transported into Renaissance Ferrara; or rather, 

Renaissance Ferrara is pasted onto our present. How to Be Both deals 

with time, history and memory in an interconnected way, which is 

indeed how we experience these phenomena. History could not exist 

without our perception of the flow of time, or without memory, and it 

changes every time we access memory. Ricoeur sees historiography as 
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dependent on memory, which is never complete or objective, and 

Smith shows us that by leaving the present aside and turning it into 

history, it becomes an object we are free to play with. In fact, it works 

both ways: we mould history by constantly rewriting it and history in 

turn moulds us by having an influence on what we do. Smith bridges 

the gap between history and the present moment by making the life 

spans of events intersect. During their stay in Ferrara, George and her 

mother have a conversation about the nature of history. Whereas her 

mother believes in the domino effect, and that there is a connection 

between all events, George sees history only as past, as something 

which is already over.  Her mother makes her realise that what she 

sees as happening “aeons ago”
80

 did have an impact on her, as it 

directly involved her mother or her grandfather. It may have happened 

half a century ago, but it had an effect on George‟s life now. In the 

same way, her personal history has an impact on her present: 

Now it‟s January, to be more precise it‟s just past midnight 

on New Year‟s Eve, which means it has just become the 

year after the year in which George‟s mother died.
81

 

The whole year, and all subsequent years, will be changed for George 

by the fact that her mother is not present. A single event in the past 

can influence the future, in this case it can supress a type of behaviour: 

“[a]t least they‟ve used an apostrophe, the George from before her 

mother died says.
82

 Winterson clearly shares this view with Smith: 

when in The Passion Villanelle sets out to the Venetian lagoon after 

she had met the woman she fell in love with, the calmness of the 

surroundings giving her space to think: 

The future is foretold from the past and the future is 

only possible because of the past. Without past and 
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future, the present is partial. All time is eternally 

present and so all time is ours. There is no sense in 

forgetting and every sense in dreaming. […] Thus the 

present is made whole.
83

 

Our present and our future are conditioned by history; however, the 

present is “made whole” by dreaming. We do not have to be the slaves 

of history if we use our imagination. Here again, Winterson points to 

the existence of multiple realities. Equally, despite the fact that 

George‟s mother explains that past events affect us, and that this is 

demonstrated in the change of George‟s behaviour after the incident, 

she, at the same time, manages to partially free herself from her past 

by exploring the possibility of a different history. This can then be 

applied to a more general context. Michel Foucault defines „discursive 

practice‟ as a “body of anonymous, historical rules, always 

determined in the time and space that have defined a given period, and 

for a given social, economic, geographical, or linguistic area […];”
84

 

once we realise there are other possible realities than that of the 

discursive practice we live in, either in the past, present or the future – 

for even the future is in a way already sketched out for us by the 

predictions of various branches of science; we gain the power to 

change the state of things because we become aware of the possibility 

of change. However, there is a paradox: we cannot step outside of 

discourse, and, even if we did, we would not be understood. In the 

conclusion to The Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault speaks of the 

understandable fear of acknowledging that we are bound by discourse, 

since it would mean that with the realisation of our situation would 

come the further disenchantment that we cannot just leave:  
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[we] prefer to deny that discourse is a complex, 

differentiated practice, governed by analysable rules 

and transformations, rather than be deprived of that 

tender, consoling certainty of being able to change, if 

not the world, if not life, at least their „meaning,‟ simply 

with a fresh word that can come only from themselves, 

and remain for ever close to the source.
85

 

The situation may not be as hopeless as Foucault paints it. Even if the 

changes within discourse are still ruled by that discourse, and cannot 

be caused by anything coming from outside, they may still occur 

through bending of the current status quo into any possible angle. I 

mentioned how Ali Smith turns history into an object we can play 

with, and how Winterson insists on the plasticity of time, with each, 

by already questioning the nature of these concepts, creating room not 

yet for change, but for the possibility of change. In an interview Ali 

Smith  

quotes Oscar Wilde – “The one duty we owe to history 

is to rewrite it” – and, she adds, “He really was the 

person in a position to say that – he knew that history 

had to be remade, because only certain narratives 

deliver themselves as acceptable, dominant 

narratives.”
86

 

 

In many aspects, Winterson‟s and Smith‟s writing corresponds 

with the ideas of New Historicism, which sees history as formed by 

the dominant discourse and subservient to power structures. They 

also, like White, acknowledge the textual nature of history and all of 

its implications. Stephen Greenblatt, who coined the term New 

Historicism, insists that history should recognise that “history and 
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literature are discourses which construct rather than reflect, invent 

rather than discover, the past,”
87

 and that “power and politics are at 

work not only in historical representations, but in the interpretations of 

those discourses which can never be neutral or disinterested.”
88

 New 

Historicisim is in favour of rewriting history “as an active reinvention 

of the past which wears its political allegiances on its sleeve.”
89

 Sonya 

Andermahr believes that Winterson contributes to the creation of 

Foucault‟s “counter-memory,” which works to acknowledge 

alternative histories.
90

  Indeed this is something that both Winterson 

and Smith do, and they quite openly state their agenda. I quoted 

Smith‟s opinion on the rewriting of history; she is in favour of the 

creation of histories in plural, out of, or instead of the one dominant 

singular history. In The PowerBook, Winterson once more reminds us 

that history as we know it is 

A collection of found objects washed up through time. 

Gods, ideas, personalities surface towards us, then sink 

away. Some we hook out, others we ignore, and as the 

pattern changes, so does the meaning. We cannot rely 

on the facts.
91

 

Specific histories have been chosen for specific groups of people and 

what Smith and Winterson are trying to achieve is not only to present 

an alternative version of history, but also to encourage their readers to 

explore the possibility of many other histories. Their novels work to 

uproot the grand narratives of history, and present us instead with a 

highly subjective view of a fragment of the past, which disrupts these 

common conceptions and establishes a subversive presence. Just like 
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Sexing the Cherry includes the character of John Tradescant and his 

botanical experiments, the New Historicists  

seize upon an vent or anecdote […] and re-read it in 

such a way as to reveal through the analysis of tiny 

particulars the behavioural codes, logics, and motive 

forces controlling a whole society.
92

 

Aram Veeser explains in his introduction to a series of essays on this 

particular approach to history. 

The Palgrave Macmillan companion edition to Winterson‟s 

fiction introduces a timeline of events which puts the author‟s works 

and life into historical context, and which immediately points us in a 

certain direction of interpreting her works. We are bound to consider 

them in light of the events which formed the background of their 

creation. This strategy is certainly not helpful with every author, but it 

is apt in the case of Winterson, since she herself mentions the 

influence the Thatcher years had on her writing.
93

 The Passion was 

published in 1987 and Sexing the Cherry two years later, whereas 

How to Be Both first appeared in 2014. We must therefore take into 

account the very different social and historical climate in which these 

texts were written. While Smith is concerned with the lack of privacy 

due to CCTV and the archive fever which much increased with the 

introduction of smartphones and tablets, the issues which were current 

in the time Winterson published her two historical novels were quite 

different, and much more tied to the politics of the era. Lynne Pearce 

argues that because of the novel‟s historical setting, Sexing the Cherry 

cannot work as a commentary on the current situation of women or 

lesbians.
94

 This is a rather narrow view, and it suggests taking the text 
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literally, as a simple chronicle of the era, which would not do 

Winterson justice. Dog-woman‟s protest against the new world order, 

in which only rigorous science and ultimate truths will be taken 

seriously, and used as tools of power, is clearly a reaction towards the 

state of things which stems from these Enlightenment ideas, and the 

understanding of anything differing from the standard as being 

negative. The inflexibility of these notions is undoubtedly quite 

restrictive for someone like Winterson, who is a woman, a lesbian, 

and who comes from a working class family. In her 1996 introduction 

to The Passion, Winterson comments on the time it was written, the 

“boom-time of the Thatcher years, clock-race yuppies and City boys, 

rich-quick, never count the cost.”
95

 She then goes on to explain that 

The Passion was her way not of escape, but rather to open the door to 

the multiple possibilities of this reality. It was a reassurance that 

things do not need to be the way they seemed on the outside. This is 

extremely important as it corresponds with what I claimed at the 

introduction of this thesis, which is that Winterson (and Smith) is not 

trying to prescribe a different version discourse, but that her aim is to 

open it up to possibilities, which is in keeping with Judith Butler‟s 

own perspective, which I will get into in the next chapter.  

Katharine Hodgkin accuses Winterson of having a 

“disturbingly narrow view” of Puritanism, blaming sexual repression 

for the existence of the movement, and seeing them as nothing but 

beings obsessed, and at the same time repelled, by sexuality, lacking 

any redeeming qualities whatsoever.
96

 That is indeed the portrayal 

Winterson gives us; however, these are the views of a character who 

exists within the atmosphere of political and religious upheaval, and 

are thus necessarily biased. In keeping with the New Historicist 
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perspective, Winterson‟s goal is not to give an objective depiction of 

the events of the late seventeenth century, let alone a fair description 

of the Puritan movement; she gives us an account of a person who 

could have existed at the time, and could possess these opinions. 

Similarly, in The Passion, the way Henri imagines the English is, 

quite understandably, the way all Napoleon‟s soldiers imagined them: 

“We knew about the English; how they ate their children and ignored 

the Blessed Virgin. How they committed suicide with unseemly 

cheerfulness.”
97

 It was necessary to see their enemy as someone 

distinctly different, ideally possessing the qualities they abhorred. 

