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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to propose a hypothetical community for queer people of 20th century 

England depicted in two novels: Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness (1928) and Jeanette 

Winterson’s Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1985) through Agamben’s idea of community. 

This study also intends to investigate the issue of the queer people in the 20th century, while 

demonstrating that the oppression of homosexual people has not changed despite the fact that 

one of the two novels is written at the beginning and the other at the end of the twentieth century. 

Suggesting a community to the queer people via Agamben’s whatever singularity, this thesis 

attempts to examine the exclusion of the lesbian characters as depicted in the novels either by 

the society or the family. In a nutshell, the present thesis offers an alternative conception of 

society and/or community for the queer people in the aforementioned novels through 

Agamben’s notion of the whatever singularity, which welcomes each individual within the 

society, at the same time accepting them as they are (tel quale) since every person is lovable 

(quodlibet).   

 

Keywords: Agamben; Friendship; Radclyffe Hall; Jeanette Winterson; 20th century of 
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INTRODUCTION 

Literature can be interpreted as the art of conveying thoughts, feelings, and dreams to people, 

in a pleasurable, aesthetic manner. The materials thus conveyed inevitably contain the 

characteristics of the society to which they belong. In this context, literature is marked by the 

traces of social dynamics both in its content and form; it has the power to exhibit the flaws in 

the social order that it depicts. James Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room (1956), which mirrors the 

suffering of homosexual individuals in the USA is a significant example in this sense. Baldwin 

becomes the voice of queer people and stimulates them to manifest their sexuality: “Love him 

and let him love you. Do you think anything else under heaven really matters?” (p. 75). Not 

only does this quotation encapsulate the scope of the present analysis, but it also draws a parallel 

to what Hall and Winterson display in their novels. Similar to James Baldwin, both Winterson 

and Hall depict the discrimination against queer individuals in the 20th century Britain and try 

to give voice to homosexual people via their narratives. Hence, the ostracized homosexual 

identities depicted in Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness (1928) and Jeannette Winterson’s 

Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1985) constitute the focus of the present thesis. 

The Well of Loneliness (1928) revolves around Stephen Gordon, a girl given a masculine name 

by her family who had vainly hoped for a boy child. The protagonist is outcasted firstly by her 

mother and then by the world at large, due to her masculine behaviour, her being a lesbian 

person, and her failure to meet the expectations of the society. Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit 

(1985) deals with similar issues. Jeanette, the protagonist, is kicked out of her home by her 

mother after revealing her sexuality, and her attraction to girls. A relatively balanced 

relationship between Jeannette and her mother can only be attained in the narrative when the 

mother chooses to ignore her daughter’s homosexuality rather than come to terms with it.  

In the context of the novels briefly introduced above, the idea of “togetherness”, with 

Agamben’s notion of “whatever being” as discussed in The Coming Community (1990) offers 

a hypothetical “being-with” and a possible society for queer people in the 20th century, without 

the necessity to be restrained by any particular definition or ‘whatness’. Agamben’s claim is 

that each singularity is significant within community no matter what it may be. He argues that 

the individuals who make up the community, apart from belonging to it, are lovable as 

individuals and are welcome as such. In other words, “[t]he singularity exposed as such is 

whatever you want, that is, lovable” (Agamben, 1997, p. 9).  

In the light of the explanations above, this present thesis will try to shed light upon Agamben’s 

discussion regarding the concept of community along with the ‘togetherness' in his work, The 

Coming Community (1990). As the title of the book reveals, through the collection of essays, 
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Agamben argues for an alternative conception of being-with and thus a community. It is 

significant to note that the adjective in the title of Agamben’s work does not point at any 

potentiality of a particular future. Rather, ‘the coming’ implies a constant potentiality at each 

and every present moment. In other words, according to Agamben, this is a society that is in a 

continuous process of development; it exists now but its potential has not yet been fully 

established. The community holds a potential movement that can actually take place. Yet, the 

reconceptualization of singularity which opens up in the coming community designates a new 

vessel of the relationship between binaries such as the part and the whole, individuality and 

community, specificity and universality. What the adjective ‘coming’ designates is a society 

that embodies all the characteristics of the singularity and can share this specificity. For this 

reason, Agamben’s understanding of community is a new conception which is established 

independently of these structures, beyond the state and law.  

Agamben’s The Coming Community, was published in 1990 after the fall of Berlin Wall. The 

collection of essays constitutes the perpetuation of an argument on the concept of community 

in relation with some specific problematics from the history of philosophy. Agamben’s main 

claim is that “the coming being is whatever.” (Agamben, 1993, p. 11). “By putting the accent 

in whatever and pointing it as a condition for everything beyond it, Agamben achieves a 

significant inversion in the meaning” (Campero, 2015, p. 12). He asserts for the community, 

whatever it may take, has no requirements or conditions for belonging. In other words, the 

community Agamben refers to, is a community that embraces singularities by rejecting all sense 

of universal identity for the sake of a more inclusive society. In addition, Agamben (1993) 

explains that “the Whatever in question here relates to singularity not in its indifference with 

respect to a common property (to a concept, for example: being red, being French, being 

Muslim), but only in its being such as it is” (p. 11). The “being such that it is” can be read as 

an explanatory phrase, which plays a key role in the discussion. What is meant in this phrase is 

welcoming the being as it is. Definitions and determinations such as being red, French or 

Muslim continue to exist as whatever singularity, instead of defining the individual according 

to an acceptable common. As Durantaye (2009) explains “this is an idea of singularity not of 

indifferent importance but, on the contrary, conceived of in all its rich difference from other 

singularities - whatever they may be” (p. 162).  Whatever singularity signifies “the possibility 

of a community free of any essential condition of belonging, common destiny or work, or 

principle of inclusion and exclusion” (Whyte, 2010, p. 2).  The “whatever” that Agamben 

focuses on, in fact, does not acquire a singularity in its indifference according to a common 

feature (for example, a concept such as being red, French, Muslim), but only as it is in its 
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existence. Thus, the singularity is far away from the false dilemma that obliges recognition and 

knowing to choose between the inexpressibility of the particular and the thinkability of the 

universal (Agamben, 1993, p. 1). It is “singularity insofar as it is” (1993, p. 1). Singularity is 

not determined in terms of belonging to the genus or to another class, but by its “being-as-

such”:  

Thus being-such, which remains constantly hidden in the condition of belonging ("there 

is an x such that it belongs to y") and which is in no way a real predicate, comes to light 

itself: The singularity exposed as such is whatever you want, that is, lovable (1993, p. 3).  

Within this framework, Agamben’s whatever singularity forms the basis of the theoretical 

framework of this present thesis, which offers a debate with respect to a queer community in 

the 20th century, since queer individuals, who make up the community are the ones who are 

excluded from and by the community. Although Agamben himself never specifically discusses 

gender identity or queerness in The Coming Community (1990), it appears to conform to the 

parameters of whatever singularity, since the difficulty and promise of queerness reside in its 

lack of essence. Whatever singularity has no essence to embody; its authenticity comes from 

being what it is, from its own being. Consequently, this thesis, while paying attention to the 

authors’ description of the discrimination that homosexual individuals are subjected to, 

nevertheless explores the possibility of a more inclusive community, which could potentially 

include the queer characters. The methodology draws on Agamben’s concepts briefly 

introduced above. Accordingly, the focus falls on the hegemonic heteronormativity of 

communities, as depicted in the novels and its impact on the characters. 

Agamben discusses ‘whatever’ in relation with the Latin adjective quodlibet. Durantaye (2009) 

points out that Agamben’s use of quodlibet is different from the word’s general meaning in 

scholastic thought.  (p. 162). “Quodlibet, “whatever” but also “any” as in the expression 

“whatever being,” is the term that remains unthought in the definition of the transcendentals 

but conditions the meaning of all other terms. It considers singularity not in its indifference in 

regard to a common propriety but in its being as such” (Salzani, 2012, pp. 214-5). In this 

context, Quodlibet is defined as the “lovable, desirable”. Salzani (2012) notes that, “Quodlibet 

refers rather to the “singular” and expresses a pure singularity. Pure singularity has no identity, 

Agamben states, it is omnivalent” (p. 215). It is the term which remains “unthought in each, 

conditions the meaning of all the others” (Agamben, 1993, p. 1). Agamben (1993) explains: 

the common translation of this term as “whatever” in the sense of “it does not matter which, 

indifferently” is certainly correct, but in its form the Latin says exactly the opposite: Quodlibet 

ens is not “being, it does not matter which”, but rather “being such that it always matters (p. 1) 
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Quodlibet emphasizes “being such that it always matters” and it alludes to love and the loved 

one, since the lover desires the loved one with all its propositions. According to Agamben, the 

lover is wanted only for being as such. As a result, whatever singularity is lovable and its 

lovability does not depend on a person’s knowledge, identity, or value. “Yet, this figure of the 

lovable or desirable is not defined by any particular predicates but simply designates the sheer 

potentiality for loving or desiring, which is inherent in existence itself” (Prozorov, 2011, p. 87). 

