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Jeanette Winterson’s 2007 novel, The Stone Gods, is a critique of progress, 
both in the general sense of movement, journeying, or going forward, 
and in the specialised sense of human development, particularly the 
privileging of economic and scientific improvement that is often called 
the myth or narrative of progress. In the spirit of so many of Winterson’s 
novels, The Stone Gods places its several protagonists on journeys, most 
often on journeys of self-discovery, in which a better understanding of 
self is the reward for a courageous opening up to new worlds and new 
experiences, new beings and new ways of being. Throughout the novel, 
such journeys of openness contrast with attitudes of certainty and even 
mastery over others. Somewhat perversely, the latter position of closure 
is associated with the myth of progress, so that progress is construed as 
not really progress at all but a retrograde process ending in destruction. 
More perversely still, the novel suggests that such destruction is doomed 
to be reiterated, so that the regress that is ‘progress’ is also on a constant 
loop of repetition. The book is, in the author’s words, about our ‘endlessly 
making the same mistakes’ (Andermahr 2009: 131).

What this amounts to in the novel is a juxtaposition of two world-
views, the first identified as having the potential to save the planet and 
the second as guaranteed to destroy it. On the one hand is an ethics of 
receptivity and embrace of human others, nonhuman others and even 
the biosphere at large; on the other is the impulse towards individual 
privilege through technological mastery of the world’s finite resources, 
and that mastery measured in economic growth. The novel therefore 
replays some contemporary debates around sustainability – the idea that 
only an environmentally aware, empathetic re-orientation (of the kind 
associated with countercultural lifestyles and sometimes labelled deep 
ecology) can save the planet is set against the unsustainable practices of 
global capitalism, consumerism and individualism. However, between the 
two positions – which one could sketch as true sustainability as opposed 
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178 Reading sustainability

to unsustainability – resides the compromise stance that is sustainable 
development, an attitude that is pivotal to understanding the novel.

Crucially, the novel’s radical ethics of sustainability is a re-orientation 
not just of humans’ attitude to the biosphere and its nonhuman species 
but of human modes of desiring and communicating with human and 
nonhuman others. It is a deliberate conflation of social and sexual norms 
with literary form and, as such, it is both an ethics and aesthetics of 
sustainability. In the novel, a radical openness to others is inseparable 
from a radical openness of narrative; psychological and physical journeys 
to the new and unknown involve the reader in false endings, circular 
stories and temporal tricks. Of all these, it is the novel’s seeming desire 
not to end – in an ultimate gesture of openness – that proves most 
ambitious and therefore problematic. Winterson’s rewriting of politics, 
ethics and aesthetics in the name of sustainability destabilises the very 
category of novel. I argue in this chapter that, thanks to its ethics and 
aesthetics of sustainability, The Stone Gods is predicated on its own  
unsustainability.

Before discussing Winterson’s novel, I provide a brief overview of debates 
around sustainability in order to show how these are replayed in the 
novel’s contrasting modes of sustainability and unsustainability. I then 
move from some basic assumptions behind models of sustainability to a 
rehearsal of theories of the novel, particularly to studies of endings, which 
are so relevant to an analysis of Winterson’s alignment of sustainability 
with sexual and with narrative impulses, and particularly with romantic 
and narrative foreclosure. In analysing Winterson’s novel, I suggest that 
the result – the novel’s case for its own unsustainability – is borne out 
by its dénouement.

Sustainability, plural

A large part of the problem with defining sustainability is that it is often 
put to uses for which it was not intended, namely, uses beyond questions 
of economic utility and corporate accountability. Its short name of ‘sustain-
ability’ means that one often forgets that its introduction into the 
mainstream of public thinking was as ‘sustainable development’. When 
the United Nations World Commission on the Environment and Develop-
ment, led by Gro Harlem Brundtland, published its report, Our Common 
Future, in 1987, it defined sustainable development, famously, as ‘develop-
ment that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (World Commission 
1987: 43). As Simon Dresner points out in his discussion of Brundtland, 
sustainability was ‘conceived as an attempt to bring environmentalist 
ideas into the central area of policy, which in the modern world is 
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economics. It was to be the ground on which the mainstream was to 
consider the environmentalist case’ (2008: 69). Taking account of this 
historiography of sustainability allows one to unknot the seeming paradox 
of sustainability: that it appears to be an exhortation simultaneously to 
preserve (our technological comforts, our economic development and 
ourselves as the human species) and to transform (our behaviour, our 
expectations, our destructive tendencies). Indeed, such a view allows one 
also to take a more understanding – if not entirely sympathetic – retrospec-
tive view of what Brundtland was attempting to achieve. The Brundtland 
Commission, along with the study of environmental economics that it in 
part inspired, values the environment in economic terms, as a ‘good’ or 
‘service’. So, for the environmental economist David Pearce, sustainable 
development may be more accurately termed ‘sustainable utility’ (Pearce 
et al. 1989: 32) and may be defined as ‘non-depletion of capital’, where 
capital includes not just human but ‘natural capital’ (Dresner 2008: 3). 
And sustainability’s so-called ‘three pillars’ of economy, society, and 
environment have been translated by corporate accountants into the ‘triple 
bottom line’ (Elkington 1997: 2), where success is judged by offsetting 
and optimising performance in all three areas rather than treating social 
and environmental justice as absolute goods.