Arguing that Winterson‟s description of the English is inaccurate 

would be completely beyond the point she was making, which is that, 

at any point in history, we are under the influence of the discourse we 

are part of. What is more, there is clear irony following the hyperbolic 

statements about the English, when Henri reveals that his source was 

“a priest,”
98

, who was either the same priest whose copy of the Bible 

had a pack of cards hidden inside and who spent his time with Henri 

pointing out to him “the girls he wanted;”
99

, or Patrick, the perverted 

Irish cleric who had every reason to hate the English. Not every 

character in the text shares the same views, either. While the soldiers 

need to believe in Napoleon‟s continuing victory, the Swedish brothel 

owner is allowed to be sceptical. Winterson can be „objective,‟ too: 

the short passage describing Napoleon sounds like a description from 

a history or textbook. She provides his date of birth, the reason for his 

ascent to greatness, and the progress in his campaign; however, it is 

only the switch in her use of language that serves to create this illusion 

of objectivity, the contents revealing that what we actually read are 
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still the thoughts of Henri. The passage highlights that the form is as 

important as the content. 

Form is even more important in the works of Ali Smith, who is 

known to be very playful with her use of words and with their 

definitions, quite often making her readers feel uncomfortable by 

dissecting everyday phrases and showing that the seemingly innocent 

sentences are in fact ideologically charged. This is most prominent in 

the novel There but for the, but instances of her peculiar way with 

words are to be found in all of her novels and short stories, such as the 

inside joke between George and H concerning the words „minotaur‟ 

and „monitor.‟ She experiments with the timeframe of her novels, as 

well as with the physical features of the book itself, as I have 

mentioned in the previous chapter. Winterson praised Smith for her 

experimentation: “I have to confess that I love Ali Smith‟s work 

because she is so ambitious for the form.”
100

 Both Smith and 

Winterson employ the same basic strategy in getting their points 

across, that of recycling their own works. Smith uses the same types 

of characters – three of her novels feature exceptionally bright young 

girls excluded from the society of their peers; uses the same devices – 

the sudden appearance of an outsider or a ghost who disrupts the 

narrative; and explores the same topics, such as those of history, time, 

memory, gender fluidity, and inequality. Dominic Head comments on 

Smith‟s self-borrowing: “For a writer often hailed as inventive and 

original in her earlier work, this sense of revisiting tried-and-tested 

conceits and devices […] might seem surprising.”
101

 Winterson goes 

as far as recycling her own phrases and sentences, either within the 

same work, or across her oeuvre even. Sonya Andermahr lists the 

                                                           
100

 Jeanette Winterson, “Ali Smith,” Jeanette Winterson.com, 11 Mar 2004 
http://www.jeanettewinterson.com/journalism/ali-smith/ 7 Feb 2016. 
101

 Dominic Head, “Idiosyncrasy and Currency: Ali Smith and the Contemporary 
Canon,” Monica Germanà and Emily Horton eds, Ali Smith: Contemporary Critical 
Perspectives (London: Bloomsbury, 2013) 103. 

http://www.jeanettewinterson.com/journalism/ali-smith/


 

- 45 - 
 

phrases which are repeated over and over throughout Winterson‟s 

texts: “written on the body is a secret code,” „trust me, I‟m telling you 

stories,‟ „we are empty space and points of light,‟ „to avoid discovery I 

stay on the run,‟ „I want to tell the story again.‟
102

 Dominic Head 

seems to imply that recycling is in opposition to imaginative writing; 

however, that is very unlikely in the case of Winterson and Smith. I 

believe it remains both a testament to the fact that neither of them has 

changed their views, and also comprises a strategy. There is a great 

power in repetition: even if we do not remember every single sentence 

in the novel, we somehow know immediately that we have heard it 

somewhere before, and the phrase gains a new meaning, more 

importance, functioning like an incantation in a sense. Which is 

exactly the point Judith Butler makes about the way reiteration creates 

normative discourse, precisely what Smith and Winterson achieve. 

The history we are familiar with has been borne out of the repetition 

of historical „truths.‟ Napoleon‟s true height, or whether Admiral 

Nelson really did say “I see no ships,” is irrelevant when the story as 

we know it was repeated a sufficient number of times to make it true.  

Winterson and Smith are aware that to suggest any changes to 

the approved notions, and to what is accepted as „the reality‟ by the 

dominant discourse, is something not everyone would be compliant 

with, even after reaching the realisation that there truly might be other 

ways to perceive our reality. Smith voices her despair when she says 

[…] capitalist world tells us the things we should be and 

the things we should be buying and the things we 

should be being and the ways we should be living, but 

we are fluid creatures, and so I think we… ach but 

there‟s a great safety in fixity […]. And in a way it‟s 
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not safe to not fix your approach. But look at how many 

cars have Sat Navs telling them to go the wrong way.
103

 

Here she is specifically talking about gender fluidity, but the same can 

be applied to history, and what is more, these two are inseparable 

since it is because of the normative version of history that the 

dominant gender norms are being upheld. Winterson is similarly 

frustrated when in her first novel, Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit, she 

comments on the fact that people blindly accept whatever is presented 

to them and need to be told what to believe:  

How is it that no one will believe that the whale 

swallowed Jonah, when every day Jonah is swallowing 

the whale? I can see them now, stuffing down the 

fishiest of fish tales, and why? Because it is history.
104

 

 

 3.2 History as a Space 

 There is an oak tree which until recently stood in Greenwich 

and which had famously sheltered the queen Elizabeth I. from the 

rain. Little Brooke Bayoude often thinks about the tree and also the 

time when Greenwich, where she resides, used to be covered with 

vines and wild shrubs and when the other queen, Boadicea, burnt 

London. Then she tries to imagine what would happen if Elizabeth I. 

were transported to her time: 

She has just run across the park and sheltered under a 

tree because it was raining. It was just any old tree. 

Now her sheltering under it has made it historic, and all 

the paparazzi people come up from the Lees‟ house 

where there is no point in them being any more, and 

take photos of it and of Walter Raleigh putting his coat 

on the puddle for her and her stepping on it, they make 
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her step on it several times over so they can get the best 

photo.
105

 

In Smith‟s novel There but for the, history is always linked with a 

space, and to imagine a space as it looked in the past, or imagine it in 

the present, is to think in terms of timespace, instead of time and 

space. By putting a figure from a different time in a contemporary 

space, Smith juxtaposes and ridicules the customs of the two societies 

divided by time. The oak tree itself is the one stable entity, one of the 

few subjects which remain the same throughout the course of history: 

it has always been looked upon with veneration, and has been the 

source of imagination for many English poets, and writers, since the 

Anglo-Saxon times.
106

 The Oak Tree, both an actual tree and a poem 

in Woolf‟s Orlando is reflected in Brooke‟s musings about history.  

Steve Pile uses the psychoanalytic concept of „phantasmagoria‟ as a 

way to analyse spaces: 

Phantasmagoria implies a particular mix of spaces and 

times: the ghost-like or dream-like procession of things 

in cities not only comes from all over the places (even 

from places that do not or will never exist), but it also 

evokes very different times (be they past, present, or 

future; be they remembered or imagined.)
107

 

 London lends itself perfectly to these notions, since every place, 

building and even a tree possess a rich history. As the unnamed girl in 

Sexing the Cherry is on her way home to a “council flat in Upper 

Thames Street,”
108

 she suddenly finds herself – but perhaps „finds‟ 

herself is not the right term since she is still in the same place, 
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standing in the middle of Waterloo Bridge; she realises that the 

London around her is the London of the seventeenth-century, and with 

this transformation her own self was transformed into someone else. 

This realisation came when she noticed that St Paul‟s Cathedral was 

simply not there anymore; therefore, it was the space that indicated the 

time for her: if there is no cathedral, then it must be some time before 

the Great Fire of London.  

The phantasmagoria is perhaps even stronger in Venice than in 

London, which is one of the reasons why Winterson chose it as the 

setting for The Passion. “The city of mazes,”
109

 as she calls it, is so 

famous that, just like history itself, even those who have never visited 

think they have a notion of what it is like. In fact, when Winterson 

wrote The Passion, she had not been to Venice and the sources she 

drew inspiration from were John Ruskin‟s Stones of Venice, James 

Morris‟ Venice, and Italo Calvino‟s Invisible Cities, according to an 

article on her website.
110

 Therefore she treated a space the same way 

we treat time when writing about history, building from second-hand 

information and common (mis)conceptions. Later, when she visited 

the place in person, she set out to “see if what [she] had written was 

true, which is not the same as factual or accurate;”
111

 and she 

discovered that the Venice of her imagination was indeed true to 

Venice, a place set in space and time that tourists get lost in, and 

where a certain percentage of the populace can boast of their webbed 

feet. It is true because these canals, bridges and narrow streets are 

there to be used, but it is also true to the myth of Venice: an 

atmosphere of the place which has been moulded by various 

depictions of it in art, throughout the centuries. When Henri is 

imprisoned on San Servelo, we are reminded of the maniac from 
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Percy Bysshe Shelley‟s poem “Julian and Maddalo: a Conversation.” 

The maze-like quality of the city brings to mind the engravings of 

Piranesi, a native of Venice.
112

 Yet we have to ask whether this 

truthfulness to a place does not in fact mean that we have succumb to 

the prevalent discourse, in entirely the same way as we do when we 

accept the ready truths about history. Is Winterson truly satisfied with 

seeing Venice in the same light everyone else sees it? Should she not 

instead offer, as she does with history, a different point of view, or at 

least suggest that there may be other „Venices,‟? 

While Foucault stresses the importance of knowing history so 

that some practices from the past would never repeat, such as the 

treatment of psychiatric patients,
113

 Henri seems rather satisfied with 

his life in a „lunatic asylum.‟ The reason seems to be that he refuses to 

acknowledge its real function, and instead he completely reverses the 

purpose of the asylum as a place which serves to confine patients 

within its walls so they are protected from society, in a safe haven. 