Therefore, Quodlibet does not involve a self-appointed understanding of existence with the 

immanence of infinite meanings and historical essences. For Agamben, a singularity is not 

determined through a given concept or relationship. However, it is not indeterminate either and 

this refers that the singularity is determined through the whole of its possibilities and potentials 

(Agamben, 1993, p. 74). The singularity, which is determined through certain concepts or 

identities, comes into contact with another via this relationship. In other words, it does not 

encounter a being possessed by another mediation, identity, or concept, but communicates with 

something through the state of being its own possibilities and receives its own definition 

through contact with all these possibilities. Accordingly, for him, the only thing that makes 

community possible is love. Agamben (1993) states that: 

[l]ove is never directed toward this or that property of the loved one (being blond, being 

small, being tender, being lame), but neither does it neglect the properties in favour of an 

insipid generality (universal love). The lover desires the as only insofar as it is such-this 

is the lover's particular fetishism. Thus, whatever singularity (the Lovable) is never the 

intelligence of something, of this or that quality or essence, but only the intelligence of 

an intelligibility (p. 13). 

In this context, love appears as the essential element which leads the individual to accept 

“being-with” all its other predicates in Agamben’s idea of togetherness. Moreover, singularity 

can be possible by lovingly accepting that all different conditions of belonging, which are in 

relation to the outside, and by considering these conditions of belonging to only one of any 

singularities. 

Agamben puts forth the idea of community that every singular being should welcome any 

beings without belonging to any being or thing.  In the chapter, From Limbo, Agamben attempts 

to exemplify whatever singularities with an allusion to the children in Limbo, who could not be 

baptized just before they died. According to him, these children in Limbo were punished with 

being deprived of the vision and the knowledge of God. They were neither blessed as the 

chosen, nor hopeless like the damned. And yet, they could not be saved. They cannot find a 

way out of like the letters with no addressee (Agamben, 1993, p. 16).  



NOTE: This preprint reports new research that has not been certified by peer review and should not be used as established information without 
consulting multiple experts in the field. 

  

Yeditepe University Academic Open Archive 
 

Agamben’s quest to imagine and convey a singularity through a medium-language whose basis 

is universality takes him from the classical quodlibet to a daily figure: the example (Durantaye, 

2009, p. 163). In the chapter titled Example, Agamben explains the singularity, by focusing on 

the word, ‘tree’. He specifies that the word tree does not actually describe all trees with words 

without any distinction between them, because he names them by presuming a universal 

signification instead of referring to singular trees. For instance, 

Linguistic being (being-called) is a set (the tree) that is at the same time a singularity (the tree, 

a tree, this tree); and the mediation of meaning, expressed by the symbol e, cannot in any way 

fill the gap in which only the article succeeds in moving about freely (1993, p. 16).  

As it can be understood from the quotation above, although the example is yet another 

singularity among others, it replaces each and it applies to all singularities. Here, each example 

is considered as a real particular case, while it is understood that it cannot assume its 

particularity. Karaman (2021) unravels that 

[t]he exemplars are, for this reason, the whatever beings of the coming community; as 

pure singularities which are not limited, defined, or determined by identities or common 

properties. The reconsideration of the example as purely linguistic being, that is being-

called, enables the dissolution of identifications such as being Italian, being Turkish, 

being European (110).  

That is to say, it is neither particular nor universal, the example is, so to speak, a singular object 

that presents itself as such, showing its singularity. (Agamben, 1993, p. 17). The same is true 

in the case of the word, example, itself because what is shown as an example in an instance 

indeed, is uniqueness. On the other hand, the same example stands for something else, or is said 

for/in place of something. However, as an example, the tree continues to exist both as a 

universal with the form of a tree and as an authenticity in its singularity. By belonging to a 

whole, the “tree” both contains the universal features of this set and continues to contain its 

own characteristics.  

According to Agamben, “being called” is actually at the root of all possible belonging and is 

therefore something that can radically invalidate all belonging. Agamben reflects on 

haecceitas1 with references to the Duns Scotus’ interpretation. This interpretation allows the 

                                                       
1 “haecceity (from Latin haec, ‘this’), (1) loosely, thisness; more specifically, an irreducible category of being, 
the fundamental actuality of an existent entity”  
 
Audi, R. (1999). The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy. New York: Cambridge University Press. p. 359. 
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individual to be grasped “as it is”, with all its qualities and all its complex character, instead of 

a universal and indivisible understanding of the individual: 

according to Duns Scotus, common form or nature must be indifferent to whatever 

singularity, must in itself be neither particular nor universal, neither one nor multiple, but 

such that it “does not scorn being posed with a whatever singular unity (Agamben, 1993, 

p. 24).  

For Agamben, community appears as a new form of unity which rejects the forms of 

organization that are built on certain essences. He alludes that community occurs at the level of 

singularities, where it gets out of its own isolated structure and communicates with the other. 

Singularity for Agamben, it is an experience that can only happen in being-with-the-other.  

Additionally, according to Agamben (1993), “the threshold is not, in this sense, another thing 

with respect to the limit; it is, so to speak, the experience of the limit itself, the experience of 

being-within an outside” (p. 75).  The threshold2 constitutes a point of contact in the relationship 

established with a space that is empty and must remain empty. The fact that whatever 

singularity is both filled with everything and not filled with anything means that it contains 

emptiness in its structure. The void of this space is an undetermined space, just as the singularity 

that is whatever is not determined through any identity or concept. In its emptiness, the void 

contains the existence of all possibilities. Agamben (1993) notes that: 

whatever adds to singularity only an emptiness, only a threshold: Whatever is a 

singularity plus an empty space, a singularity that is finite and, nonetheless, 

indeterminable according to a concept. […] Whatever, in this sense, is the event of an 

outside. What is thought in the architranscendental quodlibet is, therefore, what is most 

difficult to think: the absolutely non-thing experience of a pure exteriority (p. 74).  

Since the singularity does not determine itself through any specific properties, it does not 

exclude any of its possible states. Therefore, just like the singularity that is not determined or 

defined through any universal identity and concept, it carries the existence of all possibilities, 

allowing the singular to open itself to the outside. Accordingly, it can be said that whatever 

singularity can offer a domain for all possibilities and potentials which can constitute a 

                                                       
2 The state of being on the threshold is also seen in Bakhtin’s account of the chronotope. For Bakhtin, time is 
momentary in that it is a turning point or break chronotope, it is used to express short moments, not long 
durations. Thresholds are places where crisis events, declines, resurrections, changes, renewals, decisions that 
determine a person's whole life take place. That is, the threshold chronotope is usually the expression of a 
sudden decision, crisis point, change, transformation, renewal, crossing over, decline or a new beginning in 
human life (Vlasov, 1995, p. 47)  
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community. Agamben claims that the one, who stays outside is not the one. He writes “[t]he 

outside is not another space that resides beyond a determinate space, but rather, it is the passage, 

the exteriority that gives it access-in a word, it is its face, its eidos” (1993, p. 75). Furthermore, 

Bos (2015) elaborates on the concept of the threshold with regard to its treatment in Agamben’s 

discussion as follows: 

The concept of the ‘threshold’ is central to Agamben’s project and he uses it (or 

alternatives such as ‘zones of indifference’) to make clear that nobody is safe from the 

other side of order and civilization and that we may therefore have to face it right away. 

This implies not only an ethics about the other but also an ethics about the self, for it is 

the self that might easily pass the threshold and turn into the other (p. 19).  