At the same time, one could say that the invitation to read sustainability 
as radical change and recalibration is buried within the Brundtland Com-
mission report. The Commission’s conclusion, reached after four years 
of collating and synthesising expert and public opinion, was that ‘a new 
development path was required, one that sustained human progress not 
just in a few places for a few years, but for the entire planet into the 
distant future’ (World Commission 1987: 4). In short, it is worth remember-
ing that the Commission’s ethical stance, though not its economic 
methodologies, was new.

Significantly, the new ethics of sustainability implied by Brundtland 
has increasingly been contrasted with – and discussed in isolation from 
– its economics. For environmental economist Timothy O’Riordan, sustain-
ability ‘in the conscience’ and sustainability ‘in the account book’ (1993: 
40) are very different things. More recently, Christian U. Becker has argued 
that the ethics of sustainability must be treated as distinct from scientific 
and economic understandings of the term. The latter two are identifiable 
as conservative, static modes, while sustainability ethics implies – and 
indeed necessitates – behavioural and psychological change (Becker 2012: 
14). For Becker, such ‘meta-structures’ of science, technology and economics 
with their different but comparable emphases on individuality and utility 
can – and should – be challenged by an ethics of receptiveness and 
attentiveness to human and nonhuman others. Certainly, such a challenge 
lies at the bottom of attacks on Pearce for ‘putting a price on the planet’ 
(Dresner 2008: 112) and similar anxieties around terms such as ‘ecosystem 
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services’ and ‘carbon trading’. Openness, responsiveness and an acknowl-
edgement of interdependence all mark an emerging normative ethics of 
sustainability, one set against both unsustainable consumerist practices 
and the perceived ‘business-as-usual’ compromises of sustainable 
development.

Narrative

Such a normative ethics, when viewed as an all-encompassing mode 
of not just being and doing but thinking and, indeed, meaning, has 
implications for literature and literary forms such as the novel. This 
alternative ethics of sustainability is recognisable in Winterson’s novel 
as both an idealised basis for change and as a set of deliberately formal 
characteristics. The novel links an ‘open’ worldview (receptiveness to new 
paradigms beyond the status quo, to other beings beyond the familiar) 
with ‘open’ narrative form (non-linearity, repetition, and open-endedness). 
For one thing, it represents openness in terms of plot and practises 
openness in terms of structure; for another, it makes explicit comments 
throughout on the illusory nature of conventional narrative continuity  
and closure.

The yoking of narrative closure with social convention is not new, of 
course. Literary scholarship abounds with analyses that sometimes celebrate 
and sometimes critique our desire for plot resolution. The germinal text 
here is Frank Kermode’s Sense of an Ending, which first appeared in 1967. 
According to Kermode, we render human existence and time significant 
by suggesting to ourselves that it is how everything ends (everything 
being existence, time, and so on) that gives it meaning. Specifically, Kermode 
distinguishes between two attitudes to time – chronos and kairos, where 
‘chronos is “passing time” or “waiting time” ’ and ‘kairos is the season, a 
point in time filled with significance, charged with a meaning derived 
from its relation to the end’ (2000: 47).1 We prefer, says Kermode, kairotic 
preoccupations with meaning over the merely chronological experience 
of life – indeed, such kairotic concerns make the mundanity of the 
chronological bearable. It is this preference that drives the production, 
communication and reception of narrative. Narrative, in Kermode’s 
formulation, is simply the space between beginning and end; as he puts 
it somewhat aphoristically, though we know that ‘tick’ must be followed 
by ‘tock’, the gap between them must be filled, even as the importance of 
that gap is determined solely by tick’s leading to tock. Kermode’s analysis 
highlights the psychological impulse that fuels the reader’s desire for the 
end. The result is an important recognition, which Peter Brooks would 
go on to develop in his psychoanalytical studies of the ‘masterplot’ (1994), 
that the desire for deferral, with its prolongation of enjoyment, means 
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nothing without the desire for dénouement, with its resolution and hence 
satisfaction.

It is a short step from this to psychoanalytical feminist and queer 
critiques of Kermode and, later, of Brooks. For example, second-wave 
feminist critics tended to identify Kermode and, to a lesser extent, Brooks 
as masterplotters themselves, perpetrators of a commitment to climax 
and closure that happens to suit the psychosexual inclinations of hetero-
sexual male authors and audiences. In a not entirely nuanced attack, 
commentators such as Nancy Miller (1988) and Rachel Blau DuPlessis 
(1980) suggest that connubial happy endings are really a way of fantasising 
the limitation of female agency, and Susan Winnett (1990) famously 
condemns narrative climax as a patriarchal version of the pleasure principle. 
Most famous (or infamous) of all – and, it must be said, more pertinent 
to this analysis – is Lee Edelman’s queer alignment of readerly and romantic 
impulses, which shows that the desire for endings – what in Kermode’s 
terms is our kairotic desire for narrative ‘concordance’ – is part of a 
heteronormative sexual desire for dynastic stability and continuity. Edelman 
describes and castigates happy endings not as moments of closure per se 
but as fulfilments of nuclear family fantasies; for him, the trajectories of 
mainstream literature and film are governed by ‘reproductive futurism’ 
(2004: 2) – that is, the prevalent heteronormative and neoliberal logic of 
progress, procreation and posterity. The child, according to Edelman, is 
‘the perpetual horizon of every acknowledged politics, the fantasmatic 
beneficiary of every political intervention’ (2004: 3). In the terms of Edel-
man’s analysis, the conventional Western narrative of progress ends – or 
indeed never quite ends – in a vision of the future. This is a future governed 
by heteronormative reproduction with no place for sexual enjoyment qua 
enjoyment (Edelman uses the word ‘jouissance’), and thus with no place 
for queer, hybrid and other sexualities.