That is why Villanelle, who sees the place for what it really is, cannot 

understand why Henri would not follow her when she comes to free 

him. Ironically, from his point of view, he is freer imprisoned than if 

he lived with Villanelle who would never assent to marry him. For 

Manfred Pfister, Venice is the real island of madmen, more so than 

San Servolo,
114

 because of its “staged derangement of reason and the 

senses” and its carnivalesque quality.
115

 The famous carnival does not 

take place in the novel, but there are other public festivities which are 
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depicted as grotesque, passionate celebrations with the danger of 

drowning in champagne. But Winterson‟s Venice can also be an eerily 

quiet place: “In between freezing and melting. In between love and 

despair. In between fear and sex, passion is. My oars lie flat on the 

water. It is New Year‟s Day, 1805.”
116

 In this passage we can hear 

echoes of Angela Carter‟s Night at the Circus: the still, undisturbed 

Venice on the last night of the year is reminiscent of the Russian 

wilderness at the wake of the new century: “Unbeknownst to the 

lovers, midnight, that moveable feast, rolled over the taiga at that 

moment, disturbing nothing in its passage in spite of the era it was 

dragging in its wake.”
117

 Winterson keeps the myth of Venice alive by 

representing it in the same vein as her predecessors, from Shakespeare 

to Ian McEwan
118

, and, regardless of the fact that it may have nothing 

to do with the Venice as the locals know it, and in spite of her offering 

us nothing new or following her usual doctrine of multiplicity, no 

other than this ahistorical portrayal of the place as the city of “ardent 

and illicit, or transgressive passion, of eros and thanatos, of love and 

madness, of sensuality, licentiousness, prostitution and sexual 

perversion – as an Other that exceeds and endangers the symbolic 

order of the self,”
119

 would resonate so well with the story of 

Villanelle, whose character mirrors these liminal categorisations. 

 

3.3 Memory and Imagination  

Earlier I mentioned the problem of distinguishing real 

memories – those events that happened, and have been remembered 

entirely the way they happened, from implanted, invented or distorted 
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memories. This is not only the case of individual memory but also of a 

collective one, and of historiography:  

[…] we have nothing better than memory to guarantee 

that something has taken place before we call to mind a 

memory of it. Historiography […] will not succeed in 

setting aside the continually derided and continually 

reasserted conviction that the final referent of memory 

remains the past, whatever the pastness of the past may 

signify.
120

 

What the pastness of the past signifies is that we have no way 

to prove what exactly happened, how it happened and the way in 

which it happened for every single participant. “The past is not static. 

There are a few facts we can rely on – dates, places, people, but the 

rest is interpretation and imagination,”
121

 says Winterson in her 

commentary to The Passion. New Historicism insists we must take 

into account the discourse of the time in which our chosen historical 

moment happened,
122

 which in turn means that we project our 

contemporary values onto the past. Francesco del Cossa would never 

have said he lived during the renaissance. He would, on the other 

hand, project his views on a different era – there were no New 

Historicists to tell him to do otherwise in his time, and so, when his 

ghost visits the twenty-first century, Smith makes him interpret human 

behaviour, alongside contemporary gadgets, in a hilariously 

anachronistic way. Smith writes the history of our own time by 

mentioning contemporary technological devices, magazines and 

television channels. Moreover, this juxtaposition of the old and the 

new –shows us something else: the fact that del Cossa believes the 
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photos taken by the iPad to be the work of George makes us realise 

the huge possibility of misrepresentation in human account. When we 

take a photo, we think of the camera as producing the picture, not the 

photographer. Of course, various photographic techniques, filters, 

post-processing and other changes may be used, but we do not 

question the credibility of the picture in its raw state. When del Cossa 

mentions that George has depicted the changing of the seasons in the 

surroundings of the house in „her study‟ of it, we realise that we 

should not take for granted that a painter would have noticed the 

change, or represented it in such a way. The fact that reality is always 

in some way distorted by the artist‟s imagination is something which 

comes to light when we compare an artwork with „raw‟ photography. 

Equally in literature, historiographical texts, which aim to give a „true 

account‟ of events, are subjective, by their very nature of being the 

product of an imaginative mind.  Smith and Winterson draw attention 

to this fact, as their novels agree perfectly with the nature of 

historiographic metafiction which “always asserts that its world is 

both resolutely fictive and yet undeniably historical, and that what 

both realms share is their constitution in and as discourse.”
123

 In 

Sexing the Cherry, The Passion and in How to be both and Hotel 

World, the constant references to death and the dead remind us of the 

passage of time, and the temporality of our own bodies as something 

mutable throughout time and space. Bodies, alive and dead alike, are 

always sexed and gendered, and even formless ghosts cannot escape 

categorisation. History both allows bodies to decay, as well as 

simultaneously keeping them fresh, in memory and imagination, and 

history tells us in what manner to think of them as well, regardless of 

whether or not that account corresponds with the stories they would 

tell.  
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Chapter 4: “Let Me Tell You about When I Was a 

Girl”
124

 

 

“Does sex have a history? Does each sex have a different 

history, or histories?”
125

 

 Novelists such as Smith and Winterson, who represent the subaltern 

in their historical fiction, have shown that sex does have different 

histories, in the sense that in historiography individuals of the female 

and male sex are viewed through a different lens; in the case of the 

former, the lens is often broken, like the telescopes in the observatory 

in There but for the. The question, which is posed by Judith Butler in 

the first chapter of her study Gender Trouble, however, is meant to 

ask whether gender is discursively produced, and if that can be proven 

by tracing it back to the origins of the notion. Before we look for the 

answer, it is useful to contemplate why such a question needs to be 

asked in the form it is; that is, why does it matter whether there is a 

history to a concept. It is for reasons of security that we look to history 

for validation. All the concepts we have learned originated at some 

point in history, and some of them are considered valid for that reason 

only. Moreover, some of these concepts do not even have an origin, 

because they are the result of projection of our idea of an ideal past 

onto the past: if there is not a suitable myth already provided, we tend 

to make up our own myths by idealising the past. This glorification of 

the past then, in turn, supports and gives more strength to any 

concepts, rules and laws which originate from the past. Foucault 

warns against this tendency, giving an ironic example of people 

complaining about the way sexual relations are conducted in our 

times:  
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To think that it is only possible now to make love after 

turning off the television! and in mass-produced beds! 

„Not like that wonderful time when …‟ Well, what 

about those wonderful times when people worked 

eighteen hours a day and there were six people in a bed, 

if one was lucky enough to have a bed! There is in this 

hatred of the present or the immediate past a dangerous 

tendency to invoke a completely mythical past.”
126

 

If the subject is something trivial, such as the common misconceptions 

that „people would not get cancer in the past,‟ or „when we were 

young, there were fewer criminals about,‟ we do not need to be as 

concerned about such distortions; however, when the topic is 

something as fundamental as gender, and if this view is validated by 

the power structures, then it has an impact on the whole of society. 

„Herstory‟ has shown us the importance of representing the lives of 

the disenfranchised within history. Giving a voice to the subject 

whose existence has never before been considered can lead to its 

acknowledgement and, more crucially, representation before the law. 

And yet this seemingly easy path to recognition can, ironically, also 

result in the subject‟s even tighter constriction within the discourse. 

When discussing „women‟ as the subject of feminism, Judith Butler 

argues that: 

Perhaps the subject, as well as the invocation of a 

temporal “before,” is constituted by the law as the 

fictive foundation of its own claim to legitimacy. […] 

The performative invocation of a nonhistorical “before” 

becomes the foundational premise that guarantees a 

presocial ontology of persons who freely consent to be 
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governed and, thereby, constitute the legitimacy of the 

social contract.
127

 

Therefore, “the feminist subject turns out to be discursively 

constituted by the very political system that is supposed to facilitate its 

emancipation,”
128

 because, as already pointed out by Foucault, the 

juridical power both represents, but at the same time produces, the 

subject.
129

 Apart from this fact, what is important is the phrase 

“nonhistorical „before‟,” in Butler‟s text, because that means that even 

though it is impossible to pinpoint this event in history, it is still 

perceived as originating from the past, its validity again being on these 

grounds only. Therefore, if we follow Winterson and Smith, and 

dismiss the linear progression of time, the past loses its status as a 

mythical land where all the rules existed, and the notions which are 

validated through their virtue of being historical lose their power. 

However, what if the roots of a notion are not just historical, but also 

mythical, and therefore atemporal? 

Karen Armstrong explains that a myth for the pre-modern man 

was an event which “had happened once, but which also happened all 

the time,”
130

 since what was important was the meaning of past 

events, not their factuality. She continues, “[…] mythology is an art 

form that points beyond history to what is timeless in human 

existence, helping us to get beyond the chaotic flux of random events, 

and glimpse the core of reality.”
131

 Yet the fact that myths still do 

come from within discourse, and that those we still know now are 

being propagated, suggests that the “core of reality,” we are allowed 

to glimpse through myth is, like anything else, just the approved idea 

of what is real. We do not have to agree with the Jungian idea of 
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collective unconscious, but we are constantly being influenced by 

history, literature and tradition, and the feeling that what has been 

done for centuries must inherently be right is pervasive. This is 

especially true for myths which are prescriptive as much as they are 

explanatory, and which, in the words of Susan Sellers, “posit an ideal 

precedent which warrants the validity of things as they are.”
132

  

 

 4.1 “I Want to Tell the Story Again”133 

Winterson and Smith have both contributed to the recent, and 

on-going, series of modern myth retellings commissioned by 

Canongate. The series which was launched in 2005, is, according to 

the publisher, “the most ambitious simultaneous worldwide 

publication ever undertaken,”
134

  and has among its other contributors 

Margaret Atwood and A. S. Byatt. Winterson chose the myth 

involving Atlas, who is condemned to hold the world on his shoulders, 

and Heracles, who offers him a temporary relief from his burden, and 

by applying current ideas to the Greek myth she juxtaposes freedom 

of choice with the idea of fate. On the way, she also manages to poke 

fun at misogyny and machismo, both represented by the character of 

Heracles, while it becomes clear that all his extreme self-confidence 

vanishes when he turns into a vulnerable step-son in an encounter with 

the much stronger Hera. On a more serious note, Winterson also 

tackles the „nature vs nurture‟ argument: during one of his macho 

talks, Heracles says to Atlas that “[m]en are unfaithful by nature,”
135

 

and then proceeds to justify it by using the argument that nature is 

always perfect, and therefore it “should not be accused of faulty 
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workmanship.”
136