Whatever singularity belongs to both inside and outside at the same time, being neither inside 

nor outside. The threshold, is nothing but a limit, it, so to speak, is the experience of the limit 

itself, being inside an outside. In this context, the threshold does not refer to any limit. It is an 

outside event that cannot be included in the set, cannot be determined, and has an externality 

with its face. This non-belonging of the threshold makes it belong to all possible beings. That 

is, the connection between the inside and outside of whatever singularity turns it into a kind of 

threshold.  

It is difficult to respond to Agamben’s specific question of “how can the togetherness of 

whatever singularity be defined without belonging to community?” without first articulating 

his ideas on friendship because the concept of whatever singularity can be read and replaced 

with the concept of “friendship” (Mocan, 2019, p. 3). For this reason, it is inevitable to consider 

the section on the concept of friend in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, as in Agamben’s The 

Friend. The best-known example of the concept of togetherness, which has been discussed in 

relation to the concept of “friend” since ancient times, is the discussion of collective thought 

between Nancy, Blanchot and Agamben. The concept of togetherness has generally been 

discussed in the focus of the togetherness concept. It is not wrong to say that Agamben has a 

special connection with the verb to “sense” since sensation is of great importance in the concept 

of friendship.  

According to Agamben, the friend and I sense together. It is to consent to the existence of these 

two polar friends who share pure existence. The friend and I share existence through co-sensing. 

Therefore, “rather being itself is divided here, it is non-identical to itself, and so the I and the 

friend are the two faces or the two poles of this co division or sharing” (Agamben, 2009: p. 34). 

Due to the existential importance of the friend, friendship is the primary and fundamental issue 

that philosophy should deal with and Agamben asserts that 
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friendship belongs to prote philosophia, since the same experience, the same “sensation” 

of being, is what is at stake in both. One therefore comprehends why “friend” cannot be 

a real predicate added to a concept in order to be admitted to a certain class (Agamben, 

2009, p. 35).   

In other words, in The Coming Community (1990), the answer to which sense friendship can 

form a coherent cluster becomes clear. Agamben demonstrates the intertwining of phiosophia 

(philosophy) and philos (friend) in his article Friend (2009) since philia (friendship) is directly 

related to the definition of philosophy since philosophy contains the word philos (friend), there 

can be no philosophy without friends or friendship, and also whatever singularity cannot be 

considered separately. Agamben (2009) points out that:  

Friendship is so tightly linked to the definition of philosophy that it can be said that 

without it, philosophy would not really be possible. The intimacy between friendship and 

philosophy is so profound that philosophy contains the philos, the friend, in its very name, 

and, as often happens with such an excessive proximity, the risk runs high of not making 

heads or tails of it (p. 25).  

Agamben’s The Friend (2009) begins with a disappointment about a friend. Although Agamben 

and Nancy decided to write on the subject of friendship, this decision lost its validity in the first 

attempt of correspondence. Agamben’s next disappointment concerns Derrida.3 The source of 

the disappointment is which of the two sentences attributed to Aristotle is correct. Therefore, 

friends do not share a particular togetherness, but rather a togetherness in life. Agamben 

continues that if friendship is not such an intimacy that it is impossible for one to form a 

representation or concept of it for oneself. To regard someone as a “friend” is to accept him as 

whatever singularity. In this case, whatever singularity of Agamben and the concept of 

friendship cannot be dissociated in this context. 

To conclude, Agamben proposes a hypothetical community in which each individual is valuable 

and recognized. According to Agamben, “coming” clearly emphasizes not togetherness based 

on community, but togetherness without community. In this context, Agamben (1993) reiterates 

the unrecognizability of existence and the fact that it does not belong to an identity with the 

following sentences: 

                                                       
3 While Derrida begins his book with “O friends, there are no friends,” Agamben has already written to 
Derrida requesting that the sentence in question be amended as a consequence of his study as follows: “He 
who has (many) friends, does not have a single friend”.  However, Agamben is surprised that Derrida does 
not acknowledge what Agamben suggests in his work. 
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Assuming my being-such, my manner of being; is not assuming this or that quality, this 

or that character, virtue or vice, wealth or poverty. My qualities and my being-thus: are 

not qualifications of a substance (of a subject) that remains behind them and that I would 

truly be. I am never this or that, but always such, thus. Eccum sic: absolutely: Not 

possession but limit, not presupposition but exposure (p. 104).  

For this reason, whatever singularity appears as a way of coming together within the community 

that does not necessitate an essential universal identity. 

All in all, the present thesis has a twofold aim. Firstly, it will offer a re-reading of Radclyffe 

Hall's The Well of Loneliness (1928) and Jeanette Winterson's Oranges Are not the Only Fruit 

(1985) with a special focus on the status of the queer individual within the 20th century British 

community. Secondly, it will offer a reconsideration of queer community via Agamben’s 

reflections on ‘whateverness’ as singularity, employed to designate an alternative community, 

a being-with. There are several studies which separately handle these two novels, from different 

perspectives, such as gender, obscenity, profanity, or religion. However, there is not sufficient 

scholarship in the field that elaborates on a possible inclusive community encompassing all 

gender identities. This juxtaposition of Agamben’s idea of whatever singularity with queer 

theory, not achieved to this date, constitutes the novelty of the present work and its focus on 

the topic of togetherness without the common. 

 

RESULTS 

The Well of Loneliness (1928) has been examined through censorship, modernity, 

lesbianism, identity crisis and Christianity in the existing scholarship. The present chapter, also 

focused on the exclusion of homosexual individuals in the 20th century Britain. In addition to 

the former studies of the novel, a reconsideration of queer community as a community of 

whatever (lovable) singularities has been discussed with references to Agamben’s relevant 

concepts. Similarly, although Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1985) has been analysed through 

lesbianism, Christianity, family values, identity in other studies, by covering all aforementioned 

analysis, this dissertation offers a possible community for each member of the society, such as 

a lesbian person, Christian, friend. Therefore, it sheds light upon every member of the society 

is “lovable”. Along with that, whatever singularity, together with all its existing patterns, is full 

of possibilities and potentiality to change. It can be simply wrong to keep this potentiality 

restrained all the time. An alternative ethical ground is required in order to actualize these 

opportunities and potentials, and this can be possible with Agamben’s understanding of 
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community. That is why, any concern regarding queer individuals would require a re-discussion 

of community. 

DISCUSSION 
 
Having shed light upon love with queer identities through hegemonic masculinity in the 

epigraph, James Baldwin (1956), with his character, Giovanni, expresses the queer people’s 

inability to find a place for them and their identity to be approved by the society. Baldwin 

reveals the social pressure on homosexuals by describing the difficulties and even death of 

queer individuals just because they fall in love with the same sex individuals. Similar to 

Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room, Radclyffe Hall and Jeanette Winterson narrate the stories of 

lesbian characters, Stephen and Jeanette, who gradually realize that they are attracted to women 

in their novels, The Well of Loneliness (1928) and Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1985).  

These novels deal with the search for a better and happier place of their characters, Stephen, 

and Jeanette, who are ostracized by both society and her mother just because of their 

homosexual identity. 

Agamben offers a society that embodies everybody tel quale and he asserts that there is a 

possible society, in which people within the society respect and accept each other as whatever 

they are since whatever acquires a singularity as it is in its existence. An individual cannot be 

ignored and/or excluded from the society since they belong to a whole, but that belonging does 

not represent anything concrete; belonging/being as such is here only related to an empty and 

undetermined totality. The Coming Community (1990) also presents an understanding of a 

society that acknowledges all the characteristics of the singularity, and the singularities can 

share their being-as-such as their specificity. Accordingly, this chapter will endeavour to 

demonstrate why homosexual people are to be accepted by the society by the means of idea of 

whatever singularity offered by Agamben by analysing two texts comparatively: Hall’s The 

Well of Loneliness and Winterson’s Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit.  