Thus, for Edelman, our kairotic desire for ending (inasmuch as, says 
Kermode, our endings give meaning to our beginnings and middles) is 
also a desire for reproductive continuity. To read Edelman alongside 
Kermode is to recognise that what we ask of our stories and of our lives 
are endings (for which, read versions of the future) that look like us. This 
strategy of plot resolution as posterity begins to sound suspiciously like 
the ‘sustainable development’ version of sustainability, the idea that we 
can – indeed, must – keep things going as they have been going. Contrasted 
with this, as I have already suggested, is narrative, ethical and environmental 
openness. Such a set of alignments is what Winterson attempts to effect 
in her novel. It is also what Karen Pinkus performs in her cultural critique 
of sustainability, in which she maps Edelman’s analysis of reproductive 
futurism onto conservative forms of sustainability and then onto conven-
tions of narrative closure. Pinkus focuses first on sustainability in ‘terms 
of business’, where ‘the future is actually calculated as part of a strategy 
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of control’; for Pinkus, ‘the “future” implied by sustainability [is] a future 
always already predetermined through strategic planning and regulation’ 
(2011: 71). According to Pinkus, such a version of sustainability is, after 
Edelman, ‘deeply imbricated in reproductive futurity’ (2011: 73). Pinkus, 
however, also imagines and advocates a radical and open ethics of sustain-
ability; in so doing, she shifts the terms of her discussion to narrative and 
discourse. She acknowledges that it ‘is all too easy to dismiss sustainability 
as a misguided, liberal discourse that either forecloses the possibility of 
radical change or narrativizes in order to enfeeble the explosiveness of 
the momentary’ and that, instead, we must ‘take seriously the pleasure 
it contains in potentia’ (Pinkus 2011: 74). Pinkus contrasts an economic 
version of sustainability that ‘writes or implies a narrative coherence’ 
(2011: 74) with a radical sustainability that enables ‘risk’, ‘irony’ and ‘jouis-
sance’ (74). Edelman, it must be said, imagines queerness as ‘no future’, 
as almost nihilistic closure; in contrast, Pinkus, by invoking Edelman but 
also celebrating the pleasure of potentiality, hints at a queer future of 
openness, both ethically and aesthetically speaking. Yet, Pinkus does not 
follow through on the contradictions raised by her analysis – contradictions 
about what this combined ontological and discursive openness might 
actually look like, particularly at the moment of narrative ending. As I 
hope to show, it is just this promise of openness, and just this problem 
of ending, with which Winterson’s novel struggles and never quite comes 
to terms.

The Stone Gods: queer, quantum aesthetics

The Stone Gods is her tenth novel for adults (eleventh, if one considers 
her early graphic novel, Boating for Beginners (1985)), part of a considerable 
œuvre that began with the critical and popular success of Oranges Are 
Not the Only Fruit (1985). She has long been categorised in ‘the boxes 
labelled “lesbian fiction” or “postmodern fiction” ’ (Pykett 1998: 53), though 
such labels are problematic. While novels such as Oranges, The Passion 
(1987) and Sexing the Cherry (1989) established her as a lesbian writer, 
Winterson herself has eschewed that label (see Morrison (2006) for an 
account of the vexed history of queer readings of Winterson). One could 
say more generally, as many critics do (for example, Onega 2006: 8; 
Andermahr 2009: 25), that her work is dominated by the idea of love, 
particularly, the theme of love as a power that transcends the real and 
the use of ‘the metaphor of lovemaking as writing’ (Andermahr 2009: 
26). And, while her novels’ tendency for experimental points of view, 
non-linear temporality and rich, repetitive style seems ample evidence 
of her postmodernist credentials, Sonya Andermahr, citing Susana Onega, 
rightly identifies a tension in Winterson’s postmodern aesthetics: ‘she 
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disparages realism with its focus on narrative storytelling, yet extols 
storytelling as a human need and aesthetic principle’ (Andermahr 2009: 
27). Such a contradiction is at the heart of The Stone Gods, which privileges 
open-endedness as somehow true to an ethics of openness and receptive-
ness, while seeking closure and resolution in order to ‘make sense’ (to 
invoke Kermode’s terms) of love and life.

The Stone Gods is better described as a set of ‘novellas-in-a-novel’ 
(Ellam 2010: 220). It is a collection in four chapters of three stories that 
take place, respectively, in the distant future, the eighteenth century and 
the near future; these revolve around three protagonists each named 
Billie Crusoe (or Billy, where the protagonist is male in the second story). 
In each narrative, Billie/Billy’s psychological development is troped as a 
journey in which new worlds and new ways are discovered. As Andermahr 
reminds us, ‘Winterson often places the theme of love in the context of 
a quest narrative’ (2009: 26). In The Stone Gods, such journeys also enable 
love to become what is repeatedly described as ‘an intervention’ (Winterson 
2007: 68, 183, 205)2 into old, unsustainable ways. Each journey, then, is 
also a chance to short-circuit humanity’s destructive tendencies with a 
new ethos, recognisable as an open ethos of sustainability.