  Nature has generally been seen as prediscursive, 

and again, as in the case of the laws validated solely by the virtue of 

having an origin, the natural state is seen as something innate and 

unalterable by the proponents of biological essentialism. This 

philosophy could not be further from Winterson‟s own belief in the 

mutability of concepts, and her desire to uproot the laws which do not 

take into consideration freedom of choice. In an interview, she 

answered the question “[w]hy do you keep doing the gender 

bending?” in her novels by saying 

Because I‟m queer. Well no, that‟s only part of the 

answer. Being queer, that is not straight-line, not 

belonging, tells me that gender is only the beginning of 

the story, not the last word. I like some ambiguity.
137

   

It is clear that this view can never be reconciled with the essentialism 

establishing gender binaries, which are supposed to be based on 

„nature.‟ Rather then, what Winterson tries to emphasise by making a 

character who does not possess his own will, but is instead governed 

by his destiny, utter „truths‟ about the „nature‟ of men and women, is 

that, in the words of Monique Wittig,  

sex is taken as an „immediate given,‟ a „sensible given,‟ 

„physical features,‟ belonging to a natural order. But 

what we believe to be a physical and direct perception 

is only a sophisticated and mythic construction, an 

„imaginary formation.
138

 

Winterson makes the character who lives in the – mythical past, but 

past nevertheless, pronounce „truths‟ that reinforce the opposition 

between genders some of which are still current now, and thus calls 

attention to both the historicity and constructedness of these concepts. 
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Carter, in the same way, remarks that “[w]hat do we have to contend 

with, here, […] is the long shadow of the past historic […] that forged 

the institutions which create the human nature of the present in the 

first place.”
139

 

Winterson begins the novella by stating her intention to “tell 

the story again,” which she says is also “the recurring language motif 

of Weight.”
140

 “I like to take stories we think we know and record 

them differently,”
141

 Winterson states, and adds, “[i]n the re-telling 

comes a new emphasis or bias, and the new arrangement of key 

elements demands that fresh material be injected into the existing 

text.”
142

 She does for myth what she did for “herstory,” that is, 

exposing different aspects of the stories we are used to, and altering 

our way of thinking by pointing out the almost infinite possible 

interpretations. As we have learned from Hayden White, all histories 

are interpretations to a degree, and so is myth. The difference is that, 

in the case of history, interpretation is seen as something that can be 

defined against the concept of objectivity, and therefore bears negative 

connotations for those whose see history as a science in search of true 

accounts of events. Myth, on the other hand, can only be interpreted; 

there is no factual basis to be found, even though within every 

specialised discourse there is an inclination towards the one proper 

interpretation of a certain myth. According to Sellers, “myth is so 

continually repeated that it gradually creates its own resonant force”
143

 

and “although myths depict the origins of phenomena and customs, 

they serve to perpetuate rather than elucidate these.”
144

 This 

corresponds with Judith Butler‟s theory of gender performativity, 
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according to which the concept of gender is both being created, and at 

the same time strengthened, via reiteration, throughout history up until 

this very moment; it would be a futile mission for anyone to try to 

trace the origins of these notions in order to undermine them, for the 

principle upon which they work is not that of logic, but, as was stated 

above, repetition. If what we want is to open these norms, in this case 

gender norms, to the possibility of change, which is what Butler, 

Smith and Winterson are striving for, it is necessary to expose not 

their origins but their workings and the way they are being upheld.  

 

4.2 Metamorphoses 

While Winterson‟s retelling focuses on “the boundaries of the 

self and the world,”
145

 as Sonya Andermahr puts it, and reproduces 

faithfully the plot and characters of the original myth, Smith has set 

her revision of one of Ovid‟s Metamorphoses in contemporary 

Inverness, and her centre of attention is the fluidity of gender, and its 

relation to biological sex and sexual orientation, which is a topic we 

are familiar with from her previous works. It is important to realise 

that gender fluidity does not imply a change between genders based 

upon an individual‟s will. Many have misunderstood Butler's theory of 

gender performativity as being a process of switching between 

genders at a whim; instead, the concept of gender as a fluid attribute 

suggests the non-fixity, the evasion of gender binaries and, ideally, 

discarding the notion of gender altogether. Marina Warner contends 

that the concept of metamorphosis “lies at the heart of classical and 

other myths,” it is “the principle of organic vitality as well as the pulse 

in the body of art” and it “runs counter to notions of unique, individual 
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integrity of identity in the Judaeo-Christian tradition.”
146

 By making 

the myth of Iphis the subject of her rewriting, Smith focused on the 

historical and mythical formation and subsequent normalisation of 

gender binaries; and by questioning these and uncovering their roots 

she reveals the harmful effect these artificial distinctions create. 

Gender, biological sex and sexual orientation are in Smith‟s text not 

unrelated, but irrelevant: neither of the these attributes define the 

characters in any way, and only if we see the connections between 

these three notions as something mutable instead of rigid, as they are 

defined and linked together by the discourse, we can be truly free.  

Smith begins her narration boldly by introducing the lovable 

character of the grandfather who seems to be transgender – he speaks 

of himself in the past as a girl. This is impossible to understand for 

Imogen, to whom the link between biological sex and gender is 

something given, and she therefore cannot accept that her grandfather 

who is, for all she knows, a male, could have ever identified as a girl. 

To her, gender is a fact in the same way as history is made of facts, 

and Smith shows that she is wrong in both cases. To be „true‟ does not 

mean to be factually accurate, but rather true to oneself. We can find 

the same understanding of truth in Winterson‟s works, as well as in 

Smith‟s How to Be Both, where it also concerns gender. When 

Francescho‟s best friend Barto discovers she is a woman, the 

following conversation ensues: 

Is it true? he said. You‟ve been false? All these years? 

I have never not been true, I said. 

Me not knowing, he said. You not you. 

You‟ve known me all along, I said. I‟ve never not been 

me.
147
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 Later in Girl Meets Boy, Anthea, Imogen‟s sister who has always 

been very imaginative and therefore had found nothing inconsistent in 

their grandfather‟s narratives; is looking at the picture of her now 

deceased grandparents: “He looked smooth, sweet-faced, almost 

girlish. She looked strong, clear-boned, like a smiling young man 

from some Second World War film had climbed inside an older skin.” 

This is reminiscent of Winterson‟s tactic of switching the normative 

gender binaries; however here it refers to their physical features, as 

oppose to behavioural traits, and in such a case it is a tad more 

complicated. For there clearly are anatomical differences between 

males and females, and yet, at the same time, these are also based on 

the idea of an ideal female and male body, and it is certainly not the 

case that every male or female body represents their respected ideals. 

What is more, even if we based the anatomical distinction of the male 

and female solely on their reproductive organs, this binary still 

completely excludes persons who are born intersex.  Therefore it 

seems that these absolutes are as harmful as the gender role and 

behaviour binaries. However, since the myth of Iphis is all about    

biological sex, as well as gender, Smith could not have avoided these 

contrasts altogether, these representing the basis of the original story. 

 Smith plays with the conventionally masculine and feminine 

body characteristics when she later describes Robin, however, in this 

case, her depiction is not just about the fact that she reverses binaries 

again, but its already on the way to becoming Smith‟s characteristic 

merging of the two within one person. Unlike in the description of her 

grandparents, in which the grandmother is portrayed as masculine and 

the grandfather as feminine, the fusion of opposites here happens 

within one person which automatically deems their division into 

masculine and feminine as irrelevant: 
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She had the swagger of a girl. She blushed like a boy. 

She had a girl‟s toughness. She had a boy‟s gentleness. 

She was as meaty as a girl. She was as graceful as a 

boy. She was brave and handsome and rough as a girl. 

She was as pretty and delicate and dainty as a boy. She 

turned boys‟ heads like a girl. She turned girls‟ heads 

like a boy. She made love like a boy. She made love 

like a girl. She was so boyish it was girlish, so girlish it 

was boyish, she made me want to rove the world 

writing our names on every tree.
148

 

As Mitchell notices, “‟Girl meets boy‟ here in the person of Robin, 

and a traditional, heterosexual romance story metamorphoses into a 

story of gender mixing and fluidity.”
149

 

The metamorphoses are on the level of gender, not sex. The 

fact that Imogen is not aware of her sister‟s homosexuality until their 

adult age does not mean that Anthea has not always felt that way; 

even if she may not have known it herself. The problem of 

metamorphoses, be it any part of our identity, or the identity itself, is, 

as Judith Butler points out, that it presupposes an original state which 

was subsequently altered by this change.
150

 Smith suggests, in the case 

of Anthea, that it is not a change per se, but rather a revelation of 

something which was already there, which had always been there. The 

potentiality I mentioned, that was crucial in the writing of Smith and 

Winterson, is here realised after Anthea has met Robin:  

I had not really known I could be so much more than 

myself. I had not known another body could do this to 

mine. […] Now I had taken a whole new shape. No, I 
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had taken the shape I was always supposed to, the shape 

that let me hold my head high.
151

 

This does not mean that Robin would have such an effect on any 

person, rather it is only because Anthea had always been a lesbian and 

had not given much thought to her gender. It is necessary to stress, 

once more, that this is certainly not a case of switching between 

genders, the kind of performativity as a single act of deliberate 

transformation, which is not what Butler meant by the term; if that 

was the case, the story would follow that of Ianthe and Iphis, and, if 

Anthea or Robin identified as male, they would submit to the 

heteronormative practice. The idea of an individual‟s potentiality 

lying dormant before some outer impulse awakens it – a lover, in this 

case, is something which would be expected of Smith whose works, 

according to Emily Horton, “emphasize how the self relies on multiple 

connections,”
152

 and who also “understands space as a complex 

network of possibilities, which await realization depending on the 

moment.”
153

 This view is not shared by Winterson and their 

predecessor Angela Carter, whose main character in Nights at the 

Circus, Fevvers, expresses similar longings for a moment of 

realisation of her potential, but resolutely not by the means of a “kiss 

of a magic prince, sir!”
154

 since she has seen, in the case of others, 

“how such a kiss would seal me up in my appearance for ever!”
155

 

Another person would hold back her growth, instead of supporting it. 