Stephen Gordon is the lesbian protagonist of the novel who is seeking for love and a better life 

within the heteronormativity of 20th Century British society. Lady Anna Gordon, Stephen’s 

mother, presented to the reader as a religious figure, defining her daughter’s masculinity 

“unnatural”: “Stephen is very unusual, almost – well, almost a wee bit unnatural – such a pity 

and poor child, it’s a terrible drawback; young men do hate that sort of thing, don’t they?” (Hall, 

1928, p. 63). The fact that Anna Gordon complains about her daughter simply for her behaving 

outside the norm unlike the other girls in society can be highlighted when Butler’s comments 

on compulsory heterosexuality are recalled.  Butler (1991) suggests that “compulsory 
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heterosexual identities, those ontologically consolidated phantasms of “man” and “woman,” 

are theatrically produced effects that posture as grounds, origins, the normative measure of the 

real” (p. 21). In this case, Stephen’s masculinity is stuck in heterosexual hegemony, and 

Stephen is thus despised due to her masculine attitude; that is not accepted in the 20th century 

Britain where everyone’s sexual orientation is taken for granted as heterosexual. That is why, 

if lesbian or gay people reveal their homosexuality, they are stigmatized by other people by 

claiming that they are “unnatural”. As a result, due to the compulsory heterosexuality of the 

society, Stephen starts to question herself since she does not behave as expected in the society 

and opens up to her father by specifying her confusion about her emotional state: “Is there 

anything strange about me, Father, that I should have felt as I did about Martin” (Hall, 1928, p. 

90). Accordingly, Agamben’s understanding of whatever singularity provides Stephen and 

other queer people with a new perspective for escaping the established codes of the traditional 

society. What happens in the novel, (in contrast with the suggested hypothetical community) is 

that the community becomes the source of Stephen’s troubles and suffering, especially after her 

father’s death. In this context, homosexual individuals have always been subjected to 

discrimination throughout history and have always sought a place for themselves in society like 

Stephen and her queer friends. However, every individual should be welcomed or accepted by 

the society regardless of their sexual orientation since “whatever singularity (the Lovable) is 

never the intelligence of some thing, of this or that quality or essence, but only the intelligence 

of an intelligibility” (Agamben, 1993, p. 9).  

Singularity or selfhood, in the Levinasian sense, can only be established and experienced in 

being-with-the-other. That is why, love plays an important role in designating the relationship 

between selves. For Agamben, the singular being makes community possible via lovability. 

Love does not focus on this or that feature of the loved one; the lover loves the object of love 

with all its features and as it is as such. Within this context, Stephen’s love for Angela is an apt 

example since her secret and unrequited love for Angela, despite knowing that she is married. 

Albeit briefly as Agamben (1993) explains “the lover wants the loved one with all of its 

predicates, its being such as it is. The lover desires the as only insofar as it is such-this is the 

lover's particular fetishism” (p. 9). In the light of Agamben’s idea of love, Stephen begins to 

love her unconditionally regardless of her gender, and keeps writing letters to her regardless of 

the consequences. 

 In addition to the idea of whatever singularity, Agamben’s discussion of the Limbo might 

also offer a peripheral perspective for reading the queerness in The Well of Loneliness (1928). 

As Agamben discusses in The Coming Community (1990), ‘whatever beings’ are very much 
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like the unbaptized children in Aquinas’ Limbus. The inhabitants of Limbus, who have no fault 

other than original sin, do not go through a painful punishment in hell, but a punishment of 

being deprived of the image of God forever (Agamben, 1993, p. 12). From this point of view, 

Stephen’s feeling like a man and later realizing that she is a lesbian girl is no different from the 

unbaptized children in Limbus. Stephen is subjected to constant hate comments by her mother 

just because she acts like a man or emulates her father: 

It is you who are unnatural, not I. And this thing that you are is a sin against creation. 

Above all is this thing a sin against the father who bred you, the father whom you dare to 

resemble. You dare to look like your father, and your face is a living insult to his memory, 

Stephen. I shall never be able to look at you now without thinking of the deadly insult of 

your face and your body to the memory of the father who bred you. I can only thank God 

that your father died before he was asked to endure this great shame. As for you, I would 

rather see you dead at my feet than standing before me with this thing upon you--this 

unspeakable outrage that you call love in that letter which you don’t deny having written 

(Hall, 1928, p. 221).  

As seen in the quotation above, Stephen is in endless despair and society including her mother 

never stops ostracizing her since she cannot change the society’s point of view towards queer 

people; therefore, she cannot find a way out. 

Similar to Hall’s The Well of Loneliness, Winterson also puts forward the theme of love in her 

novels since for her theme of love can be considered as “dependent on its ability to transcend 

sexual barriers and gender. It should be limitless” (Ellam, 2010, p.13). She also draws the 

readers’ attention by portraying the main character of Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1985) 

as a lesbian girl. By doing so, she tries to demonstrate that love has no gender and subverts the 

conventional comprehension of love of the 20th century Britain. Winterson firstly challenges 

the love of a mother, which is generally and arguably presumed to be the most unconditional 

love. 

Although at the very first glance, Jeanette’s mother, like every other mother seems to love her 

daughter, the reader soon discovers that this love is based on certain expectations to be fulfilled. 

At the age of seven, Jeanette suddenly loses her ability of hearing because of swollen lymph 

nodes. Jeanette’s mother leaves her at the hospital alone. However, when she realizes that this 

is a disease-related deafness “[her] mother [comes] to see [her] quite a lot in the end, but it [is] 

the busy season at church. They [are] planning to the Christmas campaign” (Winterson, 1997, 

p. 28). This is a very early sign, indicating that the mother’s love for the daughter is conditional. 

She constantly tries to shape her daughter according to her own expectations, instead of 
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accepting her as she is. In order to analyse the mother’s relationship with the daughter, 

Agamben’s discussion of the quodlibet within its relation to the dichotomy of the individual 

and community should be taken into consideration. Accordingly, Libet is about whatever 

singularity being lovable as it is (Agamben, 1993, 10). Whatever singularity does not belong to 

any particular class or concept that reveals itself not through a particular concept but simply as 

“being-as-such”. Jeanette’s mother’s failure to embrace her as such, followed by the society at 

large is the central concern of the novel. 

Jeanette is presented as a character who constantly problematizes her own identity and 

existence: “[she] had often thought of questioning her [mother], trying to make her [mother] 

tell [her] how she saw the world” (Winterson, 1997, p. 88).  Whenever Jeanette displays a 

questioning attitude about religion, a theme that plays a central role in the mother’s world, she 

warns her that she should not talk about such topics. “Jeanette’s mother establishes herself as 

the bearer of the divine will” (Gamallo, 1998, 133). Accordingly, the mother-daughter 

relationship is mostly formed and shaped around the highlighted religious belief and its 

consecutive codes. “Oranges also considers how impossible it is to escape from a constructed 

past where, although there is no biological tie between mother and daughter, the connection is 

still present even after betrayal and Jeanette’s excommunication” (Ellam, 2006, p. 80).  

DeLong argues that the title of Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit is associated with 

homosexuality (2006, p. 270). In one of their dialogues Jeanette’s mother categorizes the 

demons by colour and defines the orange devil as the hedonistic demon: “What sort of demon? 

The brown demon that rattles the ear? The red demon that dances the hornpipe? The watery 

demon that causes sickness? The orange demon that beguiles? Everyone has a demon like cats 

have fleas” (Winterson, 1997, p. 106). DeLong explains that while the orange demon represents 

homosexuality, the oranges represent heterosexuality, and Winterson, with the title Oranges 

Are Not the Only Fruit, metaphorically explains that heterosexuality is not the only sexual 

orientation. Ellam (2006) alludes “Winterson’s use of this shifting image explodes the 

homo=hetero binary, or, at the very least, inverts traditional assumptions about the two, since 

all oranges (hetero) are orange (homo), but other things can be orange (homo) as well” (p. 270). 

Taking the title itself into account, Agamben’s whatever singularity becomes relevant. 

Winterson depicts Jeannette as a lesbian girl labelled by the society as “unnatural”, reflecting 

to the reader that they exist within society despite several difficulties and rejections. This 

existence itself within community, in relation with Agamben’s approach, indicates that 

whichever sexual orientation you are, you are still agreeable. Starting with Jeanette’s 

relationship with her mother, the ‘ethical encounter’ as Levinas would put it, Jeanette should 
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take her place in the community as a lovable singularity. Whether she is attracted to men or 

women, whether she is religious, a Christian, or not should not determine her lovability. In this 

context, the mother must love her daughter wholeheartedly, not with regard to her own proper 

or acceptable definitions. The same also applies to the love and respect that people in the 

community have for other people. Jeanette might love either a man or a woman but each love 

is still unique and singular since the lover loves the one “such as it is” (Agamben, 1997, p. 2). 