In all three stories, Billie/Billy makes a strong connection with a character 
called Spike (or Spikkers, in the second story) and witnesses unprecedented 
environmental destruction. In the first chapter, Billie and Spike are part 
of a reconnaissance crew that leaves the dying planet Orbus to establish 
the habitability of the newly discovered Planet Blue. Orbus is a version 
of a future Earth (although, by the end of the novel, it becomes apparent 
that Planet Blue is really an ancient Earth). The Billie of this first chapter 
is a scientist who despises her civilisation’s Central Power for encouraging 
its citizens to stay in thrall to cosmetic surgery, celebrity culture and 
artificial, climate-controlled environments, while it competes with the 
planet’s other superpowers – the Sino-Mosco Pact and the Caliphate – to 
use up the last of the planet’s resources. Spike is a type of advanced 
humanoid robot – a Robo Sapiens – with evolutionary capabilities. Billy 
in the second chapter is a sailor on the second voyage of Captain Cook’s 
Resolution, accidentally left behind on Easter Island, where he falls in 
love with a Dutchman, Spikkers, and – evoking the cultural commonplace 
that the Easter Islanders sacrificed the viability of their ecosystem to their 
religious beliefs – witnesses the destruction of the island’s last tree in a 
power struggle. The Billie of the third and fourth chapters lives on Earth 
in a near-future time known as ‘Post-3 War’ (158), the aftermath of a 
devastating world war amidst the ruins of a climate-changed planet. Her 
job involves educating Spike, this time a cyborg created to provide objective, 
rational government of the country. Britain is run by a faceless corporation 
called MORE, which has rebuilt the war-torn economy and now asserts 
complete control over it. But MORE is also the name of the corporation 
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behind the Central Power of the first chapter. Thus, Planet Blue is Planet 
Earth, and is committing identical, not merely similar, mistakes to those 
made by humans on Orbus. The incidental story of Planet White, on 
which ‘humans, or whatever they were, massively miscalculated and 
pumped so much CO2 into the air that they caused irreversible warming’ 
(68), is a reminder to the reader that the destruction of the biosphere will 
be reiterated as many times as there are biospheres.

The novel makes explicit the similarities between loving planets and 
loving people. Hearing of Planet White, Billie bemoans how humans ‘keep 
making the same mistakes over and over again’, to which Pink – a typically 
youth-obsessed, cosmetically enhanced citizen of Orbus – responds that 
‘[w]omen are just planets that attract the wrong species’ (69). Certainly, 
the unloved Orbus presents as the victim of an abusive relationship. Asks 
Billie, sarcastically, ‘We didn’t do anything, did we? Just fucked it to death 
and kicked it when it wouldn’t get up’ (8). Even as it is on the receiving 
end of exploitation, it is also the setting for it, particularly of a shallow 
kind of masculinist exploitation – what one critic has described as a 
‘mutated form’ of ‘patriarchal gender dichotomies’ (McCulloch 2012: 65). 
On Orbus, men no longer need women for procreation, women resort 
to identikit artificial beauty to achieve desirability, and men turn to young 
girls for ‘something different when everything has become the same’ 
(Winterson 2007: 21). Planet Blue proves this maxim. Advertised on Orbus 
with lines from Donne’s poetry (‘She is all states, all Princes I’), it is 
construed as feminine and ripe for conquest. Those lines, we learn, have 
come from Captain Handsome, the man who discovers Planet Blue and, 
later, engineers what he calls ‘species-control’ (82), an asteroid collision 
to kill the planet’s dinosaurs and to create conditions in which humans 
can live.

Planet Blue, however, turns out to evoke something other than masculin-
ist domination; it becomes – and then stands in for – the object of a 
queer desire. Billie’s journey to Planet Blue coincides with the awakening 
of her desire for cyborg Spike. What is significant for Billie is not that 
she is falling in love with a woman (indeed, Billie’s sexual orientation 
prior to joining the reconnaissance mission is never identified) but that 
she is falling in love with a robot: ‘My lover is made of a meta-material, 
a polymer tough as metal but pliable and flexible and capable of heating 
and cooling, just like human skin’ (83). Abigail Rine’s reading of the novel 
as queering the human, not merely the heteronormative, is pertinent 
here: ‘Billie is a queer heroine, not because she is a lesbian (though she 
is), but because she transgresses fundamental norms. … Queerness, for 
Winterson, is not simply non-heterosexuality, but that which intentionally 
challenges and exceeds the constraints of the normal’ (2011: 77).

Billie’s first sight of the unknown planet glosses the radically new 
experience opened up by Spike: ‘I can’t wipe out the yes. One word and 
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a million million worlds close. One word, and for a while there’s a planet 
in front of me, and I can live there’ (Winterson 2007: 83–4). Billie’s lyrical 
description of the planet – ‘But there she is, sun-warmed, rain-cooled, 
moon-worshipped, flanked by the stars. There she is. Planet Blue’ (84) 
– thus provides an alternative version to Donne’s lines adopted as advance 
publicity for the planet. In pointed contrast, Spike is desired by Handsome 
in precisely the masculinist terms of Donne’s poetry; indeed, it is his 
discovery of those lines and use of them to describe Spike that subsequently 
informs the marketing of Planet Blue to Orbus.