Similarly, in The Passion, potentiality is not tied to another person. 

There are two instances, one where a young version of Henri, and the 
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other in which Villanelle, looks at the many different reflections of 

their face and muses upon what they “might become.”
156

 

Kaye Mitchell believes that the way Smith employs myth in 

the story is as “something both limiting and liberatory: giving rise to 

restrictive, normative gender roles and identities, yet also allowing for 

forms of fantasy, pleasure and (self)transformation.”
157

 The 

transformation concerns most of all Imogen, from her original point of 

departure as a child that protested against the unlikely stories of her 

Grandfather, through to her fulfilling the role of a successful career 

woman, who only ever moves within the limit of that role; including 

her almost painful obeisance of her male „friends,‟ finally arriving to 

accept her sister for who she is, and not where she stands in relation to 

the normative discourse. Mitchell insists that, in Ovid‟s text, the 

problem is not the love between two women but the perceived 

impossibility of the idea of lesbian sex. The problem is seen as 

physical, as the lack of phallus.
158

 In Smith‟s rendition of the story, on 

the other hand, the reason why Imogen cannot accept that her sister is 

in love with a woman is mostly that she does not want to accept it, 

because what she fears the most is to be stigmatised in some way, to 

be seen as not normal: “Oh my God my sister who is related to me is a 

greg, a lack, unfuckable, not properly developed, and not even worth 

making illegal,”
159

 she worries after she hears her friends describe 

lesbians in such terms. The transformation starts when she begins to 

doubt and question the parts of her life which, until then, had been 

considered essential and immutable. She starts with her boyfriend, 

before quitting her job, and then reviving the relationship with her 

sister. Of course, by this rather predictable happy ending, Smith is 
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guilty of employing another mythical structure, suggesting that, by 

questioning and escaping one type of myth, we end up embroidered 

within another. When Anthea tells Robin that she “grew up 

mythless,”
160

 her girlfriend refutes the statement, saying, “[n]o you 

didn‟t. Nobody grows up mythless. […] It‟s what we do with the 

myths we grow up with that matters.”
161

 What do we ought to do with 

the myth?  

 

4.3 The “Demythologising Business”
162

 

I have mentioned John Berger, whom both Smith and 

Winterson admire and whose work helped to expose the hidden 

influences of art and advertising on our lives. Even before Berger, 

Roland Barthes set himself a similar task to deconstruct and lay bare 

the myths we encounter every day in his book Mythologies (1975). In 

his chapter entitled “Novels and Children,” he reveals that what seems 

to be an article supporting female writers in the Elle magazine, in fact 

does not support women empowerment and, on the contrary, makes 

sure that the feminine is only free as far as it does not intervene with 

the masculine. “[T]he feminine world of Elle,” is “a world without 

men, but entirely constituted by the gaze of man.”
163

 For Barthes, 

“everything can be a myth provided it is conveyed by a discourse,”
164

 

and he sees myth as “a type of speech chosen by history: it cannot 
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possibly evolve from the „nature‟ of things.”
165

 Chosen, but not 

emanating from a specific point in history; rather, there are times 

when certain myths have influence over the culture, and these can 

either last uninterrupted, be brought back or be forgotten. By choosing 

the myth of Iphis, Smith reminds her readers of the time when 

heterosexual relationships were the only way to ensure acceptance by 

the society, and at the same time makes them realise – by giving her 

story a contemporary setting – that we are still being influenced by the 

same myths, which are only „dressed‟ differently to suit the current 

mood. In the same way as Barthes conveyed his analysis of an Elle 

article, Smith has deconstructed the myth when she, like Heracles in 

Winterson‟s story, implanted the question “why,” in the minds of her 

readers. Why would Iphis have to change in order to live happily with 

Ianthe? The answer is neither in nature nor history but in the myth 

which reinforces the heteronormative connections within the 

discourse. Liberation does not need to come from outside of myth; 

even if there is no escape from myth, we can always mould it, dissect 

it, expose its workings and then rewrite it, which is precisely what 

Smith has done.  

In order to open up the myth, it is also useful to see it from the 

position of those who profit from our adherence to it. Christy L. Burns 

draws our attention to the passage in The Passion in which Villanelle 

tries to walk on water for the first time, and only manages it because 

she believes in the cultural myth fuelled by the desire for her lover: 

Could I walk on the water?  

Could I? 

 I faltered on the slippery steps leading into the dark. It 

was November, after all. I might die if I fell in. I tried 
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balancing my foot on the surface and it dropped beneath 

into the cold nothingness.  

Could a woman love a woman for more than a night?  

I stepped out and in the morning they say a beggar was 

running round the Rialto talking about a young man 

who‟s walked across the canal like it was solid. 

I‟m telling you stories. Trust me.
166

 

Burns‟ interpretation of the passage is that Winterson implies that 

“trusting the „lies‟ in her story will have a powerful effect on the 

reader.
167

 If we do not question the way things are – or, rather, the 

way we are told they are, then they will indeed stay the same. 

Because, in Villanelle‟s culture, the myth of webbed feet, meaning the 

ability to walk on water, is so deeply rooted, she is able to physically 

achieve it because of her belief in that myth, despite the fact that not 

even Venetian ducks are capable of such feat. What is also important 

in this passage is the fact that the beggar immediately assumed that the 

figure crossing the canal was a man: he too was influenced by the 

myth, which says that only men were born with webbed feet, since 

only men could work as boatmen. The fact that Villanelle profits from 

believing the myth, when all Winterson seemed to have been 

suggesting so far is the inherent risk in succumbing to the truths we 

have learned to believe, is not surprising – there are always those who 

profit from it, usually those in power. What is more, she is not 

supposed to be the one profiting from it, since this privilege is 

traditionally only given to male gondolieri.   
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4.4 “The fact is, deer know about weddings and about who 

you will marry.”
168

 

One of the strategies of subverting norms within discourse is 

the use of language. Poststrucuralist linguistics positions itself against 

the structuralist view of language as a totality whose aim is to clarify 

the ambiguity of signification, and instead maintains that “[t]he 

discrepancy between signifier and signified becomes the operative and 

limitless differànce of language, rendering all referentiality into a 

potentially limitless displacement.”
169

 Smith follows the work of the 

poststructuralists, putting into practice their premise of the non-fixity 

and mutability of the meanings of words in her playful use of 

language.  Julia Breitbach comments that Smith‟s work is recognised 

“for its meticulous attention to how language is a constitutive force, 

rather than a transparent medium, in the building and shaping of 

contemporary realities and identities.”
170

 We can remind ourselves of 

the chapters named after verb tenses in Hotel World as well as the 

naming of both chapters of How to be Both “One,” suggesting that 

beginning does not always have to come first. In poststructuralism, 

“meanings generate other meanings endlessly,”
171

 and this idea can be 

followed through Smith's oeuvre. Brooke in There but for the is 

especially receptive to all the possible meanings of words, as well as 

connections on both written and spoken levels (“observatory” and 

“observe a Tory”; “Antigone” and “Antipode” in The Story of 

Antigone). Fixity of meaning is related to the power structures which 

use unambiguous definitions of concepts. Words are always open to 
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deconstruction, and it is impossible to derive one single meaning from 

a word based on the opposition to its binary; we can take the recent 

example from the word “interpretation” used once in historiography 

and then in relation to mythology. Both Smith and Winterson are 

aware of this power of language and demonstrate it in their works. 

Smith constantly draws attention to the multiplicity of meanings as 

well as reveals unexpected links between words which point out to 

deep, unsettling truths, such as the aforementioned connection 

between „monitor‟ and „minotaur‟.  Winterson, too, cares immensely 

about language, and in an interview she expressed her worry about the 

difficulty of choosing the right words: 

[…] what interests me is that every word should do its 

work. I‟m not simply happy for words to convey 

meaning. It can if it‟s journalism and it‟s perfectly 

alright if you are doing a particular kind of record or 

memoir, but it‟s not alright in fiction because fiction 

itself demands a vividness and a transparency which is 

only possible through exactness of language. […] You 

have to be able to justify to yourself each word that you 

choose, and make sure that it is doing its work in the 

sentence, and that sentence in the paragraph, and that 

paragraph in that part of the story.[…]
172

 

What this quotation tells us is not only Winterson‟s prescriptive 

attitude towards literary genres but also her awareness of the power of 

language. What she seems to forget when she says she is not “simply 

happy for words to convey meaning,” is that words never just convey 

meaning, and what is more, meaning itself is dependent on both inter 

and extratextual factors.  Susan Sellers explains that for Michail 
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Bakhtin, “there is a centripetal force at work within language which 

serves to centralise and unify meaning,” and without which we could 

not establish communication; however, there is a danger that this force 

can be – and clearly is – abused by the power structures.
173

 Bakhtin 

also claims that the result of the power over the language by the 

dominant ideology is the creation of a „double-voice,‟ which means 

that our speech is comprised of the approved utterances which are the 

product of discourse and censored ones which are the voice of our 

genuine experience.
174

 Thus, Heracles‟ quoting of gender stereotypes 

and macho talk in Weight is almost entirely the outcome of his 

confinement within a stock mythical character, and once he starts 

questioning his fate, there  also appears a shift in the manner of his 

speech. However, it is also true that at that point he inevitably stops 

being the mythical Heracles, and therefore if that is the revelation of 

his genuine self, we may ask what, if anything, is left. The task seems 

as futile as trying to discover if there is an identity prior to gender. 