As displayed in the title, oranges are not the only fruit, meaning heterosexuality are not the only 

sexual orientation in the society and differences should not stand for discrimination. On the 

contrary Jeanette should be loved as what she is. 

Additionally, Jeanette, the protagonist of the novel Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1985), is 

intended to be a missionary, but as she learns more about herself and her sexuality, she 

reinterprets both her faith and her family. As a result, members of the church and her mother 

see her as a threat. Jeanette succeeds in breaking free of heterosexual discourse and establishing 

a new future for herself, rejecting the destiny her mother had planned for her and who had 

become the ideological weapon of the church she belongs to. However, nothing has changed in 

the city she left once she returns after a long time. The fact that the society she has not been in 

for a long time has not changed reveals that the real problem is the society, so Agamben’s 

notion of community would be just right for Jeanette and the 20th century Britain. As Agamben 

emphasizes, what a state cannot tolerate is that singularities form a community without 

affirming any identity. This corresponds to the situation in which people belong to each other, 

without any representative condition of belonging, a situation.  

To conclude, the protagonist of Hall’s Stephen and Winterson’s Jeanette are lesbian characters 

who are exposed to discrimination by their society and their mothers. Despite the fact that they 

both are written decades apart, the protagonists deal with the same exclusion. However, 

Agamben’s whatever singularity enable them to live within the society with their whatness 

since Agamben claims that there is a possible society which accepts its members with their 

whatness.  

Whatever is the figure of the pure singularity. The whatever singularity has no identity, neither 

definite by a concept, nor simply indefinite; rather, it is determined through its relationship with 

an idea, that is, with the sum of its possibilities. It is through this relation that singularity is 

acquired not by its inclusion in a certain concept or actual quality (such as being red, Italian, 

homosexual), but through this very act of limitation. Thus, the singularity belongs to a whole, 

but this belonging cannot be represented by a real condition: here belonging, being-such is only 

a relation to an empty and indefinite total. Whatever adds just a void, just a threshold to the 
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singularity: whatever is a singularity plus an empty space—a singularity that is finite but still 

undefinable according to a concept. However, a singularity plus empty space can only be a pure 

exteriority, a pure exposure. Whatever is, in this sense, an outside-in event. What the 

architranscendental quodlibet suggests is therefore the most difficult to think about: the 

absolutely not-thing experience of a pure outside. What is important at this point is that the 

concept of “threshold” finds expression in a word meaning “at the door” in many European 

languages. It is not another space beyond a certain space; it is rather a transition, an outside that 

gives access to it – in short, its face, its eidos. The threshold, in this sense, is nothing different 

compared to the boundary; The experience of the limit itself is an experience of being-within 

the outside. This ek-stasis is the gift of singularity from the empty hands of humanity. 

Stephen in The Well of Loneliness (1928) is presented with identities throughout her life. For 

instance, when her mother reminds her of her gender in an attempt to mould her according to 

the norms of society, Stephen, despite her great effort, drives everything to its limit. She 

straddles all individuality: woman, male, lover, friend, and sister. In essence, she exists 

alongside and beyond all individualities. As a result, she resists and ridicules all these roles, 

causing them to collide. She has all these attributions, yet she is not uniquely identified with 

any. She illustrates what happens when society’s conferred identities are put into question, 

when one hovers on the threshold of singularity. As exemplified by Agamben, the structure of 

whatever singularity comprises emptiness. This void is an undefined space as much as the 

singularity that is undefined by any identity or notion. The gap holds the existence of all 

possibilities in its nothingness.  “Hall also uses a body between genders to symbolize the 

“inverted” sexuality Stephen can neither disavow nor satisfy. Finding herself “no match” for a 

male rival, the adolescent Stephen begins to hate herself” (Newton, 1984, p. 570). This indicates 

the fact that Stephen as a singular being is described neither as a woman nor a man, instead she 

is in the threshold.  

Also, a traditional society, on the other hand, does not easily welcome any undefined or 

indeterminate existence. This is what Agamben attempts to stress in his discussion of 

community: 

Just as the right human word is neither the appropriation of what is common (language) 

nor the communication of what is proper, so too the human face is neither the 

individuation of a generic facies nor the universalization of singular traits: It is whatever 

face, in which what belongs to common nature and what is proper are absolutely 

indifferent (Agamben, 1993, p. 26).  
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Using the example of Agamben’s “face”, it is possible claim that each individual is distinctive 

and has its own characteristics since the human face is neither a universalization of single 

characteristics nor the individuation of a generic facies. Along with that, Agamben (1993) 

suggests “it is whatever face, in which what belongs to common nature and what is proper are 

absolutely indifferent” (p. 26). That is why individuals who do not conform to social norms, 

such as homosexuals as represented in Hall’s novel, are in the community with their own 

specificities despite being excluded from society.  

Her exclusion from society and the attitude of her mother brings Stephen, paradoxically, closer 

to God and she finds a kind of happiness in her communication with God. By telling God about 

the troubles with her mother and society, she attempts to comfort herself in a way and begging 

for mercy from Him no matter what she experiences outside.  As Agamben mentions in his 

book chapter, namely Example, to be an exemplar is to be not defined by any characteristic 

other than being called. Within this perspective, it is not being heterosexual, but being called to 

be heterosexual as these define the example. Pure singularities communicate, for example, in 

their empty space, without being attached to any property or identity (Agamben, 1993, p. 20-

21).  In this case, the example is valid for all cases of the same genus and lies between them, 

and stands for each one, although there is a singularity among the others, it applies to all 

singularities. In this context, if sexuality is to be considered as such an example from 

Agamben’s point of view, sexuality is valid for all human beings and is a singularity that lives 

within all humans and sexuality also creates its own singularity, including the state of falling in 

love with any gender. In that, sexuality constitutes singularity, regardless of gender. Considered 

in terms of Stephen, Stephen becomes an exemplar of 20th century of Britain as a lesbian 

character. Stephen is neither particular nor universal because of her homosexual identity. 

Neither society accepts her as she is nor is she recognised as a homosexual. She is a singular 

being, showing her singularity as a homosexual individual. Regardless of her sexual orientation, 

her existence should be tolerated by society in all circumstances. As Agamben articulates what 

makes the Example distinctive is that it applies to all cases of the same genus, and in addition, 

it is “in-between” them. That is why, Stephen is neither unique nor universal, an existent that 

only shows her own uniqueness, that presents itself as such in the 20th century Britain. 

Similarly, Jeanette in Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1985) is located on threshold between 

being religious and irreligious, with her mother and with her lover, the community and herself. 

However, this does not mean that her determinations are not clear, or she is deprived of 

identities. She believes in God, but this does not prevent her from questioning the existing 

religious doctrine. She loves her mother but at the same time she loves Melanie, because loving 
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somebody of the same gender is not something to be blamed for; and yet, she is posited as an 

alien in the community where she lives. However, Jeanette as a whatever singular being, “has 

no identity, it is not determinate with respect to a concept, but neither is it simply indeterminate; 

rather it is determined only through its relation to an idea, that is, to the totality of its 

possibilities” (Agamben, 1997, p. 66). Along with that, Jeanette’s existence is confronted by 

her mother’s binary oppositions. Jeanette notices that her mother has clear and precise limits 

beyond which she does not stray. She advises Jeanette to build her life by relying on these codes 

she has been following throughout her life: 

Enemies were:  

The Devil (in his many forms)  

Next Door Sex (in its many forms)  

Slugs, 

 Friends were:  

God  

Our dog  

Auntie Madge  

The novels of Charlotte Bronte  

Slug Pellets (Winterson, 1997, p. 3)  

As the above quotation underlines, everything in the Church’s structure seems to be in conflict, 

and the limits are strictly defined. Its system should never be disrupted or called into question. 

This system is what Jeanette’s mother’s embraces. For Jeanette’s mother, life continues through 

binary oppositions on the axis of black/white, sin/goodness, wrong/right. If Jeanette takes her 

father as a role model, she will not be accepted by the society, she will be exposed to prejudices 

and she will enter into a struggle that she will never win as Jeanette confesses: “Poor Dad, he 

was never quite good enough” (1997, p. 11). Jeanette’s mother is the dominant character in the 

marriage, and she exerts control even over her husband by either entirely ignoring him or 

ensuring that he follows the rules of her faith (Bollinger, 1994, p. 365). However, as a lover, a 

daughter, a member of the community, pious, Jeanette associates with all identities and at the 

same time transcends them all. By doing so, she challenges and mocks all these identities, 

bringing them to a point of crisis. 