Spike and hence Planet Blue are identified as sites of resistance not to 
masculinism as such but to heteronormativity and reductivism together, 
in a neat reproduction of Donna Haraway’s terms of the cyborg as a 
feminist category. For Haraway, the cyborg privileges multiplicity of identity 
and rejects essentialism, and gestures to ‘lived social and bodily realities 
in which people are not afraid of their joint kinship with animals and 
machines, not afraid of permanently partial identities and contradictory 
standpoints’ (1991: 154). In contrast, both Orbus and its over-sexed men 
and women are being destroyed by a selfish anthropocentrism: ‘Humans 
always assumed that theirs was the only kind that mattered. That’s how 
you destroyed your planet’ (Winterson 2007: 79), says Spike. ‘But’, she 
continues, ‘you have a second chance. Maybe this time …’ (80). Spike and 
Planet Blue represent that second chance for Billie and for us: ‘I looked 
at Spike, unknown, uncharted, different in every way from me, another 
life-form, another planet, another chance’ (90). The opportunity to assume 
‘partial identities’ and ‘joint kinship’ with others is exemplified by Spike’s 
ability to evolve into something that unites the best of human and robot: 
‘We are solar-powered and self-repairing. We are intelligent and non-
aggressive’ (79). Little wonder that the vision she has for Planet Blue is 
‘to develop a hi-tech, low-impact society, making the best of our mistakes 
here, and beginning again differently’ (39). Billie, similarly, must learn to 
embrace both machine and animal others (quite literally, as she ends her 
life on Planet Blue in the company of Spike and Three Horn, the ‘hog-hippo 
hybrid’ she conveniently adopts as a pet). The embrace of others, of pos-
sibility, of difference is troped as a radical new sustainable ethics for the 
future. Spike explains their first kiss in the context of a ‘quantum universe’ 
that ‘is potential at every second’ (75).

This quantum, cyborgian ethics with its tone of openness and unpre-
dictability has profound implications for the chapter’s conclusion – its 
moment of closure. Billie and Spike die soon after arriving on Planet Blue, 
victims of the asteroid impact facilitated by Handsome; yet they are not, 
at the same time, victims of masculinist domination. As death approaches, 
humanity and technology meet halfway. Billie and Spike make love, which 
Billie experiences as a journey of enlightenment: ‘She is the missing map. 
She is the place that I am’ (107); meanwhile, Spike develops a heartbeat. 
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Death brings love; love is, for Billie, ‘a journey on foot to another place’ 
(109) and, for Spike, ‘the chance to be human’ (110). The novel insists, 
almost mantra-like, on birth instead of death, dream instead of sleep, and 
beginnings instead of ends: ‘Things dying … things new-born’ (112) and 
‘Close your eyes and sleep. Close your eyes and dream. This is one story. 
There will be another’ (113). Closure is resisted, renaissance anticipated.

Indeed, another story follows on, signalling not the fixed, reproductive 
futurity of ‘happily ever after’ as critiqued by Edelman, but another journey 
outward, another opportunity to witness and resist regressive ‘progress’. 
Billy the sailor, the protagonist of the next chapter, understands the self 
as a ship and the soul as ‘the seabird that ploughs the wake of a Ship and 
then flies away no man knows where’ (Winterson 2007: 131–2). This 
chapter juxtaposes once more the journey to and discovery of love by an 
enlightened pair with the destruction of ecosystems by ignorant others. 
Again, the protagonist Billy finds love with someone who is at once a 
hybrid figure and a protector of the environment: the half-Dutch, half-native 
Spikkers, a man intent on saving the ravaged island. The events on the 
island microcosmically mirror the failures on planet Orbus. The devastation 
of Easter Island is explained as the result, in the first instance, of the use 
of wood to transport and erect the giant moai under the Ariki Mau, or 
White Man, and his regime of ancestor worship. So much accords with 
accepted (though now contested) versions of Easter Island’s history.3 In 
Winterson’s narrative, however, devastation is exacerbated by the Ariki 
Mau’s rival, the Bird Man, who uses up the island’s dwindling resources 
for himself and his followers. Thus, unthinking environmental exploitation, 
followed by corruption and resource war, lay waste to the island. These 
blatantly unsustainable practices prompt Billy to ask, quoting the Bible, 
‘What should it profit a Man that he gain the whole World and lose his 
own Soul?’ (131). Whatever the religious impulses of the Ariki Mau, the 
island’s deforestation is interpreted by Billy – in an echo of Orbus – as 
having more to do with material greed than spiritual fulfilment.

Both Billies’ journeys of queer discovery coincide with love for another 
and love for the nonhuman environment. While the first Spike opens up 
for Billie a ‘hi tech, low impact’ future of possibility, Spikkers unfolds for 
Billy the island’s ‘ghastly history’ (132) and then reveals his plan to replace 
the Bird Man and to restore both civil and ecological stability. Moreover, 
just as the first Billie discovers her love for Spike as they approach a new 
world and a newly possible worldview, Billy realises he is in love with 
Spikkers in the midst of Spikkers’s attempt to win the race to be the new 
Bird Man.

Spikkers’s death, however, hints at another kind of journey, one that 
– I will go on to argue – might be aligned with the essentially preservative 
and conservative impulse of ‘business-as-usual’ sustainable development. 
So far in the novel, the contrast exists between repetition (the endless 
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loop of narratives of progress and unsustainability) and possible ‘interven-
tion’ (a short-circuiting of the loop by a new, open, queer/cyborgian ethics 
of sustainability). Spikkers introduces to Billy the desire for home, a desire 
that is both a reaching-out and a turning-back, figured by the openness 
of outer space and the closure of return to his father’s homeland. In a 
gesture that combines both impulses and is overlaid by a further desire 
for Billy, ‘Spikkers pointed up to a bright and steady star close to the 
moon. … “Holland,” he said, kissing my fingers, one by one by one, and 
until my hand became a five-pointed star’ (129). This confuses Billy’s 
ideas of home – is Plymouth ‘nearer than a Holland star – or easier to 
believe?’ (130), he wonders. He comforts the dying Spikkers with the 
thought of home, represented by the tall house on his Delft tile, but also 
signified by the night sky: ‘In the sky there is a star called Holland and 
the tall wooden houses of Amsterdam are clear to be seen’ (139). And 
this is Billy’s journey too, for he looks forward, after Spikkers’s death, to 
being reunited with him in such a house – or, rather, to their souls being 
reunited. The ‘white Bird [that] opens its wings’ (140) in the chapter’s 
final line becomes a reference simultaneously to Spikkers’s soul on its 
voyage of return and to Billy’s soul in anticipation of his reunion with 
Spikkers. The chapter ends, then, on a note of openness, but this openness 
looks forward, paradoxically, to the closure that comes with return and 
reunion.