For all of their fluidity, Smith's characters are still sexed and 

gendered linguistically. Like in Orlando, when the protagonist was 

finally pronounced „woman‟ before the law, the narrator was forced to 

make a change in the language of the text: “we must for convention's 

sake say „her‟ for „his‟ and „he‟ for „she.”
175

 In a text written in the 

third person, the gendered nature of language does not allow 

otherwise. Smith attempts to stay neutral by her choice of gender 

ambiguous first names („George,‟ „Robin,‟ „Bernie), but eventually 

the text is forced to succumb to language. It is similar to the process of 

„girling‟ the girl and „boying‟ the boy Butler describes: once we are 

aware of a person‟s sex, even when it is still in the womb, we 

immediately bring them “into the domain of language and kinship 
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through the interpellation of gender.”
176

 The naming is a performative 

act, which, in the theory of J. L. Austin is “[a] statement that, in the 

uttering, perform[s] a certain action and exercise[s] a binding 

power.”
177

 The sentence which I chose as the title of this subchapter is 

from There but for the, and it manifests the performative power of 

language: “The fact is, deer know about weddings and about who you 

will marry.”
178

 The fact is, when a sentence is introduced by „the fact 

is,‟ it does not have to be any more truthful than when it says “I‟m 

telling you stories, trust me.” Brooke‟s „The Fact Is‟ notes give the 

statements an air of importance and credibility simply by the power of 

their introductory phrase; but as Brooke herself soon realises, if one 

manages to see this phrase for what it is – a sign of a particular 

discursive practice to use Foucault‟s terminology, then it is possible to 

form an opinion regarding the statement not determined by the sign.  

In the example of this sentence it is even more prominent, as Brooke‟s 

fact about deer is in fact her nonsensical interpretation of a popular 

song which has nothing to do with the prophetic power of deer. 

Hayden White brings this theme of the power of speech acts back to 

history, when he invokes the same structure in a sentence which starts 

“It is a fact that the French Revolution erupted…,” and claims that 

The phrase „it is a fact that‟ does not establish 

the truth of the statement about the eruption of the 

French Revolution but affirms the „truthfulness‟ – the 

intention to speak the truth – of the speaker of the 

utterance. Facts belong to speech, language and 

discourse, not to the real world. […]Statements of fact 

or professions of factuality can be tested as to their truth 

                                                           
176

 Butler, Bodies that Matter, 8. 
177

 Butler, Bodies that Matter, 225. 
178

 Smith, There but for the, 306. 



 

- 72 - 
 

contents, accuracy, verisimilitude, and the like; things 

cannot be so tested.
179

 

Yet „the real world‟ is clearly formed by language more than we 

would like. The metafictionality expressed in the works of both Smith 

and Winterson by their constant references to other texts (including 

their own), by their play with the layout of their books, and by their 

stepping out of the narrative which blurs the boundaries between the 

author, the reader and the work; helps highlight the textual nature of 

both language and experience. 

 One of the aspects of Smith‟s and Winterson‟s play with form 

is their use of first and second person narrators. In the introduction to 

Weight, Winterson explains: 

I have written this personal story in the First Person, 

indeed almost all of my work is written in the First 

Person, and this leads to questions of autobiography. 

Autobiography is not important. Authenticity is 

important. The writer must fire herself through the text, 

be the molten stuff that welds together disparate 

elements. I believe there is always exposure, 

vulnerability, in the writing process, which is not to say 

it is either confessional or memoir. Simply, it is real.
180

  

As Judith Butler says, “I am not outside the language that structures 

me, but neither am I determined by the language that makes this „I‟ 

possible.”
181

 It is impossible to detach oneself from the writing 

process, and that is what gives the text its authenticity. It is this 

constant struggle with language which attempts to determine the 

subject and the subject which tries to appropriate the language to her 

or his ends, which is most visible in the use of the first person speaker. 

Another thing that happens if a narrative is set in the first and second 
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persons, we, the readers, identify with the „you‟ rather than the „I‟ of 

the story and the reading becomes much more intimate, as it often 

feels as if the story was narrated specifically to us. In Smith this 

interaction with the reader stems from her belief, mentioned earlier, 

that all art gains meaning in dialogue, and that reading is an active 

process that involves the reader as much as the author.
182

 In an 

interview with Tory Young, she expresses her indebtedness to her 

fellow Scottish author Lewis Grassic Gibbon, who used the second 

person narrator in his A Scots Quair, and she adds that 

You can do absolutely anything with the second person; 

it can be “you,” Tory [referring to the interviewer], it 

can be me talking about myself, it can be any self, 

talking about him or herself, and it can be something 

which is a larger collective, more than one person, and 

all at the same time.
183

 

Most importantly, both Winterson and Smith have employed first and 

second person narrators with the effect of entirely obscuring their 

gender. Since one of the properties of the English language is that the 

verb does not indicate gender, it is a perfect medium for this type of 

enterprise; what is also true however is that it deems these texts 

untranslatable into many languages, which is yet another indication 

how much the preconceptions of gender influence our lives. It takes 

the agency from those readers who would interpret characters‟ 

reactions on the basis of their gender and highlights the artificiality of 

the concept. In Winterson‟s Written on the Body, it is impossible to 

determine whether the relationship between the two protagonists is 

homosexual or heterosexual which raises the question „why do we 
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even have to know?‟ „what difference does it make?‟ and „is it for our 

or their benefit?‟ Smith mentions that she is always curious to see “the 

preconceptions that people will bring to the fictions” that are set in the 

second person, but immediately adds, “and that‟s up to them […] as 

long as it‟s possible for us all to enter whatever the story is. Love and 

the imagination are not gendered things, although gender obviously 

has an effect on them.”
184

 Smith and Winterson use the power of 

language to dismantle myths and to make us aware of their 

constructedness and prescriptiveness. In the words of Smith, 

“[l]anguage and our relation to it are all about preconception and, if 

we start to think about that, then all sorts of things can open which can 

otherwise look or stay closed.”  

 

4.5 Getting all „prowessy‟ 

If we put aside her more recent novels, which, often written in 

the first or second person, do not tell us anything about the sex of the 

characters, Winterson‟s early and most famous works, The Passion 

and Sexing the Cherry, seem to employ the same strategy, which is 

that of reversal. Reversal of the preconceived and deeply ingrained 

notions we have about gender, attributing the qualities which are 

considered feminine to males, and the masculine to females. This 

tactic, on one hand, does expose the binaries, but, on the other, it does 

not manage to uproot them, and perhaps even reinforces them, 

because it stems from our understanding and recognition of the 

respective binaries as feminine and as masculine. Angela Marie Smith 

talks about the “often blind dependence on sexual difference that has 

structured historicism,”
185

 and it has to be said that, while ascribing 
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roles to her characters, which run counter to the ones normally 

ascribed to their sex, Winterson still did not manage to shake off the 

clear distinctions between her characters based on their given sexes. 

She does demonstrate that these binaries are arbitrarily attributed to 

gender, but did not make any effort to dismantle the binarism itself. 

Similarly, in Woolf's Orlando, as Susan Watkins points out
186

, despite 

Orlando's metamorphosis into a female, her happiness is ultimately 

achieved by meeting Shelmerdine, and forming a traditional 

heterosexual relationship. The fact that they each admire the qualities 

which are generally attributed to the opposite sex, respective to their 

own, in each other, only reverses the binaries but does not cross the 

boundaries of gender. Many critics have fallen into the trap of using 

the discourse, of the generalising binaries shown by Winterson to be 

false, by trying to interpret her work. Mustafa Kirca says that 

“[Henri‟s] narrative is distinguished by revelations of the feminine 

aspects of his character, such as his distaste for killing that Domino 

mentions.” 
187

  

Opposed to this approach is the way in which Smith portrays 

her characters, who, be they male or female do not act against the 

preconceived notions, but they are simply alike. They blend. Whereas 

the Dog-woman seems to be portrayed in order to disprove every 

single characteristic attributed to women (except perhaps for her 

strong maternal instinct), Smith‟s characters simply do not 

acknowledge these restrictions, the men act like men and like women 

and the women act like women and like men. I am aware that the 

previous sentence suggests that there are two different ways to act, 
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like either men or like women; what I mean is that these characters 

ignore the common preconceptions which still do distinguish between 

male and female characteristics, in behaviour, habits or even the level 

of intelligence. It is impossible to work without these conceptions if 

our goal is to erase them.  

We have already discussed that reiteration is the way in which 

new notions become the norm, but it can also act in the opposite 

direction, to destabilise these principles. In connection to this, Butler 

mentions drag as a way to undermine gender categories. Cross-

dressing highlights the imitational artificiality of gender attributes, 

which might then extend to the questioning of the concept of gender 

itself. Cross-dressing plays an important role in The Passion and 

Sexing the Cherry alike. In How to Be Both, Francescho dresses as a 

man, but not out of the desire to explore what it is like to be of the 

opposite gender, like Jordan, or out of playfulness, like Villanelle, but 

out of necessity: he would not have been taken seriously as a female 

artist, moreover, he would not even have been allowed to become one. 

Susan Watkins notes that the marriage between one of the Twelve 

Dancing princesses and her wife disguised as a man “hints at the 

constructedness of heterosexual marriage itself, which is invested with 

so much institutional power in heterosexist society,”
188

 which is the 

function of drag Butler stresses. Jordan‟s cross-dressing is generally 

seen as an act of undermining the gender binary; however, his 

intention is somewhat questionable: he does it for his own benefit, to 

probe into the private life of women. What is problematic is not the 

manner in which women are described, mostly to their benefit, but 

that they are understood as a single, homogenous group. He discovers 

that women “have a private language,”
189

 ridiculing and outsmarting 

                                                           
188

 Watkins, 160. 
189

 Winterson, Sexing the Cherry, 29. 