Men and women, who are biologically differentiated from the moment of birth, are separated 

when it comes to social norms which turn biological sex into gender since “heteronormativity 

is a societal hierarchical system that privileges and sanctions individuals based on presumed 

binaries of gender and sexuality; as a system it defines and enforces beliefs and practices about 
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what is ‘normal’ in everyday life” (Toomey, McGuire, & Russell, 2012, p. 188). Winterson’s 

novel attempts to disrupt and transcend the binary framework that stifles gender variation and 

flexibility. She attempts to address the traditional view of gender, as well as the negative 

dichotomy of male/female and masculinity/femininity, in Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit 

(1985), since the role assigned to the individual from birth is prescriptive and its borders are 

well defined. The versions of sex or sexuality presented to men/women have been shaped by 

their environment from the very first moments and are debilitating in many ways “because their 

governments have socialized them since birth to view these norms and standards as the only 

acceptable behaviour. Citizens who reject heteronormativity typically do not start at this 

position but rather evolve to this position” (Holmes, 2019, p. 5). These characteristics are 

shaped by the person’s family, close environment, and the dominant gender roles in societies. 

“[That is why] women who loved other women became defined as unnatural, many were 

simultaneously empowered through their ability to name themselves and their feelings, and 

through the help that ‘naming’ gave them in identifying other lesbians” (Bland, 1995, p. 8). 

Moreover, gender identity, according to Butler, is interchangeable and complicated while also 

being constrained by societal norms and expectations “because certain kinds of ‘gender 

identities’ fail to conform to those norms of cultural intelligibility, they appear only as 

developmental failures or logical impossibilities from within that domain” (1999, p. 24). This 

is demonstrated in Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1985), when the protagonist, Jeanette, 

confesses being a lesbian person. Jeanette opposes the idea of a normative, binary society in 

which everyone acts and lives according to the prevailing, conventional gender and sexual 

standards of men and women in the novel. Despite being obliged to obey the church’s 

regulations and seek love from people of the same sex in order to be an idealized girl, she defies 

the hierarchy and falls in love with a woman, breaking gender boundaries. As a result, Jeanette’s 

lesbian love transcends the sexual and gender restrictions connected with traditional love. 

As mentioned before, Jeanette also pushes everything to its boundary by defying church 

theology and her mother’s regulations. She dwells on the borders of all her identities: woman, 

lover, homosexual, and pious. She exists alongside and beyond all other identities. As a result, 

she is, in a way, unknown: she owns all of these identities but is unaware of them. She represents 

what happens when society’s conferred identities are questioned, and when one stands on the 

verge of uniqueness. The structure of whatever singularity, as represented by Agamben, 

consists of emptiness since it is both full of everything and not full of anything. The emptiness 

in this space is undefined, much like the singularity that is anything is undefined by any identity 

or idea. In its nothingness, the gap contains the presence of all possibilities (1993, p. 74). For 
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instance, what Jeanette perceives as her mother’s betrayal, on the other hand, may be seen as 

the foundation for Jeanette’s choice to pass by the threshold from heterosexuality to 

homosexuality. Jeanette informs her mother about her deep affection for Melanie, yet her 

mother betrays her by refusing to support her daughter. Jeanette’s most recent affair with Katy 

also helps her to reaffirm her lesbian identity. Acceptance and reaffirmation of her 

homosexuality are critical in preventing her personality from being fragmented. Accepting her 

homosexuality also means destroying the connections she has with her mother and community. 

However, given the mother-daughter connection, the most logical interpretation is one of 

possession to mother. Jeanette is constantly in her mother’s grasp. Despite the fact that she is 

no longer under her mother’s control, Jeanette maintains a deep bond with her. She fails 

whenever she attempts to cross the threshold between being her mother’s daughter and being 

an autonomous girl. As portrayed in the novel, “[t]here are threads that help [she] finds [her] 

way back, and there are threads that intend to bring [her] back. Mind turns to the pull, it's hard 

to pull away. [Thus, Jeanette] is always thinking of going back [to her mother]” (Winterson, 

1997, p. 151). She cannot keep herself away from her mother although they do not have any 

proper mother-daughter affair. She stays in the threshold of their relationship.  

For Agamben, what determines a singularity comes from its relation to the sum of all 

possibilities. The singularity, which is not determined by anything, is without an identity, and 

with this feature it is in an openness that can encounter all possibilities (1993, p. 74). This point 

of contact corresponds to the threshold which is not a boundary, instead is relationship 

established with an external space. Therefore, Jeanette as a whatever singular being, is not 

determined by any identity, and this makes her open to any probabilities.  

All in all, Stephen and Jeanette, in Agamben’s sense, are figures of singularity who stand on 

the boundary of all their possibilities and characteristics. Such boundary, according to 

Agamben, is a threshold rather than a limit. This threshold forces everyone to disclose 

themselves completely. It is also a realm of nothingness “empty space” where everyone comes 

together without any condition or identity, as “being whatever.” The threshold is the sense of 

the boundary itself, of being-within an outside. This ek-stasis is the gift that singularity collects 

from humanity's empty hands (Agamben, 1993, p. 67). 

Friendship is one of the most reliable relationships an individual can develop. Loneliness is a 

palpable experience for every individual. However, the increase in loneliness is an abnormal 

situation for the individual as a social being. The remedy that can be developed for this 

abnormal situation is friendship since in a true friendship, there is only a bond based on love, 
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without any fear, obligation or condemnation. This bond naturally brings together sharing and 

trust, thus reducing loneliness. 

Friendship is also closely related to the definition of philosophy that it can even be said that 

philosophy would not be possible without it. The closeness of philosophy and friendship is so 

deep that the word philosophy includes philos, that is, the word friend. Agamben notes that the 

word ‘friend’ belongs to what linguists call the ‘nonpredicative term’, so it does not refer to 

anything specific like ‘white’, ‘hard’, ‘hot’. In addition, it is not predicative and it is problematic 

whether it can form a consistent set (Agamben, 2009, p. 29). Just like in insults, the word 

‘friend’ is not a descriptive predicate, but a proper noun. Because insults have a different place 

among all possible forms of addressing or addressing in the language: Insult replaces the 

person’s name. Therefore, no matter how dissatisfied the person called with this naming is 

about the nickname, this situation ties the person’s hands and arms. “What is offensive in the 

insult is, in other words, a pure experience of language and not a reference to the world” 

(Agamben, 2009, p. 30). According to Agamben, friendship is an intimacy that cannot be 

represented or conceptualized. Words such as white, hot, hard can be predicates, and their 

predicate refers to what something is. However, the fact that the word ‘friend’ is not predicate 

indicates a situation that is separated from the determination beyond the unique feature or 

quality of the friend. 

Once Stephen in The Well of Loneliness (1928) grows up, she begins to consider herself a boy 

although “Stephen is biologically female, and the expectation is that her expression of gender 

reflects biological femininity, while her sexual desire seeks a masculine” (Green, 2013, p. 282). 

For instance, when she talks to her friend Collins, she reveals that she does not see herself as a 

female by stating: “Yes, of course I am a boy. I’m young Nelson, and I am saying: […] I must 

be a boy, cause I feel exactly like one, I feel like young Nelson in the picture upstairs” (1928, 

p. 13). It is obvious in the quotation that she is searching for her identity and is lost in this world 

which makes her life even more problematic. Furthermore, Stephen’s masculinity is explained 

by Bauer (2003): 

Stephen’s masculine mind conducts the ways in which she uses her masculine body to 

express her sexuality. Initially, the body had marked her as ‘narrow-hipped, wide-

shouldered little tadpole of a baby’ who somehow did not seem to fulfil the parental 

expectations. When she learns to shape her body to her own ideals, she becomes the 

narrow-hipped and wide shouldered (p. 27).  



NOTE: This preprint reports new research that has not been certified by peer review and should not be used as established information without 
consulting multiple experts in the field. 