In both chapters, ethical, environmental openness and stylistic openness 
are one and the same thing. New loves and new worlds are also new 
stories. The ‘intervention’ that Spike names is not just a political or 
psychological recalibration; it refers to the rewriting of narratives of 
progress and mastery. Indeed, it refers to the rewriting of narrative as we 
know it. Intervention offers itself as a key term, suggesting an interruption 
of linear trajectories and expectations, and the novel’s rich lyricism (what 
Jean-Michel Ganteau has perceptively labelled Winterson’s ‘baroque 
aesthetics’) references an ability, in Ganteau’s words, to ‘overflow the 
frame and all possible margins’ (2005: 193). This conjunction of formal 
with ethical openness is also noted by Rine’s analysis of the novel:

Winterson’s love intervention [is] twofold: first, she presents love as a 
renewed form of relationality that is not constrained by the dominant 
order, one that seeks mutuality and intimacy rather than appropriation 
and objectification; second, Winterson also suggests the possibility of 
a love between reader and text that opens new worlds, new potentialities. 
(Rine 2011: 79)

The suggestion occurs, further, that such formal interruptions and deviations 
are more true to life and to the universe (which is, after all, a ‘quantum’ 
one, according to Spike). Billie looks back on her life and remembers not 
‘the stories with a beginning, a middle and an end, but the stories that 
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began again, the ones that twisted away, like a bend in the road’. Pace 
Kermode, she decides that ‘[t]rue stories are the ones that lie open at the 
border, allowing a crossing, a further frontier … Like the universe, there 
is no end’ (Winterson 2007: 106).

Each new tale in the novel, of course, performs this idea self-referentially, 
suggesting that the previous story is, somehow, still open. Rine reads this, 
after José Esteban Muñoz, as a kind of ‘queer utopianism’ (Rine 2011: 70); 
Muñoz (2006), like Pinkus, offers a positive inflection of Edelman’s negative 
identification of queerness as a rejection of the future. Nonetheless, each 
new story also, problematically, confirms ideas of closure, certainty and 
progress in reminding us that we are doomed to repeat our mistakes. 
This, as the reader moves on to the final two chapters, produces a creative 
tension. Thus far, the first story has opened up into a new one, but that 
new one has merely confirmed our propensity for repetition. With the third 
chapter and another beginning, the attentive reader may well wonder if 
an intervention into the cycle of destruction might be made at last. What 
that reader encounters, however, is the ethics and aesthetics of return.

Closure, return and repetition

This final tale repeats the theme of the retrograde myth of progress, but 
also dashes any expectations the reader might have (honed over the previous 
two tales) of queer, open love – and, with it, of a radical, open ethics of 
sustainability. In London, a woman named Billie discovers a manuscript 
entitled ‘The Stone Gods’ on the Tube, making manifest the novel’s 
assumptions, expressed by the first Billie, that another and another story 
will be told. This third Billie, however, is defined not as a journeyer but 
as a castaway. Here, Billie’s surname of Crusoe finally comes into its own: 
she is ‘shipwrecked on the shore of humankind’ (Winterson 2007: 148). 
Love, in the case of this Billie, is defined by loss, the loss of her mother 
who was forced to abandon her as a baby and for whom she obsessively 
seeks. She will, she says, ‘never stop looking’, and lives with the thought 
of her mother as though ‘in an echo of another life’ (149). She thus calls 
to mind less the impulse of queer love as signified by the previous incarna-
tions of Billie and Spike and more the nostalgic desire of Spikkers for his 
father’s home and of Billy for the dead Spikkers. The longing for familial 
return signified by the ‘Holland star’ in the previous story – and thus 
what Edelman terms the ‘pronatalism’ (2004: 17) of reproductive futurism 
– becomes the dominant note of this story.

Accordingly, the Spike of this vignette is hardly Billie’s soulmate. Indeed, 
she could be regarded as inferior to the first Spike both physically and 
ethically. This Robo Sapiens is nothing more than a robotic head, developed 
to provide advice to the MORE corporation: ‘She has no body because 
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she won’t need one … to take the planet-sized decisions that human 
beings are so bad at’ (Winterson 2007: 158–9); these are ‘neutral, objective 
decisions … for the global good’ (198). Attuned to MORE’s corporate 
goals, this Spike believes in the possibility of ‘the transition from the 
economics of greed to the economics of purpose’ and insists that ‘economics 
of purpose is not about making money: it is about realigning resources’ 
(164). The ‘economics of purpose’, part of MORE’s ‘new world order’ of 
‘modest and eco-conscious members’ (165), comes suspiciously to sound 
like a regime of sustainable development, invested in environmental and 
social justice as ends but also in economic efficiency and resource manage-
ment as means to those ends. No surprise, then, that Billie is aware that 
‘[n]either art nor love fits well into the economics of purpose, any more 
than they fitted into the economics of greed. Any more than they fit into 
economics at all’ (169). This Spike does not offer a queer, quantum ethics 
of love as intervention. Notably, Billie’s list of ‘[w]hat it means to be 
human’ includes not just ‘art’ and ‘love’ but raising children who ‘know 
the value of the world and not its economic potential’ and ‘all the invisibles 
never counted by the GDP’ (198). In the terms of this chapter, humans 
equal art and love; robots equal the economics of both purpose and greed. 
There is precious little room on Billie’s list for journeys of cyborgian 
discovery or, put another way, queer utopianism.