 

- 77 - 
 

men, while forming a “conspiracy of women.”
190

 Butler has argued 

against the use of „women,‟ as a subject of feminism, or rather has 

shown that once it is used as a subject before the law, it must be 

understood “how the category of „women,‟ the subject of feminism, is 

produced and restrained by the very structures of power through 

which emancipation is sought.”
191

 Therefore, if women are to be the 

subject of feminism, it is inevitable the term „women‟ then applies to 

every person of the female sex (and even that is questionable), 

regardless of the “political and cultural intersections in which [gender] 

is invariably produced and maintained.”
192

 Jordan‟s cross-dressing 

adventure then serves the purpose of reinforcing the dubious concept 

of a common identity of „women.‟ 

Villanelle sometimes dresses as a man, but, if the purpose is to 

hide or obscure her gender, it fails since everyone either suspects or 

knows she is a female. Kirca claims that her cross-dressing is “seen as 

a subversion of gender identities by leaving the character‟s gender in 

ambiguity,”
193

, but she is not in fact ambiguous. Neither is the Dog-

woman, who may possess a body which does not correspond with the 

usual idea of a female body, but every character she encounters 

positively recognises her as a woman; or, if not as a woman, as a kind 

of freak of nature but never as a man. In fact, the anomalies 

concerning Dog-woman‟s and Villanelle‟s physical bodies can single 

them out as neither women nor men, which would allow them to 

escape gender stereotypes and gender roles; whether such an escape is 

liberating, however, is questionable.  In Carter’s Nights at the Circus, 

Walser, the journalist, considers Fevvers‟ position as a woman who 

also happens to have grown wings:  
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[…] she owes it to herself to remain a woman, he 

thought. It is her human duty. As a symbolic woman, 

she has a meaning, as an anomaly, none. As an 

anomaly, she would become again, ash she once had 

been, an exhibit in a museum of curiosities.
194

 

This option then sounds even worse than being confined within the 

restriction of one‟s gender.  However, then he adds: “But what would 

she become, if she continued to be a woman?”
195

 That question is 

answered when, in the following instance, the shaken Fevvers tries to 

hide her state under make-up and “her feathery cape as if it would 

warm her.”
196

 As a woman, she is never allowed to leave her role and 

is, like the „freak‟ he described before, “always the object of the 

observer, never the subject of sympathy, an alien creature forever 

estranged.”
197

 Essentially, then, there is no real difference between the 

role of women and that of circus freaks, as they are both equally 

objectified. Similarly, the Dog-woman cannot escape being judged 

based on what she represents outwardly. It is true however, as 

Elizabeth Langland concedes, that “the anatomically huge physical 

body that readily cites gender norms of tenderness or charity or 

maternality while threatening or performing mayhem destabilizes the 

conventional meanings of those terms and exposes their cultural 

construction.”
198

 

Smith employs nothing akin to the character of Dog-woman 

whose corporeality, like Fevvers‟ in Carter‟s Night’s at the Circus, is 

not only one of her characteristics, but it also defines her. Smith does 

focus on the body, but rather for the purpose of contrast: Francescho‟s 
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female body is in contrast to the male she pretends to be, Brooke‟s 

skin colour, as the marked one, is in contrast to white people. Brooke 

notices that whenever there is a black person in a book, their skin 

colour is always mentioned; Smith has not employed that practice in 

her novel: the way we find out that the Bayoudes are black is when a 

middle-class white woman ignorantly asks them whether they have 

ever seen a tiger “where they come from” at a dinner party. It must be 

said that while banishing certain preconceptions, this particular lady is 

a walking (sitting) stereotype of a privileged middle-class white 

person, ignorant to the problems which do not concern her. Then 

again, she is used for the purpose of satire and, dislike her as we 

might, she keeps the conversation lively. Smith has been criticised for 

her “predictable liberal sympathies,”
199

 and Theo Tait in his review of 

There but for the in the London Review of Books frowns that the 

book‟s “desperately predictable in its sympathies.”
200

 And yet, I see 

this as a positive; it shows that Smith has a clear agenda in mind, 

which can be followed throughout her oeuvre. Yes, at times her 

politics is perhaps too transparent, but she never succumbs to 

didacticism, as her strategy is to show her readers the situations which 

can then lead them to adopt her point of view; but she never explicitly 

gives us the one right answer. The strategy she employs, which 

Dominic Head sums up as: “the invention of outsiders capable of 

puncturing the bubble of selfish privilege,”
201

 and which, in his essay, 

specifically pertains to There but for the and The Accidental, can 

however be traced in her other novels, too. In Hotel World it is the 

homeless Else though whose eyes we can uncover the hypocrisy of the 

world of Global Hotels, in Girl Meets Boy that character is Robin, 

turning Inverness into a canvas for her messages revealing the plight 
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of the disenfranchised, and in How to be Both it is George‟s mother; in 

this case, the roles are reversed and the outsider is actually the 

mysterious Lisa Goliard who may or may not be trying to compromise 

The Subverts.   

A class of people who have historically been perceived as 

outsiders, and who are secretly approved of –  perhaps because they 

help to keep up the heteronormative status quo, but at the same time  

condemned by the discourse, are prostitutes. Three of the primary 

texts I have analysed here feature the character of the prostitute and 

both Winterson and Smith present sex workers without the usual 

stigma prevalent in our culture, which is ironically the same culture 

that has brought them into existence. 

Sexing the Cherry […] challenges the location and 

validation of the prostitute in a purely figurative realm 

[…] by presenting prostitutes as historical agents from a 

potentially revolutionary class, enacting violent 

retribution against the Puritans who both oppress and 

take advantage of working women.
202

 

The violent retribution A. M. Smith mentions above is not carried out 

by the prostitutes, but by Dog-woman; however, they do not stop her, 

just like Dog-woman did not stop the fire of London from spreading. 

The nuns and the prostitutes from Jordan‟s story devised a system of 

mutual help and love – some of them became lovers, we are told; and 

scandalously, the prostitutes even then joined the convent when they 

grew tired of their former way of life. In The Passion, the prostitutes 

live in a tight-knit community and take care of each other. In How to 

Be Both, young Francescho becomes a frequent visitor of a brothel, 

initially not for the usual service – though that is what everyone 

thinks, and it also helps her to keep up her disguise as a man; but 
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because she paints portraits of the women working there. What is 

more, she then honours them by incorporating their faces into the 

nameless women of her fresco in the palace. Here, again, the women 

help each other and care for one another, and they accept Francescho 

as one of their own, and eventually even teach her how to make love. 

She is in no way threatening, unlike their usual male customers, and, 

unlike with their usual customers, the consent is mutual. The workers 

and inhabitants of Ma Nelson‟s brothel in Carter‟s Nights at the 

Circus share the same intimacy between them, and, despite the fact 

that their task is to pleasure men, they are far from having no agency: 

when they are forced to leave the place, they already have plans to 

settle elsewhere or start a business. Equally, Francescho is barred from 

visiting the brothel by the owner, as she has an influence over the 

working women, who then become independent:  

They look at your pictures. They get airs and graces. 

They come to my rooms and they ask me for more of a 

cut. Or they look at your pictures. They get all 

prowessy. They decide to choose a different life. And 

all the ones who‟ve gone have left by the front door, 

unprecedented in this house which has never seen girls 

go by anything but the back.
203

 

This kinship between the members of the female sex is seen by 

Adrienne Rich, who focuses on lesbian relationships in her feminist 

approach, as a common experience “between lesbians and 

heterosexual women as victims of compulsory heterosexuality.”
204

 

Rather than being of the same opinion as Rich that “all women can be 

defined as lesbians,”
205

 Winterson and Smith would instead agree with 

Monique Wittig who sees lesbians as the only individuals who cannot 
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be defined by their social relation to a man since they have refused 

heterosexuality.
206

 In Sexing the Cherry, for example, the Puritans, 

whose aim is the institution of compulsory heterosexuality, are clearly 

the most negative influence in the text. Similarly, in Girl Meets Boy, it 

is the chauvinist, ignorant, racist, sexist, and verbally violent male 

„friends‟ of Imogen, who see lesbians as “backward,” 

“underdeveloped” and  having “nothing to do the jiggery-pokery 

with.”
207

 To support his view of lesbianism, one of them turns to 

history: 

And that‟s why Queen Victoria didn‟t make rugmunch 

illegal.  

How‟s that? Norman says. 

It was on Channel Four. Apparently she said there was 

no such thing, like, it didn‟t exist. And she was right.
208

 

Female homosexuality is perceived as a threat to compulsory 

heterosexuality in these works.  

Butler also sees non-heterosexual desire as threatening the 

normative practice, and for her,  

what appears to be the fakery and inauthentitcity of 

lesbian and gay sexual behaviour and identity is 

troubling because it suggests, not the originality and 

authenticity of straight behaviour and identity, but 

rather that both straight and gay are equally artificial, 

constructed sexualities and identities.
209  

Perhaps even more effective strategy in order to undermine the 

concept that sexuality, gender and biological sex are stable concepts 

with already established links between them, is to draw our attention 

to a completely different organism. I already discussed Ovid in this 
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thesis, who turned many of his characters into plants and trees, and 

trees are what I am, once again, going to mention next; this time in 

connection with the way in which Winterson and Smith dismantle the 

concept of heteronormativity as well as the essentialist argument.  In 

the previous chapter, I referred to the oak tree in connection with 

history, now I would like to include the cherry and the apple tree in 

the equation, and demonstrate how important they are in relation to 

gender issues. Of course, I do not mean just any cherry or apple tree: 

the former is the one which gave Sexing the Cherry its title, and the 

latter is a character in Ali Smith‟s short story “May.” In both cases, 

the trees are seen as characters, rather than merely a backdrop. When 

Dog-woman finds out about the experiment on grafting, she condemns 

the cherry as if it were a human. Which is, indeed, the point. Grafting, 

being propagation asexually, implies that procreation is not necessary. 