  

Yeditepe University Academic Open Archive 
 

Her masculinity also demonstrates that “[h]er struggle to find her place ‘unexplained as yet’, 

has made her one of the most appealing and problematic heroines of twentieth century fiction” 

(Saxey, 2005, p. vii).  

Nevertheless, Stephen is much closer to her father than her mother since she does not want to 

be like the other girls; who are either going after boys or staying in their homes. Instead, she 

spends her time with her father and enjoy fencing, which is counted as a male activity. Hall 

(1928) explains, “A young woman of her age to ride like a man, I call it preposterous” (p. 81).  

Her mother wants her to emulate the other girls in the town and she tries to find for her daughter 

a suitor. Her father, on the other hand is more inclined towards embracing his daughter with 

whomever she loves and whoever she is in the 20th century Britain. The mother sees Stephen 

as: 

a social disaster, yet at seventeen many a girl was presented, but the bare idea of this had 

terrified Stephen and so it had had to be abandoned. At the garden parties she was always 

a failure, seemingly ill at ease and ungracious (Hall, 1928, p. 65).  

 Contrary to her mother’s opinion about her, she has a friend, named Puddle, and supports her 

in all cases even though people are generally against her. Whenever she feels frustrated, she is 

always there to support. This friendship does not prevent Stephen from feeling outcasted 

especially when she fails to find in herself the capacity to get engaged in a heteronormative 

relationship:   

What was she, what manner of curious creature, to have been so repelled by a lover like 

Martin? Yet she had been repelled, and even her pity for the man could not wipe out that 

stronger feeling. She had driven him away because something within her was intolerant 

of that new aspect of Martin (Hall, 1928, p. 82).  

Unlike her thoughts about herself, Puddle does not withhold his support to protect and empower 

her. Within this context, Agamben’s discussion on community cannot be thought without the 

discussion of friendship since one of the most fundamental factors that enable the individuals 

that create the community to stay together is their togetherness and friendship. Agamben (2009) 

sees friendship as: 

[recognizing] someone as a friend means not being able to recognize him as a 

‘something.’ Calling someone ‘friend’ is not the same as calling him ‘white,’ ‘Italian,’ or 

‘hot,’ since friendship is neither a property nor a quality of a subject (p. 31)  

Accordingly, Stephen’s friendship with Puddle, stands as a substantial example, since this 

friendship is not based upon regular and normative definitions with unconditional support. As 

the above quotation suggests, Agamben’s approach to friendship dismisses any given 
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subjectification. Such friendship requires accepting the other as such. Puddle does not alienate 

herself from Stephen just because she is a lesbian girl. 

Besides, because of Stephen’s masculine appearance, Anna Gordon feels ashamed and thinks 

Stephen is an embarrassment to the community. On the one hand, Stephen does not satisfy what 

Anna Gordon asks for from her; therefore, Stephen starts to think that, “[she looks] like a 

scarecrow; you are beautiful, darling, but your daughter isn’t, which is jolly hard on you” (1928, 

p. 64).  She tries to dress as her mother wants; however, her mother still dislikes Stephen’s 

fashion. She tries to get her mother’s attention but she fails again since “Stephen’s expression 

of gender, which she and others experience as masculine, and her sexual desire, which is 

directed toward women, initially render her illegible within her social milieu” (Green, 2003, p. 

282). However, Stephen, who does her best to win her mother’s love, always feels the support 

of her friends. Unlike her mother, who has turned her into someone she is not, her friends accept 

Stephen as she is, always support her and allow her to hold on to life. 

Since the reflection on community should also focus on friendship, it might be necessary to 

focus on Stephen’s friends. Brockett, for example, warns Stephen about Mary since she is 

young and “the young are easily bruised”, asking her to “be a bit careful of the so-called normal” 

(Hall, 1928, p. 313). Brockett also advises Stephen to move to Paris from London in order for 

her to be a good writer and develop her writing skills since London is not a good place for her 

to write a novel because she needs to focus more on her career. The difficulties that Stephen 

are exposed to in Britain are not bearable; however, with the help of Brockett and Puddle, 

Stephen becomes more powerful to this exclusion from the society. Otherwise, she is not able 

to stand the death of her father, the pressure her mother put on her, and the social exclusion of 

her, and could give up quickly. For instance, Jonathan is always there to support her and states, 

“do the best you can, no man can do more – but never stop fighting. For us there is no sin so 

great as despair, and perhaps no virtue so vital as courage” (1928, p. 318). Jonathan and Puddle 

do not exclude Stephen due to her being lesbian girl.  “Friendship is, in fact a community; and 

as we are with respect to ourselves, so we are, as well, with respect to our friends. And as the 

sensation of existing is desirable for us, so would it also be for our friends” (Agamben, 2009, 

p. 33). From this perspective, Stephen’s friendships with Jonathan and Puddle stand for 

unconditional lovability. 

Similar to Stephen in The Well of Loneliness (1928), Elsie Norris, in Oranges Are Not the Only 

Fruit (1985) is a strong supporter of Jeanette, even after it becomes obvious that she is a lesbian 

person. Additionally, Elsie, unlike Jeanette’s mother, leads Jeanette along the appropriate road 

as a genuine mentor. Elsie meets Jeanette even after she leaves the church and does not reject 
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her. She even proposes that Jeanette should strike out on her own and find her own path in the 

world, and she means her identification is not inherently improper. The moment Jeanette is 

freed from the hegemony of the church is when her relationship with Melanie comes to light. 

After her being lesbian girl is discovered by the society, Jeanette’s commitment to the church 

is immediately questioned; her pride is hurt, and her feelings are utterly ignored by the church 

members. At the very beginning of the novel, the church has drawn the border for Jeanette 

based on the approach to good and evil. According to the church doctrine, her sexuality is on 

the forbidden side for Jeanette. Same sex relationship as in the case of Jeanette and Melanie, is 

explained not only by the society, but also by the mother with being possessed by the demon. 

However, Elsie does not care about whom Jeanette loves and accepts her as she is. Therefore, 

friendship is a significant theme in Winterson’s novel as it is in The Well of Loneliness. 

Agamben’s discussion of friendship would be a felicitous illustration to support the importance 

of friendship. Agamben’s explanation of community cannot be thought without a consideration 

of friendship because togetherness and friendship are two of the most important characteristics 

that enable community’s members together. Agamben’s association with the “lovable” while 

describing friendship is undoubtedly in concordance with his idea of community, since for him, 

friendship is related to accepting the other person as they are, just like in the perception of the 

community that every individual forming the community, should be loved as they are. Elsie 

Norris, accordingly, defends Jeanette and urges the church to stop abusing her. At the same 

time, Elsie is aware of what Jeanette and Melanie are up to the entire time but intends to protect 

them from the damage that can occur when their relationship is discovered. For, no matter what 

happens, she argues that Jeanette should be loved and accepted as she is, and she strives for it. 

She is aware of “being such that [Jeanette] always matters and that is lovable” (Agamben, 1993, 

p. 8-9). Until Elsie dies, she is seen and described by Jeanette as “encouraging” friend 

(Winterson, 1997, p. 22). Although Jeanette is ostracized by the society and the church, Elsie 

never excludes Jeanette just because she has a love affair with a girl, Melanie.  

Whether Jeanette really belongs to the society she lives in, not being able to define her identity 

and trying to explain every difficulty/easiness of her mother with the orders given by the church 

leads to different questions and problems in Jeanette’s mind. After being locked up in the room 

due to the revelation of her relationship with Melanie, Jeanette accuses her mother of treason 

and is now completely estranged from her mother. She says: “[s]he burnt a lot more than letters 

that night in the backyard […] In her head she was still queen, but now my queen anymore, not 

the White Queen anymore (Winterson, 1997, p. 110). With these expressions, Jeanette asserts 

that her mother tries to hide something by burning the letters. This moment can also be read as 
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a push by her mother for preferring to stay “in the closet”. As Sedgwick (2008) puts forth, being 

in the closet is “a performance initiated as such by the speech act of a silence—not a particular 

silence, but a silence” (p. 3). This silence means that there is a dichotomy between what it is 

spoken and what is not. Regarding the discourses, surrounding and exploiting it, being in the 

closet is a performance established by the speech act of silence because “[t]he gay closet is not 

a feature only of the lives of gay people. But for many gay people it is still the fundamental 

feature of social life” (2008, p. 68). That is why, many homosexual individuals prefer to be in 

the closet to survive within the society. Unlike her mother, Jeanette instead of hiding her 

relationship, has a love affair with Melanie without worry or fear that their relationship will be 

revealed thanks to her friend’s support. After her relationship with Melanie is discovered by 

the society, she challenges the society, openly stating that “I love her” (Winterson, 1997, p. 80).  