The story’s ethical faultline – capitalism on the one hand and ‘what it 
means to be human’ on the other – is also the boundary between Tech 
City and Wreck City. Tech City is the MORE-controlled zone where Billie 
and Spike live, and Wreck City is a ‘No Zone – no insurance, no assistance, 
no welfare, no police’ (179). If Tech City represents the economics of 
purpose, Wreck City offers something like openness, but not necessarily 
love. Wreck City’s black market economy may have been branded ‘Bad 
Capitalism’ by MORE but, on Billie’s closer inspection, she realises that 
it operates on a pre-capitalistic system of bartering. Its town centre – the 
Playa – is a carnivalesque space that serves as meeting place, market 
square, performing ring, ‘fairground, bacchanal, dream’ (224). Home to 
‘twenty alternative communities’ (207), Wreck City is where Spike decides 
to join a group of lesbian vegans called Chic X, so-called because they 
regret the damage done by the asteroid at Chicxulub – they regret, in 
the novel’s twisted timeline, Handsome’s anthropocentric geoengineering. 
Spike’s defection from the economics of purpose to an alternative ethics 
is marked by her sexual encounter with one of the Chic Xs, but this is a 
comic version of the cyborgian epiphany experienced by the first Spike 
and Billie. This is not embraced by Billie, who dismisses it sarcastically: 
‘Great. The robot that was designed to become the world-sage has had 
oral sex with a teenager called Nebraska and become a drop-out free-love 
silicon guru’ (210). The barman aptly named Friday who serves as Billie’s 
guide in Wreck City does little better when it comes to offering love. He 
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reintroduces her to many things long gone from Tech City, such as books 
and wood, and provides her with information that allows her to recalibrate 
her understanding of Post 3-War socio-economics; in short, like Crusoe’s 
Friday, he provides the ‘shipwrecked’ Billie with company and assistance 
on her island. Yet, unlike Spikkers, he does not provide love. That the 
moment of romantic tension between them – ‘He looked at me. I nearly 
touched him’ (199) – is unresolved is a signal that what Billie longs for 
will not come from Friday. A classic ‘happily ever after’ is not enough to 
rescue this castaway from the wreckage of neoliberal unsustainability. 
But neither can it come from the newly converted Spike, whose queer, 
open ethics of sustainability has been irretrievably lampooned.

This Billie wants a landing-place rather than a journey; her goal is one 
of reversion rather than openness and possibility. Her default state, she 
recognises, is loneliness, and the ‘opposite of loneliness isn’t company, 
it’s return. A place to return’ (175). Then, later, she realises that the 
landing-place she seeks ‘isn’t a place at all: it’s a person, it’s you’ (200). In 
the first two stories, the free-floating second-person pronoun seems to 
represent the ultimate and unknown object of desire, before it is gradually 
revealed to be Spike or Spikkers. In this story, ‘you’ is the first object of 
desire, the mother. At the end of the story, Billie is, indeed, reunited with 
this original love, but in death. Shot by MORE soldiers, she experiences 
a phantasmic out-of-body sensation of walking to the stone farmhouse 
her mother used to walk to when pregnant with her and, at the gate to 
the farmhouse, is met by her dead mother. Just before she dies, Billie 
repeats the words of the first Billie and Spike:

A quantum universe – neither random nor determined. A universe of 
potentialities, waiting for an intervention to affect the outcome.

Love is an intervention.
Why do we not choose it? (Winterson 2007: 244)

This repetition forces on the reader the suggestion that the return to 
maternal love is as much an intervention as is the journey to openness 
and cyborgian love. Certainly, the story of Spikkers’s death and Billy’s 
longing for death had suggested that death might be a way to re-experience 
and re-encounter love. Nonetheless, it is difficult to read in the third 
Billie’s death anything like openness, for it speaks primarily of return and 
regress, of endings and retracings. Most of all, it bespeaks a mode of fixed 
continuity – indeed, it betokens a reproductive futurism.

This insistence on return represents a particularly problematic ‘interven-
tion’ for the novel, given its promise of open and radical aesthetics. Some 
critics have explained the contradiction – one might even say anti-climax 
– that Billie’s death and filial reversion make of the dominant motif of 
rebirth, openness and potential, by insisting that maternal love and queer 
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love are equivalent and that both imply possibility. For Rine, the Billies 
all proceed on an arc of love and desire; it is simply that desire, for the 
final Billie, is initially motivated by loss. Despite seeming evidence to 
the contrary, Rine finds that the novel ‘leaves open the possibility of a 
queer future that is not merely lethal repetition and affirms an idea of 
nonheteronormative reproduction through the creative and transforma-
tive potential of language’ (2011: 83). Similarly, Fiona McCulloch insists 
on both the queer and feminist possibilities at play throughout, stating 
that each Billie is capable of ‘teaching a different story to phallocratic 
grand narratives that offer[s] a moral compass of queer cosmofeminism’ 
(2012: 67–8). McCulloch even implies that the final Billie’s life-in-death 
experience is yet another example of ‘the capacity of human love that 
transcends divisions’ (2012: 72). Onega, similarly, proposes that Billie’s 
death is overturned by a reunion with the mother that is ‘pregnant with 
possibilities’ (2011: 297); only a ‘realist reader’, suggests Onega, would 
have trouble with such an ending. Only Julie Ellam protests that the 
novel’s maternalist ethics are incompatible with cyborgian ones, for ‘the 
lost mother as a symbol for the physical disintegration of the planet 
becomes restricted in its power’ (2010: 224) in the light of the novel’s 
earlier queer claims. Unlike Onega’s putative ‘realist reader’, I am not 
suggesting that a fictional death is always a moment of closure. What I 
am concerned to point towards, however, is how the last Billie’s regression 
into the past cancels out the journeys imagined by the previous Billies 
and promised by their beloved Spikes. This Billie insists not so much on 
ending (there is no ‘happily ever after’ for her, as we have seen) but on 
returning to beginnings. She thus embodies the kind of conservative and 
conservationist impulse that, much to Edelman’s regret, makes our lives 
and our stories meaningful.