In Laura Doan‟s reading of the novel, summarised by Merja Makinen, 

grafting becomes an image of procreation beyond that 

of heterosexuality and though it cannot be seen as a 

complete strategy for the overthrow of compulsory 

heterosexualism, it is an effective way of calling its 

norms into question and undermining the conceptual 

basis for heterosexual prescriptions within cultural 

practice.
210 

What is more, Dog-woman herself „obtained‟ a son without the need 

to procreate. Her disgusted attitude towards the act which she sees as 

unnatural becomes ironic in the light of the fact that trees can, by 

nature, change their gender “from season to season, over the life of a 

tree, as the environment changes, or can remain constant for life.”
211
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Thus the tree can also be effectively used as an argument against the 

proposition that humans are gendered by nature.  

 While in Sexing the Cherry the focus is entirely on sex and 

gender, in Smith‟s short story “May” the three characters, one of 

whom is a tree, are all markedly unsexed and ungendered. One of the 

characters falls in love, indeed becomes infatuated, with a blooming 

tree. Her or his lover is a little concerned at the start but later she or he 

joins in the celebration of the tree as she or he realises that the only 

way is to continue the relationship as three „people‟. The love of the 

character who originally became passionate about the tree sways her 

or his lover and the ending of the story witnesses a kind of happy 

harmony. The story therefore manages to be, and more importantly 

work perfectly, as a love story, without mentioning the sex or gender 

of the characters. Ironically, the only character whose gender could be 

discovered is the tree, based on the colour of its petals. But that would 

defeat the purpose of Smith‟s story, which is about “the 

unexpectedness of love, the ways in which it will take us, regardless 

of what we are, in whatever form it chooses.”
212

  

Kaye Mitchell claims that it is more helpful to see Smith‟s 

work as „queer‟ rather than „lesbian,‟ fiction, and I fully agree. For 

Smith, the breaking of the boundaries of gender is of main 

importance, and Sedgwick‟s definition of queer as “an open mesh of 

possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and 

excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone‟s 

gender, of anyone‟s sexuality aren‟t made (or can’t be made) to 

signify monolithically,”
213

 is perfectly fitting for Smith‟s work.  
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Smith‟s work then puts into practice what Judith Butler suggests when 

she says that  

[w]when the constructed status of gender is theorized as 

radically independent of sex, gender itself becomes a 

free-floating artifice, with the consequence that man 

and masculine might just as easily signify a female 

body as a male one, and woman and feminine a male 

body as easily as a female one.
214

 

Jeanette Winterson‟s The Passion and Sexing the Cherry have also 

contributed to the dismantling of gender stereotypes, they have, 

however, failed to dismantle the gender binaries. For these works still 

support the opposition between the feminine and the masculine, albeit 

attributing these preconceived notions to the sexes they are not 

normally matched with. Butler shows that “the presumption of a 

binary gender system implicitly retains the belief in a mimetic relation 

of gender to sex whereby gender mirrors sex or is otherwise restricted 

by it.”
215

 These works do, however, support Butler‟s notion that 

“gender is […] the discursive/cultural means by which „sexed nature‟ 

or a „natural sex‟ is produced and established as „prediscursive,‟ prior 

to culture, a politically neutral surface on which culture acts”
216

 and 

demonstrate that sex is produced by gender, rather than the other way 

round. Villanelle is thought to be sexed male, based on her ability to 

walk on water; therefore the assumption of her biological sex is made 

by reasoning which originates on gender stereotypes.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

 

In the introduction, I said that the trajectory of this thesis 

cannot be linear, which should now be obvious from the fact that, 

even though, whilst reading, we cannot but progress from the  

beginning to the end in a linear fashion; if the order of the chapters 

were different, not much would have changed. I decided that time 

ought to be discussed before history, since history would not exist 

without time; and that the notions we have about gender, indeed the 

concept of gender itself, should follow the chapter dedicated to 

history, because I agree with Joan Wallach Scott that “history's 

representations of the past help construct gender for the present.”
217

 

And yet, in the same way that gender affects, and even creates, the 

sexed body, rather than the other way round, as Judith Butler argues, 

history is clearly not a self-aware subject that would simply exert its 

power on the present; no, this, too, is a two-sided process, and various 

discourses fashion history to suit their own ends. Therefore, I could 

have begun by discussing any of these notions and I would equally 

arrive at the same conclusion, which is that the concepts of history and 

gender are tightly knit together; however, writers such as Smith and 

Winterson expose them to be extremely unstable, and subject to 

change, and there is no reason why one should exercise any power 

over the other.  

The characters in their books are, in fact, not extraordinary, 

they seem marginalised because they are not accepted by the 

discourse, for the reasons that their bodies, opinions or sexual 

preferences do not agree with the norms of current society. They are 

„the other,‟ against which „the normal‟ is defined. According to Judith 

Butler, “intelligible” genders “are those which in some sense institute 
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and maintain relations of coherence and continuity among sex, gender, 

sexual practice, and desire.”
218

 All of the protagonists of the texts I 

have chosen would thus be marked as „unintelligible‟.  They are at the 

same time both prohibited, but also produced – since they can only 

exist in relation to the established norms – by discourse, and disrupt 

the neatly delineated connections between biological sex, gender and 

sexual practice. The aim of Gender Trouble is to subvert the 

“naturalized and reified notions of gender that support masculine 

hegemony and heterosexist power […] through the mobilization, 

subversive confusion, and proliferation of [the] constitutive categories 

that seek to keep gender in its place by posturing as the foundational 

illusions of identity.”
219

 This, I daresay, both Smith and Winterson 

have, in their own respective ways, at least partially achieved. First 

and foremost, by showing that history is as much fictional as it is real, 

which already gives less credit to any statements which claim to be 

historically true; second of all, by their discarding of the linearity of 

time, and erasing the boundaries between past, present and future, 

proving these to be man-made concepts, the norms, which base their 

validity upon their historical roots, become irrelevant. 

Both Smith and Winterson are strongly opposed to themselves, 

as authors, being labelled, which is not a surprising statement after we 

have seen that the protagonists of their fiction are themselves 

characters who consist of many identities, refusing to allow 

themselves to be defined by any one specific identity. Smith answered 

the question whether she feels to be a Scottish writer by saying, “I 

don‟t feel I‟m anything writer,”
220

 and Winterson reacted to a similar 
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question, this time concerning her homosexuality, with: “It is a pity to 

be labelled at all. I have never called myself a lesbian writer, and I 

would hate to be one. I am a writer. I have a girlfriend.”
221

  

Ali Smith believes that art is always in dialogue, that once the 

author sends her book out into the world, it carries on living its own 

life, always different, depending on by whom and when and where it 

is read. Winterson agrees: “[a]rt of all kinds is an interactive 

challenge. The person who makes the work and the person who comes 

to the work both have a job to do.”
222

 Art can achieve a connection, 

not only with its readers, but also with other works of art, be it 

literature, painting, or any other form. If we take the works of 

Winterson and make them interact with the works of Smith, they may 

actually complement each other. In Winterson‟s novel Art & Lies, one 

of her characters comments on the hypocrisy of the media and their 

consumers, who every day pity the victims of natural disasters, wars 

or famine, while all they have is a “dead arrogance for the beggar on 

the bridge that you pass every day. Hasn‟t he got legs and a cardboard 

box to sleep in?”
223

 If we read this in tandem with Smith‟s Hotel 

World, in which one of the narrators is a homeless woman, we 

empathise with this character and automatically ascribe more weight 

to Winterson‟s statement. Smith and Winterson‟s aims and ideas are 

very similar, and the fact that they impart them differently only means 

that they are more likely to be exposed to a wider audience. The arts; 

literature being one of them, have been, with varied success, used as a 

tool to subvert the power structures, their agenda only visible to those 
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who were willing to see, while escaping the gaze of the ruling classes. 

Smith explains this potential inherent in a work of art: 

[…] the thing that happens when the life of the picture 

itself steps beyond the frame. 

Cause then it does 2 opposing things at once. 

The one is, it lets the world be seen and understood. 

The other is, it unchains the eyes and the lives of those 

who see it and gives them a moment of freedom, from 

its world and from their world both.”
224

 

 

Dominic Head in his essay on the success of Smith‟s writing 

raises an issue worth thinking about:  

For novelists, like Smith, who are also sharply critical 

of the social effects of the broader social movement, 

and the new forms of inequality that have emerged in 

the post-consensus years, the fear of complicity […] has 

to be reckoned with.
225

 

He mentions this in connection with the fact that Smith‟s works have 

been steadily gaining popularity, and winning notable prizes. This, of 

course, applies to Winterson as well, whose works are now considered 

part of the postmodern canon. It is inevitable that, with an increasingly 

larger following, these authors gain more influence, and their ideas 

may be interpreted in an even greater plethora of ways, as has already 

partially happened to Winterson, whose works have been interpreted 

by some as propagating hatred against men; despite her claiming 

otherwise.
226

 Smith and Winterson like their readers to make up their 

own minds, and their goal is not to make a change to the discourse; 

but to open it up to the possibility of change, ideally, to the extent that 

any individual whatsoever can realise their potential without being 

                                                           
224

Smith, How to Be Both, 122. 
225

 Head, 112. 
226

 Andermahr, 37. 



 

- 90 - 
 

restricted or oppressed.  Whether that can be reconciled with their 

rising popularity is a question only time will tell; the future, after all, 

is demonstrated to be as uncertain as the past. 
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