According to Agamben, the only evil is to be indebted to existence and to benefit from the 

possibility of not being as a substance or a basis beyond existence; or it consists in deciding to 

regard one’s own impermanence, which is the most peculiar mode of human existence, as a 

crime that must be suppressed in any case (1993, p. 51). That is why, the real evil is to make 

society see Jeanette and Melanie’s relationship as evil and mould them into what they are not. 

Thereof, “all that in any way concerns every or each member of a class must not be a member 

of that class” (1993, p. 79), but on the contrary, “Jeanette is exposed to the discourse of the 

small evangelical society when she is made to take part in the rituals and Sunday masses of the 

Church” (Atasoy, 2021, p.5). However, Elsie directs Jeanette in the proper direction. Even after 

Jeanette leaves the church, Elsie continues to see her. She even proposes that Jeanette go out 

and create her own way in the world, and that her identification is not necessarily incorrect. 

Unfortunately, Elsie becomes ill and dies at the conclusion. Coming out of the closet can be 

considered as a strategically liberating move, as a result of this naturalization since it provides 

role models. At the same time, it attracts others to the queer struggle, combats the internalized 

homophobia and self-limitation that comes with secrecy, builds a more powerful group by 

increasing the number of visible homosexuals, and demonstrates that queer people are 

everywhere and thus cannot be easily circumscribed and effectively discriminated against it. 

Since according to Sedgwick, “only through the act of coming out does an ‘open flow of power 

become possible,’ because the act reveals previous ‘unknowing as unknowing’” (Xhonneux, 

2012, p. 97). However, this coming out is seen as a rebellion and is suppressed by the society. 

Just like when Jeanette’s relationship with Melanie is revealed, the society and Jeanette’s 

mother endeavours to suppress their relationship except for Elsie Norris.  
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At the end of the novel, Stephen is forced to break up with her girlfriend by the social norms 

and pressures for the sake of Mary’s happiness, since she does not want Mary to suffer and deal 

with the same segregation from the community. By arranging Martin and Mary’s union, she 

believes she offers them a better life although she herself will be left in the well of loneliness. 

Nonetheless, Hall ends her novel with a hope for a possible society, in other words, ‘a coming 

community’: “[a]cknowledge us, O God, before the world. Give us also the right to our 

existence” (Hall, 1928, p. 399).  

CONCLUSION 

The Well of Loneliness (1928) and Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1985) display the approach 

of society towards homosexual individuals in the 20th century Britain. Because of their 

homosexual identities, the protagonists of these novels are despised by either their families or 

society, or both. First of all, The Well of Loneliness (1928) focuses on Stephen’s problems and 

loneliness as a result of her being alienated first by her mother and subsequently by society due 

to her physical appearance. Similarly, The Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1985) features 

Jeanette who discovers her lack of interest in the opposite sex. When she informs her mother, 

she encounters the first sample of multiple rejections. By highlighting the problems experienced 

by queer people, both texts – also because of their autobiographical component - enable 

homosexual individuals to find a reflection of their plight in literature.  

While treating homosexual people as individuals in their own right, both novels clearly 

disrupt authoritarian hegemonic prohibitions against queer people; naturally, a work’s contents 

and language are not devoid of hegemonies or power structures of a society, region, or historical 

period. For instance, the initial public reactions against Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness, 

its publication ban are as many markers of hegemonic authority. As stated by Rowbotham (1973 

as cited in Whitlock, 1987) “language conveys a certain power. It is one of the instruments of 

domination […] Ultimately a revolutionary movement must break the hold of the dominant 

group over theory, it has to structure its own connections. Language is part of the political and 

ideological power of rulers”. Hence, according to most feminist writers challenging the 

dominant discourse necessitates the development of alternative forms of articulation. Hall 

achieves this in The Well of Loneliness by depicting the exclusion of lesbian people and their 

consequent search for new places to be happy. Similarly, Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit 

accomplishes the same via its protagonist who constantly questions, challenges norms, and 

endeavours to make both her mother as well as society at large to accept her gender identity.  
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The presence of queer people has been an ongoing concern in community. ‘The queer’ focuses 

on gender beyond sexuality and is used as an umbrella term to represent non-normative sexual 

identities and practices. Queer theory, accordingly, is positioned at a critical juncture in the 

deconstruction of hegemonic roles since it stands in opposition to heterosexual standards; it 

also encompasses the ambiguity, mystery, and flexibility that define queerness. Namely, queer 

theory aims to deconstruct gender in a way that prevents it from being reconstructed as yet 

another heterosexist hegemony. This is why it deliberately refrains from defining its boundaries 

and becoming a set normative discipline. In Turner’s (2000) words, its aim is “to investigate 

the historical circumstances by which ‘sexuality’ especially the charge of ‘homosexuality’ can 

automatically render subjects the somewhat pitiable victims of a determinism that 

‘heterosexual’ subjects supposedly remain free of” (p. 38). In this case, queer theory 

emphasizes social norms, established heterosexual hegemony, and examines the legitimacy of 

all gender identities.   

For instance, Hall’s outcast lesbian characters in The Well of Loneliness reveal the resistance to 

the heterosexist order that is proposed or imposed on them. Stephen as a tomboy has been 

exposed to discrimination because of her appearance and her hobbies since her childhood. This 

can be better understood via Butler’s idea of institutional heterosexuality and via the argument 

of gender as something established by the society. According to Butler, the identity or identities 

that the subject has/will have, is/are formed by the elements of the social structure. In this 

context, the exclusion of Stephen from society just because of her appearance and her 

preference for things that the men of that period liked is meant to force her into an identity. This 

also makes her a subject created by society beyond the pure subject.  

Winterson’s Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit is a narrative built around an ostracized lesbian 

character named Jeanette. By rethinking the woman as a gender, Winterson attempts to change 

the conventional picture of woman; furthermore, she opposes the cultural construction of 

heterosexuality by rejecting the idea of female identity and femininity imposed by established 

gender hierarchies. Jeanette is supposed to be a missionary, but as she comes to grasp her own 

religious and sexual reality, she re-interprets both her faith and her family.  

This present thesis discusses Agamben’s notion of community and togetherness in his book, 

The Coming Community (1990). The philosopher’s reassessments of the community of people 

who do not have a community result in the concept of togetherness regardless of the common. 

As previously stated, whatever singularity has no identity and is not specified with regard to an 

idea. Additionally, the community to which Agamben alludes, welcomes singularities while 

refusing all ideas of identification and belonging, since his concept of a real community is one 
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in which singularities are not marginalized. As a result, singularities are considered as a highly 

important aspect of society. The ‘whatever’ does not achieve singularity in its attitude as a result 

of a common trait (for instance, being red, French, or Muslim), but it acquires as it is in its 

presence (Agamben, 1993, p. 11). This new conception of community reveals a society that 

incorporates all the singularity’s traits and can share this originality. As a result, Agamben's 

community is a novel structure that emerges outside of traditional frameworks, beyond the state 

and beyond the law. It has been the aim of the present thesis to argue that Agamben’s idea of 

potential community represents a viable alternative for homosexual individuals who were 

excluded in 20th century Britain. Such a community respects the individuality and 

togetherness of the human beings because people are lovable as they are. By exploring two 

different texts written at the beginning and at the end of the twentieth century, this thesis also 

argued that the discrimination and exclusion of homosexual people did not decrease over time. 

However, perhaps one should remember that we are at a “threshold” of a new era; to use 

Agamben’s words, we are considering the “outside”, which is not “another space that resides 

beyond a determinate space”, but “the passage, the exteriority that gives it access […] 

its eidos”. If queer people, if all of us are to re-learn to assume our own significance, our 

importance as whatever singularities, we surely have to compel ourselves to practise the state 

“of being-within an outside”, that which will enable us to collect the “ek-stasis” as the “gift that 

singularities gather from the empty hands of humanity” (Agamben, 1993, p. 69). 
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