For this return is necessarily a return to the first Billie – the farm to 
which the third Billie returns is identifiable (with its apple tree, water 
barrel and gate) as hers. Prior to this, the third Billie had been emitting 
a sense of filial yearning her whole life, ‘calling you, across time. Steadily 
sending the signal, sure that, one day, you will hear’ (Winterson 2007: 
220). Sitting in the disused giant dish of the Lovell telescope, the third 
Spike picks up ‘a repeating code bouncing off the surface of the moon’ 
(237); this, the signal sent from the first Billie and Spike to their distant 
future counterparts, is the longed-for maternal response. Even the copy 
of ‘The Stone Gods’ left on the Circle Line offers itself for interpretation 
as a gift from the first Billie as mother to the third Billie as daughter: 
when Spike asks who left it there, Billie quixotically says, ‘It was me’ (241). 
The novel, it would seem, is literalising its earlier promise that ‘[t]rue 
stories are the ones that lie open at the border, allowing a crossing’ (106). 
But this crossing is now not a crossing into the unknown in the spirit of 
potentiality; it is a crossing back in the spirit of return. The journey 
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structured here is one of a closed loop, rather than an opening up. It is 
as if the centrifugal motion of the journey of discovery has been forcibly 
reversed into a centripetal turning-within.

It is not simply that this Billie insists on a return to the first Billie as 
mother; it is also that such a return structures parent–child relationships 
as closed circuits. This echoes Edelman’s critique of reproductive futurism 
as an essentially preservative rather than provocative agenda. The reader 
should recall that the first Billie’s examples of ‘[t]rue stories that lie open 
at the border’ come from her own life, things left unfinished ‘not because 
I left it too soon, but because it had a life of its own that continues without 
me’ (106). This includes children, who ‘I suppose, are always unfinished 
business: they begin as part of your own body, and continue as separate 
as another continent’ (106). The first Billie’s construction of the mother–
child relationship is one of potentiality and possibility; it points to the 
life of the child as a life that is inevitably independent of its mother, as a 
new world, a new story. The novel’s conclusion, in contrast, construes 
the child’s life as eternally interlocked with the mother’s, implying, by 
association, that stories are not just closed but in constant playback.

In my reading of The Stone Gods, the novel has inadvertently performed 
that which it sought to defy. Paradoxically, its attempt at openness, in 
the spirit of true environmental sustainability and in defiance of closure 
and certainty, results in a return to the beginning and therefore to something 
more problematic than closure: repetition. The novel strives hard through-
out to associate repetition with a failure of imagination, intervention and 
love; yet, its nostalgia for love, figured as filial return, becomes an ultimate 
act of repetition.

If the novel insists on openness in terms of an ethics of radical sustain-
ability, an erotics of cyborgian/queer utopianism, and an aesthetics of 
narrative experimentation, then what are the ramifications of its final 
embrace of reproduction, replication and repetition? In concluding her 
novel on this note, Winterson (perhaps unwittingly) discloses something 
important about human desire, namely its propensity for sustainability 
in its conservative rather than revolutionary sense, emanating from its 
profound dependence on the familiar. It is not simply that her novel – like 
all novels – must end; it is noteworthy that her novel – like all novels, as 
Kermode would have it – strives to provide the reader with a sense of 
kairotic significance, a view of beginnings and endings together, each 
meaningless without the other. Is it the case that, no matter how much 
Billie – and we – may reach out to others, we make sense of that reaching 
out by referring back to our origins? This is not simply another way of 
saying that we can only know how far we have gone by considering where 
we began; it is an admission – if a reluctant one – that no matter how 
much we embrace a future of otherness, we want something in that future 
to resemble ourselves. Rather than deny our latent preservative tendencies, 
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we may do well to acknowledge them; rather than bemoan the compromises 
made in the name of sustainable development, it behoves us to ask why 
these were necessary. The key question for any honest appraisal of sustain-
ability – radical, conservative or otherwise – may be not so much what 
we want the future to look like and what potential it may hold, but what 
part of ourselves we want to sustain.

Notes

1 Kermode borrows the terminology from theology, and further notes, ‘We can 
use this kind of language to distinguish between what we feel is happening in 
a fiction when mere successiveness, which we feel to be a characteristic in the 
ordinary going-on of time, is purged by the establishment of a significant 
relation between the moment and a remote origin and end, a concord of past, 
present, and future’ (2000: 50, author’s italics).

2 All subsequent references to The Stone Gods are from this edition, unless 
otherwise stated.

3 The oft-repeated claim that the people of Easter Island, or Rapa Nui, devastated 
their forests to assist in building the moai, or stone gods, has been recently 
challenged: see Christian M. Stevenson et al. (2015)
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